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Chapter One
 
 
I STARED AT THE VAN that was meant to take us from the Green Forest and the fae compound that had been my home for almost a year, to Uamh An Ard-Achaidh, the High Pasture Cave in Torrin on the Isle of Skye, near Scotland.
“I hope nobody expects me to drive that hoopdie,” I said, eyeing the car with British license plates suspiciously.
Jared pointed the key at it and pressed a button to open all the locks. “What’s wrong with it? It’s perfectly safe.”
Before I could open my mouth to explain that the steering wheel was on the wrong side and the front of it was so squashed it looked like a pug, Tim, my pixie roommate, spoke up and cut me off.
“Safe? Not with Jayne behind the wheel it wouldn’t be.” He flew over to stand on the roof rack that was already loaded down with the supplies we’d need to set up household somewhere on the Isle of Skye. “Talk about a death trap. Did you see her in the dining hall last night? She can’t even navigate on her own two legs.” He snorted after that and then immediately calmed down when he realized it was messing up his hair to get too excited over his own jokes. He pulled his comb out of his fanny pack and slicked it through his ‘do.
I glared at him as my friends watched us with bemused expressions on their faces. They knew he was giving me crap, but they couldn’t hear a word of it. Lucky them.
“I stepped on a spelled banana peel,” I said in my defense, looking over at my cousin, Samantha. She was acting totally innocent, but I knew better. When I told her a couple months ago I wanted her to help me get prepared for sneak attacks, I had no idea that she’d take it so literally. I’d gotten better at anticipating her little surprises and throwing up bubble shields of elemental Green power to protect myself, but I still had a lot to learn about tricky witch bitches and their sick senses of humor. A banana peel, Sam? Seriously?
She shrugged. Somehow, over the past few months, she’s managed to tune into my brain’s wavelengths. It wasn’t that she read my mind exactly, but she did seem to know when I was pissed at her. Not that it made one iota of difference when she was making decisions about whether to mess with me or not. She was one of the few people in our fae world who didn’t fear me in the least. Probably because she was as powerful as I was, only in a different way. Fated Fates had some crazy magic mojo going on for sure, even when they didn’t want to be one.
Most of my friends who came with me to the Green Forest from Miami as humans and the friends I made after arriving were all just a little nervous about what could happen if I woke up on the wrong side of the bed. From the beginning of my tenure as Mother to the fae, the elemental who commands Earth and Water, I’ve admittedly done a pretty good job of accidentally putting people in comas, sending arrows through the forest at supersonic speeds over vast distances and burying them in places they shouldn’t be buried, and generally raising hell. Like, literally raising hell. We’d only just gotten the last demon back into the Underworld where he belonged. But still … I hadn’t blasted anyone recently who didn’t deserve it, so their fear was totally misplaced, according to me. Besides Sam, the only other fae not afraid of me were Tony and Spike, and they probably felt that way because they knew how much I loved them both. I’d rather die than hurt either one of them, even just accidentally.
My hand moved almost involuntarily to my hip where the hilt of my demon sword rested. As luck would have it, Samantha wasn’t always a pain in my ass. Her magic had grown in power just like my skills had, and she’d invented a nifty spell that turned my giant bedazzled demon sword into what looked and handled like a small dagger when there were no bad guys around. But the minute someone pissed me off or threatened either my life or the life of someone I cared about, watch out; that demon dagger got a serious boner and turned into a giant sword like no other. I giggled just thinking about it.
Tim looked over at me and noticed where my hand was. “You’re laughing about the dagger boner again, aren’t you? It’s really not that funny.”
“Says you.” I walked over and waited my turn to get into the van.
“Says anyone who’s seen you in action with that thing,” he countered, buzzing over to land on my shoulder. “That weapon is no laughing matter. Lest ye forget … I saw that orc’s nutsack lying on the ground that your boner sword sliced and diced right off the poor beast. I mean, I’m no fan of the orc, but seriously, Jayne … the jewels should be off limits, no matter what the enemy’s race is. I’m scarred for life.”
I reached up to flick him in the butt, but he easily avoided me. It wasn’t that he could read my thoughts, but he’d been on the business end of my flicking finger close to a million times by now and could easily figure out when and where the next one was coming from. He deserved every single one of them. The last thing I needed right now was to be reminded of that severed nutsack. Shudder.
“So Willy’s not coming, right?” Scrum asked, distracting me from my retribution. My daemon friend was looking at my backpack with way too much concentration.
“I already checked the pockets three times. He’s not going to hitch a ride this time.” Like I needed his pixie momma up my butt over that again. Accidentally taking him into the Overworld last year when we went dragon hunting was one of my worst screw-ups to date. I was hoping we could avoid any of those fiascos for this trip. It wasn’t like I didn’t already have enough pressure on me being the portal guardian’s companion or anything. Dragons are like really big Saint Bernards, right? Oh, God, I think I’m going to be sick. I reached my hand out and rested it on Tony’s shoulder to steady myself.
He patted it, giving me a brief smile before walking away to open the door on the other side of the van for his girlfriend, Felicia, succubus extraordinaire.
“He’s with Abby, don’t worry,” Tim said. “She has him on lock-down until we contact her and let her know we’re too far away for him to find us.”
“She’d better.” I looked over at Sam. “Do you sense any pixies here, other than Tim?”
She shook her head. “I spelled the path. He’ll never make it this far.”
Tim’s head swiveled around in a flash. “She’d better watch that witchy bitchy stuff with my boy. You know I won’t stand for any nonsense. He needs those wings. Without them, he’ll be grounded, and you know what that’ll do to the entire fae community. I’ll get blamed for it, you know I will.”
Willy was known as the most energetic pixie baby in the entire Green Forest, and that’s saying a lot since now all the pixies who were formerly relegated to pixie colonies have come back. When Tim wasn’t preening over the compliment he assumed that to be, he was pulling his hair out trying to keep a rein on the kid. The one time Willy had become grounded through a spell gone awry, everyone had paid the price. For a month we all suffered sore eardrums from his whining, severe sleep deprivation, and not to mention stuffed up noses from him crawling up into beds and stuffing pollen in our nostrils. No one can raise a ruckus like a grounded pixie, that’s a fact.
“Don’t worry, Tim,” I said, trying hard not to smile, “Sam’s not going to screw up again.”
Sam stopped what she was doing and glared at him. “Is he accusing me of something?”
Tim flew up into my face, his eyes bugging out. “Do you like watching witches pluck the wings off pixies? Is that your problem? You’re sick, you know that? Sick.” He flew backwards around the van, giving me the middle finger on the way.
“Did he just flip you the bird?” Finn my green elf friend asked. “It’s kinda hard to see with his fingers bein' so tiny ’n all, but dang. He looks p.o.ed.”
I shrugged. “He’s just cranky because he has indigestion. You know Tim.”
Now the little punk was inside the van doing blowfish maneuvers on the window glass, too distracted by the opportunity to make a fool of himself to listen to me bring up his gas problems. Normally, it’s a surefire way to get his undies in a twist.
“Okay, everybody in,” said Jared, head daemon and pretend teacher in charge of our pretend school going on our pretend field trip. It was the best cover the fae council could come up with for our appearance on the Isle of Skye as a group of teenagers not in school during the time of year when we should be.
“How long is this trip supposed to take?” Becky asked as she took her seat next to Finn, her life-partner.
“Seventeen hours, give or take,” said Jared.
“Seventeen hours, Jayne, did you hear that?” Tim asked. “Don’t sit by the gnome-head, whatever you do.”
“Good idea,” I said under my breath, avoiding being behind Scrum and instead choosing a spot near the middle, saving a space next to me for Spike. I’d left him in my bed earlier this morning, assuming he’d get up and be here on time. Now I was doubting the wisdom of that plan. I should have known better; he was still a night owl, preferring to sleep in until lunchtime.
“Where’s Spike?” Scrum asked, looking back at us from the passenger seat up front next to Jared.
Samantha stared out of the side window from her position behind Scrum. I wasn’t nearly as good at reading her mind as she was at reading mine, but I was pretty sure I knew what she was feeling. She wanted to be in front with Jared, but she still lacked the lady balls to take her spot at his side. Guilt was a terribly heavy burden she refused to let go of, no matter how many times I’d yelled at her about it. Seriously, it was getting old. So what if she almost unleashed evil on the entire world? People make mistakes. So do fae. Suck it up. I was hoping this little field trip of ours would help her get past her issues. If it didn’t, I was going to have to poke her with my demon knife or something. Nothing like a good blood letting to help a fae get some perspective on things, I always say.
“Do you want me to go find out where he is?” Becky asked, looking at me expectantly.
I shrugged. “Go for it. He’s probably still in my room.”
Becky disappeared in an instant, leaving an empty spot behind.
Finn sighed. “I ain’t never gonna not be jealous o’ that.”
“Yeah, yeah, booger boy, we’ve heard you say that about a thousand times now,” said Tim, sounding bored.
“Booger boy?” I asked quietly.
“Green elf. Get it?”
I snorted. “Now you’re just reaching.”
A tiny squeak from Tim’s butt was the only response I was going to get.
Becky reappeared with a yelp and a smack for my arm. “Thanks a lot, Jayne!”
I half laughed in my shock at her obvious anger toward me. “What? What’d I do?”
She glared at me. “You knew he was going to be naked, didn’t you?”
I couldn’t stop laughing at the look on her face. I didn’t know what she was so pissed about, though; he looked pretty damn good in his birthday suit if you asked me.
Tim giggled too. “Incubus junk. Awesome.”
“It’s not funny at all. Spike is my friend, and I don’t like seeing my friends without their clothes on.”
“I thought I was your friend,” Finn said, acting confused.
Becky elbowed him. “Not anymore, you’re not.”
“Aww, baby, don’t be like that.” He tried to lean in to cuddle her, but she wasn’t having any of that nonsense, jabbing him in the ribs hard enough to make him wheeze.
“Do I need to go hurry him up?” I asked, sighing. An already long trip made longer by my boyfriend. Awesome. I was sleeping with the slacker. Oh well … better than sleeping with the enemy, which I was almost destined to do for the rest of my life. Thankfully the bad spell thrown over me got nixed and Ben got sent to dragon camp for the next fifty years or whatever. Sucks to be him. I still thanked my lucky stars every day that I wasn’t tied to him for life.
A puff of air moved my hair by my left ear, and I turned to find my boyfriend there on the seat next to me, staring at me with a sparkle in his glowing red and black irises. “Hurry who up?”
“Come on, shut the doors,” Jared said sounding bored. “We have seventeen hours on the road, and I don’t want to get there too late.”
I looked at my watch. “It’s seven in the morning. We’re going to get there at midnight. Maybe we should leave later and get there in the morning.” A nap sounded good to me about then. For the last week we’d been preparing to go, and I’d been allowed to sleep in, and that was way too easy to get used to. These six in the morning starts sucked major honkiss.
Jared shook his head, firing up the engine. “No. We want to arrive when it’s dark, when no one will be able to see us very well.”
I nodded. He had a point. We did kind of stick out like sore thumbs in our fae gear and weapons and such, and I didn’t like the idea of being unarmed when we were so close to the entrance to the Underworld. Those demons had a habit of escaping and finding me.
“We ain’t goin’ in there without disguises, I hope,” said Finn, looking down at his green tunic. He did look pretty elfy.
“There are clothes for everyone to change into in the back, but I don’t want to put everything away until we’re gone from here. Just in case.”
I exchanged glances with Sam. She shrugged, telling me she had no idea why he was being so cautious.
I shrugged too and then turned my attention to a spot outside the windows. Beyond the trees just next to us lay my mother’s grave and the beautiful oak that stood sentry over it. I pushed the unhappy memories of her funeral and the need for it away as soon as they started to leak in. There’d be plenty of things for me to stress out about on this trip, I was sure; no need to get myself all worked up over a past that couldn’t be changed or Jared’s paranoia. He still blamed himself for some of what happened, with the demons sneaking into our realm and the Overworld too, and all the fae who ended up paying the ultimate price, but he was alone in that. The rest of us knew it was Leck, Maléna, and Ben behind the scheme, and that all of us were fooled into playing along, including angels who should have been above all that garbage. At least one of those three culprits was paying dearly for his interference in our peace, or so I’d heard from Theresa, the succubus who regularly visited Ben at the Overworld portal. According to her, he was learning how to be a portal guardian with his mind not bent on ruling the world. I had my doubts his training was going to take, though.
I used to hate Jared for tricking me into coming to the Green Forest, and back when this whole thing started, I would have been right there beside him, blaming his sorry butt for everything that happened … but not anymore. Now that I knew what it was like to be fae, and had met and come to know the other fae I now call my family, there was no way I could be anything but grateful to him. These days, he was more like my fairy godfather and guardian angel all rolled into one. It was Jared’s and Scrum’s mission to keep me safe from things that went bump in the night, and so far, they’d done a pretty damn good job of it as far as I was concerned. If a threat came for us during this trip, they’d sense its presence and give us a chance to escape it. At least, that was the theory. Daemon radar —daedar, as I liked to call it— had not proven infallible when there were talented witches around. Good thing I had the baddest badass witch of them all on my side. We Blackthorn girls stick together now. I tipped my head to the side and rested it against the cool glass.
“Does anyone mind if I smoke?” Tim asked, giggling and farting once.
“Keep your buttsmoke to yourself,” I mumbled as I closed my eyes.
“You’re no fun,” he said, farting three more times in quick succession.
My friends ignored us both, falling into a lull of conversation that quickly put me to sleep. Tim’s intestinal problems were the last thing I remembered thinking about before dosing off and falling into La-La Land.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
“FIND THE LYCURGUSSSS CUP, AND bring it to meee.”
I woke with a start. The van wasn’t moving, and I was alone in a parking lot somewhere. Did someone just tell me to bring them a cup? A what cup? A Ly …blah blah cup?
“Hello?” I said out into the empty air. Signs on the short buildings about fifty feet away were written in French. There were several other cars in the lot, picnic tables scattered around under the trees, and wide sidewalks leading to the buildings. A rest stop. Damn. I didn’t sleep nearly enough, obviously. I’d been hoping to see something in English, but my watch said it was only eleven-oh-three in the morning.
The nightmare or weird dream that had awakened me quickly dissipated into the mist of fear rising around me. Where were all my friends and why did they leave me alone in the van? Then I heard a whistling and my fears were tamped down considerably. I’d recognize Tim’s tone deafness anywhere.
“A hunting we will go, a hunting we will go, hi-ho, the merry-o a dragon hunting we will goooo…”
“Tim, where are you?” I looked around the van trying to pinpoint where his voice was coming from.
“I’m right here,” he said. A giggle followed by a snort told me he thought he was being hilarious.
I yawned. “Oh, shit, sorry. I thought that thing on the windshield was a bird turd. Now I can see it’s a pixie. How long did I sleep?”
“Ha, ha, very funny.” Tim flew up from the front seat and hovered just out of my reach. “You have drool crust on your face in case you care.” He rose up to sit on Jared’s headrest, facing the back of the van and me. Once he was balanced, his cuticles became the focus of his attention.
“Where is everybody?”
“Peeing. Getting snackage.”
“What kind of snackage?”
“Nougat, if I know this rest stop.”
“Nougat?” Was this code for something? I blinked my eyes several times, a wave of dizziness hitting me out of the blue. When I squeezed my lids shut and then opened them again, my head was leaning against the glass of the van.
“Tim?” I asked, picking my head up. He wasn’t sitting in front of me anymore, but I hadn’t seen or heard him leave. My gaze roamed the van, as I wondered where he’d gotten to.
“I’m right here.” He giggled and snorted.
I rolled my eyes. “Hide and seek again? Really?”
“Who’s hiding? I’m right here.”
I got the creepiest feeling I’d had since I saw the room full of mimickers in Maggie’s pantry. What? Am I on repeat here or what? I looked down at my watch and saw the time.  Eleven-oh-one. I could have sworn the damn thing said eleven-oh-three before. Banging my watch on my leg and the seat next to me did nothing to change the second or minute hand. The seconds just kept ticking by like they were supposed to. What the fudge, man? I was almost afraid to say my next words, but I had to. I had to see if I was losing my mind or actually sensing something was off.
“Oh, yeah. I … uh … saw some bird shit on the windshield and thought it was you. I mean … crap … I saw you there, but I thought it was bird shit.” Ugh. Apparently, I’ve not only lost track of time, I’ve lost track of my ability to tease a pixie. Now that friggin sucks.
Tim flew up from the front seat and glared at me. “Are you trying to be funny or just being stupid? I can’t tell.”
Becky came around the corner of one of the buildings and noticed me through the windshield. She waved something long, skinny, and white at me, distracting me from what I was going to say next.
“What in the hell is that?” I asked, squinting at the thing in her hand.
Tim turned around and snorted. “Nougat. Personally, I think the stuff is better to hang posters with than eat, but whatever. I’m not French.” He went back to his fingernails, and I stepped out of the van.
“What’s up?” I asked Becky, wondering if I missed something while I was awake-dreaming, which is what I decided had just happened. Or maybe I was growing a new magical skill — seeing the future. That could be awesome. I wasn’t nearly as worried about my little brain-fart episode after that thought flitted through my mind.
Becky stopped in front of me, her face flushed and smiling. “Nougat! They have like eight hundred kinds in there.”
“Called it,” Tim said still messing with his cuticles.
I took it from her and examined it, squishing it with little success and turning it over to find things pressed into the middle of it. “Looks like a stale marshmallow with nuts trapped inside to me.”
“Exactly.” She took it back and unwrapped it, taking a giant bite out of the end and chewing it like a cow.
“I’m going to go shake the snake,” I said, leaving her to her stale confection.
“Do you have a snake? Hey! Get me another one of these!” she shouted at my back.
I shook my head. Over the year I’d known her and her buddies, I’d learned that every single water sprite has a serious sweet tooth. You’d never know it by looking at her dental work, though; those choppers of hers were just as sparkly and white as ever, and she never got tired of blinding me with them.
As I approached the rest stop entrance, my other friends came out. Spike paused and took my hand. “You want company?” He leaned down and kissed my forehead.
“No, I can pee on my own, thanks.” I closed my eyes, happily accepting his affection. I never got tired of his attentions, even though I now had access to them pretty much twenty-four/seven.
“Okay. See you back at the van.” He spanked me on the butt as he continued on, thinking he was going to get away with it, but I pulled a little of The Green into me and tweaked him with it.
He twitched and hopped a little with the shock and then turned around, pointing at me and smiling as he walked backwards, his amazing, pointy teeth gleaming in the weak, springtime sun. “You’ll pay for that later.”
I laughed as I turned back toward the entrance. “You wish!”
Scrum was the last one out, but he hesitated before walking past me, looking at me with his head tilted to the side, reminding me of a confused canine.
“What?” I asked, walking right past him, knowing he would follow. He was kind of persistent like that, but I didn’t mind. He was assigned as my protector, after all.
“Something happened.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I scanned the interior of the building until I found the blue sign with the lady wearing a dress on it. It made me wonder when the world was going to find another way to indicate the women’s bathroom. I never wore dresses.
“Something happened while we were in here and you were out there. Dang it,” he berated himself, “I knew I shouldn’t have come in without you.”
“When nature calls, nature calls, Scrum. I’m fine sitting in the car by myself. I’m not a little kid.”
He was still hot on my heels, and I was just five feet from the bathroom door.
“I know you’re very powerful and can hold your own in most cases, but we’re not in the Green Forest anymore and there could be other forces out here that you’re not used to…” The rest of his speech was drowned out by the flush of a powerful toilet ahead of me.
I tried not to breathe in the heavy scent of fake flowers covering very real poo. Holy hell, that is something else. Damn. Whoever invented a deodorizer that actually worked to ease the smell in places like this was going to be a billionaire. Vay-poo-rise. Yeah, baby. But that person had obviously not gotten that invention filed at the patent office yet, because this place … whoa.
I left Scrum to his fretting and picked a stall, squatting over the potty with my pants around my knees, letting my mind wander. According to my watch, which may or may not keep actual correct time, we were thirteen hours from our destination. Thirteen hours from the town where I had to find a house to live in. And thirteen hours from my new home base that would be the place I stayed in for a couple weeks at least twice a year, keeping the portal guardian of the Underworld company as her companion. Ugh. Calling myself a companion sounded way too sexy for my liking. It didn’t help that her last one was also her mate and of the male dragon persuasion.
I pictured the portal guardian who I was tied to for life, the one I was going to see in just a few days — Biad, the dragon covered in deep red scales that matched the one fused to the palm of my hand. The last time I saw her was over the winter, when I’d gone with my friends into the Underworld to recruit her to our cause. After the decision to open the portals to the Otherworlds was made by the fae council, we needed her and her counterpart in the Overworld, Heryon, to act as guardians, making sure souls didn’t leave the Otherworlds until they’d earned the right to do so.
My thumb absently rubbed the smooth, warm, red scale embedded in my palm. I hadn’t seen that one coming, the moment that Biad had taken my entire hand into her mouth and breathed a fire so hot it melded parts of our bodies together. Thank goodness it wasn’t standard issue fire, or I would have been cremated on the spot.
I glanced down at my palm, noticing it was getting warmer. The scale there seemed to be glowing. I blinked a few times, trying to get my eyes to work properly again, but they weren’t cooperating.
Someone flushed a toilet nearby, but instead of stopping after a few seconds, the sound of that water just kept coming and coming. Quick! Overflow situation! Toilet paper! Stat!
I pulled my gaze from my hand and rushed to finish the job I’d come to do. I was just pulling my jeans up to my waist when a small wave of water rushed around my shoes. I looked down and then back at the toilet. The water levels were rising quickly in my toilet too. Way too quickly.
“What the hell?” It sounded like someone had unleashed Niagara Falls in there, but that didn’t make any sense. It was a bathroom for shit’s sake, not a public monument.
“Jayne?” Scrum’s voice was faint, but I could still hear the hint of alarm in it.
Great. Just what I needed. A bathroom rescue. I hurried to button up my jeans and get the door open so I could beat feet out of there before Tim got wind of my predicament; surely he’d blame me for the system-wide overflow. I could hear him already … Constipated? Not anymore, I guess! Heee heee heee! He’d fly off high-fiving himself.
“On my way out!” I yelled, trying to turn the lock on the door. It was stuck, though, and wouldn’t cooperate. My hand started getting really hot, and I couldn’t decide if it was coming from my almost freak-out or the door itself. I quickly pulled my palm away to wave it in the air and cool it off, and was shocked to find a melted spot on the metal door where my hand had been. I looked down at my dragon-scaled appendage in trepidation, and my jaw dropped open at what I saw.
A giant eyeball? What’s a giant fucking eyeball doing in my hand?
I screamed and the water level in the room immediately went higher, almost as if in response to my fear.
And then, suddenly, I was squatting over the potty again, and it was totally quiet in the bathroom. No water, no melted door, no nothing.
What. The. Fuck.
I looked down at my watch and noticed the second hand had stopped moving. Shaking my arm did nothing to re-start it.
A toilet down the line flushed and wouldn’t stop, but the floor and my feet were dry. I looked at my watch again, eyeing it with suspicion. It was a gift from Céline, the silver elf who started the giant mess I was now paying for for the rest of my life. Not that I hated her for it or anything, but still … I was pretty sure the watch was another peace offering.
The water started to gather around my feet at the same time the second hand started moving again. This time, I didn’t panic quite as much, which was probably nuts. Here I was stuck in a public restroom with toilets and God knows what else flowing toward my favorite moccasins, but my brain was telling me some witchy bitchy stuff was afoot and my only concern was getting out of that stall and out to the car so I could kick Samantha’s ass. I would have thought she’d know better than to come at me with one of her sneak attacks while we were out here in the human world with so many non-fae witnesses, but apparently not. Not cool, Sam. Not cool at all.
The lock on the door was jammed, but a little hot-eyeball-in-the-dragon-scale action from the palm of my hand took care of that. The cheap silver-colored mechanism melted and hissed when it hit the water that was now high enough to get into my shoes through the place where the laces went in to wet my socks. She is so going down when I get out of here.
I slammed the door open with my shoulder and sloshed my way over to the exit.
“Jayne, are you okay?” Scrum asked, his tone louder than normal but not exactly rising to the level of worried. Idiot.
“Yeah, sure, just let me stem the tides of eight fucking toilets and I’ll be right out.”
I turned around to face the bank of stalls and reached into The Green to pull some of its power up into me. Other than shocking Spike’s ass, this was the first time I’d done it outside of the Green Forest or Florida. I didn’t know what to expect, but this wasn’t it. Something was in my way. I could feel The Green out there, trying to answer my summons, but something was blocking it. And that just pissed me off to level nine point five, and at level ten, comas were gonna start happening. “Now she’s gone too far,” I growled out into the empty space.
Pulling up the water element wasn’t my favorite thing in the world to do, since my control over it was still a work in progress, but Sam had left me no choice. Luckily, it was more than happy to answer my call. It reminded me of Becky, the way the blue and green lights that came from it into my mind danced and sparkled, as if it were in a playful mood. Not that any of the elements can be considered playful, really. More like really friggin dangerous. But still … when they came at me in a sparkly flow like that, I seriously had to fight the urge to just go with them. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was behind me watching me as I raised my arms. Today would not be the day I joined my elements and disappeared from the earth. I had business to attend to that included hanging out in Hell with a dragon.
My latest training sessions had taught me that using a little arm action and some verbal commands helped me to focus my energy and harness the elements in a cleaner way, or so Sam had labeled it. And everyone was a fan of me doing things the cleaner way. Comas tended to happen when I was free-flowing my shit.
“Away, away,” I said in a near whisper to the water gathering now around my ankles. “Water be gone, go back to the land, go back to the rivers, the oceans, the sand.” I smiled as my rhyme took hold and the level receded. I narrowed my eyes, though, when I sensed that blockage out there somewhere still keeping me cut off from The Green. Time to bust another rhyme…
“And Water, my friend, before you go with your flow, do a sister a solid and hook her up with Earth, yo.” Sometimes my rhyming needed a little help. Pressure never helped the situation.
There was a hesitation in the water’s communication, like it was also running into some form of barricade to my other element, so I gave it a little juice, letting it know I wasn’t playing.
“Water, water, everywhere, do not piss me off, beware … if I don’t get my way right now, I’ll take you with me underground.” That was the best I could come up with, but luckily, Water knew what I was trying to say. Bringing up the pure elements of Earth and Water in the Here and Now was the most beautiful thing in the world. But in the Underworld? Not so much — not for me and not for them. This, I found out during my training as well, when Torrie the former demon explained how even the elements themselves actually felt punished having to be present in that horrible place. Not only the elements, but also the trees and the very air everyone breathed in the Underworld was poisoned to some degree, and that was not the type of pain that went by unnoticed. Yay me, getting to live there twice a year! Three cheers for personal sacrifice! My plan after that particular lesson was to never use my elemental badassery while doing my duty as a portal guardian’s companion, but Water didn’t know that, and so my threat worked.
I sensed The Green coming as it approached from a distance that seemed way too great. When it finally arrived, it hit me like a long lost child greeting a parent and happy to be home. It was the first time I ever imagined this element being almost human-like.
“Okee dokee, Earth and Water, let’s put this spell to bed.” I swirled my arms around my head and raised my voice, hoping this would be all I needed to finish the job. “Out you go, back into the world, leave the potty place dry and same with the girl!” One last flourish from my hands and that was all it took. The water flew back to the toilets from whence it came, and the humidity in the room was sucked down to nothing as Water claimed all its parts as instructed. I felt the skin of my legs going dry, and only then realized my mistake.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
MY SHOES MADE SQUISHY, FARTY noises as I left the now dry public restroom, every footstep leaving a wet print behind. I had asked Water to leave the girl dry, but had failed to mention the need to take the water from her clothing. Dammit. Foiled again. I comforted myself with the idea of how I would soon be torturing Sam.
“Are you okay?” Scrum asked, looking at me funny.
I looked down at my watch. The friggin thing was working again. I shook my head in frustration. “I will be in just a minute or two.”
“Are you sure you’re okay? Because I got this weird feeling for like a second and then it went away.” He paused as I walked by him. “Why are your shoes wet? Did you put them in the sink? They don’t look that dirty to me.”
I stopped short, causing him to almost crash into me. He danced off to the side to avoid taking me down. “Scrum, what on earth makes you think I’d walk into a public restroom and fully submerge my shoes and socks into a sink full of water?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you really like clean shoes. But you’re right, the sink would have been hard being so high up. Did you use the toilet?”
I couldn’t just walk away. Sometimes I felt like I had to make an investment in him growing some common sense somewhere in that brain of his. Not that it ever worked, but I still felt like I should try.
“So, if I liked clean shoes, wouldn’t I wait until we arrived at our destination before cleaning them? Or wait until I had a second pair handy to put on, so my feet wouldn’t get wet?”
He blinked several times in quick succession. “I don’t know.”
I shook my head and continued on my way. “Hopeless.”
“I washed my shoes with my feet in them once,” he said, jogging to catch up to me and walk by my side.
“Oh yeah? Sounds like a poorly executed plan to me.”
“I was young. At the time it made sense. My shoes were muddy, and I knew my grandma would get really mad at me, and there was this lake near my house, so I just went in.”
“So, I’m like a young Scrum to you, is that it? That’s the brain power I’m functioning with these days?” And I thought my day couldn’t get any worse.
“No, it’s just that…”
I paused my journey back to the car, but he expected it this time, stopping right along with me. “It’s just that what?” I narrowed my eyes at him.
He glanced nervously over at the car. “Everyone’s waiting for us.”
“Let ‘em wait. You were saying…?”
He shrugged and looked at the ground. “It’s just that, you know … you sometimes do stuff that doesn’t make sense to me.”
I crossed my arms over my chest, getting cranky and maybe a little bit defensive. Scrum was a great guy, don’t get me wrong, but no one would ever accuse him of being the brightest star in the sky. So why was he able to make me feel like an idiot so easily? “Oh, yeah? Like what?”
“Well, like when you tell Samantha to drop spells on you, when you know she could really mess you up. And when you, you know, sleep with Spike even when he’s ready to eat you alive. And stuff like that. You take risks that seem like … not good ideas to me.”
I slapped him on the shoulder, glad to know that was all that was bothering him. “That’s your daemon brain talking, Scrum. You know I work with Samantha to get better at fighting off the bad guys. And Spike is my boyfriend. What do you expect me to do? Kick him out of my room every time his eyes go goofy red? He’d spend six out of seven days out in the forest if I did that.”
“You guys have sex six times a week?” Scrum asked, his eyes bugging out of his head.
I put my hand on my dagger and pulled it halfway out, the weird, charmed steel of the blade making a sound like some kind of otherworldly snake coming out to sink some fangs into someone. “Are you friggin kidding me? You’re speculating on my sex life now, Scrum? Since when did that become part of your job description?”
“No! No, no, no! That wasn’t what I was doing!” He had his hands up and he was backing away with something in his eye that looked a lot like fear. But I didn’t care. How dare he? My business was my business, protector or not.
“Sounded like it to me.” I walked closer and leaned in, fixing him with a stare. “Dude, you might be my daemon, but that does not give you the right to comment on my love life, you got it?”
“Yeah, I got it. I got it.” He was almost whispering and very possibly peeing his pants.
People walking up to the rest stop store were staring, so I backed up and let the knife slide back into its tiny, shrink-rayed scabbard. “Good. Then we understand each other.”
As I walked away, Scrum’s voice hit me in the back of the head. “You never used to get mad at me like that, Jayne. I’m sorry I said anything.”
That tone of his was like a blade in my heart. Scrum had come a long way since finding his fae family, but not so far that I didn’t remember where he used to be — neglected and abused by his grandmother, living out in the middle of nowheresville, dropped on his head probably one too many times. Washing his shoes in a lake, for shit’s sake. All he wanted was for someone to love him, and there I’d gone and shoved him away again. When was I going to learn?
I stopped and waited for him to catch up. “I’m sorry, Scrum. I’m an asshole sometimes.”
“It’s okay. You were right. I don’t have any business questioning your authority.”
I sighed heavily. “It’s not my authority to tell you what to do as a daemon or how to do it, okay? I get what you’re saying. I take risks I probably shouldn’t. But that’s who I am, and I’m probably not going to change, so you either have to learn to deal with that or find a new fae to protect.”
“But I don’t want to protect anyone else.”
I shrugged. “Then I guess you’re stuck with me being a pain in your ass.”
“You’re not a pain in the a-word, Jayne. You’re just challenging. But Jared says we always need to be challenged or we grow complacent, so I should thank you.”
I chuckled. “Feel free.” Of course I said that not expecting him to take me up on the offer, but this was Scrum after all; I should have known better.
He smiled. “Okay. Thank you, Jayne, for constantly putting your life at risk and making me work so hard to keep my job and not die.”
I had to bite my lip to keep from responding to that. The kid’s heart was in the right place, and I couldn’t fault him for that. Jesus, I hope he finds a girlfriend soon. He needs a distraction.
“What’s up?” Tim asked, flying up to meet us. “Why do you look like you just bit into a lemon?”
“I’ll tell you later. First, I have to talk to Sam.” The witch was standing off to the side of the van, trying to pretend she wasn’t staring at Jared as he was examining an unfolded map spread out on the windshield.
“Are you sure you want to do that right now?” Tim paused. “Why are your shoes making that sound?” He dropped down to fly next to my feet, and it was very tempting to punt him across the rest area, but I resisted the urge. Angry pixies shut up in enclosed areas were never a good idea, and that van was small.
“Your shoes are soaked through.”
“Tell me about it.”
“What happened?”
“Sam happened. And now I’m going to happen to Sam.” I lifted a hand, ready to give her a little zing.
“Wait!” Tim flew up into my face.
I had to stop suddenly or risk pixieman-parts to the nose. “What?!”
“Something’s wrong. Something’s … off.”
“It’s the smell of toilet water all over my feet. Now get out of the way.” I tried to lean to the side, but Tim was too fast for me, jigging left and keeping his junk right in front of my face. I had to close my eyes to keep them from crossing and giving me a headache.
“What’s going on?” Tony asked, walking over to join Tim in his harassment of me.
“Nothing yet,” I said, my rage simmering.
Tim left me to fly to Tony, gesticulating wildly to get his attention. “She’s possessed! Stop her!”
“What’s he saying?” Tony dodged a little to the side, trying to move around my roommate.
“Listen up, Gray boy! I’m talking right in your face, I know you can hear me! What are you, deaf?!” Tim ran to Tony’s ear and grabbed hold of it, swinging left and right as Tony tried to dislodge him. “She’s going after Sam! Stop her!”
I frowned at him, my hand still partway up in the air. “Stop being so dramatic. I’m just going to give her a little zap to show her how much I appreciate wet shoes and overflowing toilets.”
“What are you talking about?” Tony asked, finally dislodging Tim and sending him flying away with a swat of his hand.
Sam caught onto my mood and started walking over, and Felicia appeared at Tony’s side the second she realized she was being left out of the conversation. Foiled again. I narrowed my eyes at my cousin. I’ll get you later, Sam.
“What’s up?” Sam asked, looking from me to Tony.
I said nothing, just stared her down. She was doing a pretty damn good job of looking innocent, I had to give her that much. I leaned my weight onto my other foot, which had the unfortunate effect of letting out a squish of water and air. Everyone looked down at my shoes.
“What happened to you?” Sam asked.
I scoffed. “As if you didn’t know.”
She looked up at me with a dead serious expression on her face. “I don’t. Really. What happened?” When her hand moved to rest on the small wand I knew she kept in the folds of her shirt, I knew she wasn’t messing around. Sam did that when she sensed danger near, and she didn’t fear me in the least.
Jared’s head popped up and his map slipped off the windshield a little. “You guys all right?” He let the map fall the rest of the way down by his leg when he saw the expressions on our face.
“I think we should go,” Scrum said, putting his hand on my back and pushing me toward the van. “We can talk about it in the car.”
Sam nodded once and took up a position on the other side of me. That’s when I started to get a little freaked out. Looking back, I probably should have been freaked out long before that moment, but I have a tendency to miss the finer points of things sometimes.
“Everyone in the van,” Jared said, shoving the map in through the driver’s side window before opening the sliding door to the back seats.
Becky disappeared from off to my left and reappeared inside the van, her eyes as big as saucers.
“Becky!” I hissed. “No teleporting in public!”
“Oh, right! Sorry!” She slumped down in the seat until just the top of her head was visible. A quick look around didn’t reveal anyone standing there scratching their head at her, so I prayed that meant we hadn’t drawn any unwanted attention.
“Jayne in the middle,” Jared ordered. “Sam on her left, Scrum on her right.”
“Sucks to be you,” Tim said, flying past me to take a position on the dashboard. “Gnome head, three o’clock.”
Normally I’d be right there with him and the gnome head insults, but not right now. The sense of danger grew with every passing second of my stupid, broken watch, and having my gnome-headed daemon there to squeeze the life out of anyone getting too close sounded fine to me.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
JARED SHOVED THE MAP INTO Finn’s lap and quickly reversed out of the space we’d taken. He was back on the highway in record time, looking at all of the van’s mirrors several times, as if he thought someone might be following us. I had a hard time not swiveling my head around every which way too; I half expected to see big, black SUVs with tinted windows closing in on us.
“What happened?” Sam asked.
Spike leaned forward and put his hand on my shoulder. “We’re here with you, babe. You’re okay.”
I nodded to let him know I appreciated the support. He always seemed to know when I needed his touch to calm me down.
“Don’t say nothing happened, Jayne, because I sensed something,” Scrum said.
I sighed, hating that I was about to make myself the butt of Tim’s jokes for at least the next week. But I wasn’t stupid or brave enough to keep this potty story to myself. After all the training I’d been through, it had become very easy to spot when I was out of my comfort zone where the magic was concerned, especially when it was the spooky kind.
“I was in the bathroom and someone flushed a toilet and then water started coming out everywhere.”
“Who was it?” Finn asked.
“I have no idea. Maybe it was nobody. When I left my stall, I was the only one in there.”
“I didn’t see anyone go in or come out while she was inside,” Scrum added. “I was at the entrance the entire time.”
“Is that it?” Tony asked from behind me. “Are you telling us everything?”
Tim’s singsong voice came from the back of Jared’s headrest where he was sitting with his legs crossed. “Myyy guess would beee noooo….”
“Well, not exactly. It happened twice.”
“What happened twice?” Becky asked from a hunched down position in the backseat in between Tony and Spike.
“The flooding. It was weird. I was … using the toilet or whatever, and the water started rising, so I got up and tried to get out of the bathroom, but the stall door was locked and wouldn’t open. But then my hand got hot and I looked down and there was this giant eyeball in the dragon scale there, so I kinda freaked out. But then all of a sudden I was sitting on the toilet again, and there was no water.”
“Ohhhh boy,” Tim said, floating up and then sailing into the front seat to sit on the dashboard facing Jared. “Did you hear that, big J? Time slip.”
“What’s he saying?” Jared asked, glancing at me in the rearview mirror.
“He said something like time slip.” Apparently the giant eyeball thing was no big deal compared to me back-tracking a little. Coulda fooled me.
“What happened next?” Jared asked. His knuckles were going white on the steering wheel with his crazy grip. That was the clincher for me, when the fear really took hold. Seeing Jared freaking out made my butthairs stand on end.
“The flush happened again and the water flooded again.”
“And your hand?”
“It got hot again, but this time I put it on the door lock, and it melted it off so I could go out.”
“And you said there was no one there waiting for you, right?” Tony asked.
“Nope. I was all alone. And then I busted out some rhymes to send the water back.” I paused, stepping back into the memory. “It was weird, though…”
“Yeah, no kidding,” Becky said, snorting.
“Not the flooding, I mean … The Green. It was cut off.”
Samantha turned her head to face me. “What do you mean, cut off?”
I shrugged. “Just like I said. I couldn’t call it to me. I had to get Water to help me make the connection. It’s like it was really far away, and just as frustrated as I was that we couldn’t link up.”
Sam looked up at Jared in the mirror. “Have you ever heard of that happening?”
“Maybe.” His eyes had gone dark and he was leaning toward the steering wheel a little. “I just want to put some distance between us and that place for now.”
“You think it’s tied to the location and not her?” Sam asked.
That sent a chill through me. “Tied to me? Like how?” Now I had fluffy butthairs and goosebumps.  Attractive.
 She took my hand in hers and rested it between us. “Spells can be tied to a place and triggered when someone enters, or tied to a person, triggering at a particular time or when a particular set of circumstances align. Or just at the time that the witch sets the spell.”
I squeezed her fingers, letting her know much I appreciated her support. “Great. So, I’m toast is what you’re saying.”
“You have us,” Scrum said. “You’re not toast. You’re more like … eggs.”
I closed my eyes and sighed a little, knowing I wasn’t going to like his explanation but also knowing I had to hear it. “Eggs?”
“Fragile, breakable, but, you know. Tasty. Healthy. Good for us.”
I shook my head. “Why did I ask?”
“An excellent question,” Tim said. “Now tell Jared I said this time slip thing is nothing to mess around with.”
“I think he knows already.” Jared looked like he was about to punch someone in the face, and it took a lot to get him worked up.
“Just tell him. And then tell me if you’ve had any other time slips recently that you failed to mention to your roommate who you’re supposed to tell everything to before you tell anyone else.”
“Jared, Tim wants you to know that this time slip thing is nothing to mess around with.”
He nodded. “I know. Believe me, I know.”
“Tim also asked if I’ve had any other time slips before this one, and I think I have.”
Everyone turned to look at me, even Jared.
“Watch the road!” I yelled as the van started to move toward the center line.
Jared jerked the wheel back and Becky screamed. I may have peed a little; it was hard to tell in my wet pants.
“Tell us,” Sam said.
“When you guys went to the bathroom and left me in the van. Tim was in here with me and we had this conversation, and then I was waking up again and we had almost the same conversation.”
“Oh my god!” Tim said, buzzing up to fly in front of me. “You’re saying I was in the time slip?”
I nodded. “Did you feel it?”
He looked up into his head as he rested a finger on his lips. “Hmmm, did I feel myself time slipping …?” His finger dropped away as he shook his head. “Nope. I don’t remember anything amiss, other than your inability to keep up with the conversation.”
“What’s he saying?” Jared asked, glancing at me in the mirror again.
“He’s saying he didn’t notice anything other than my awkward behavior, which was the result of being confused about why were having the same conversation we’d already had.”
“Any other time slips you can think of?” Tony asked.
“No. Just those two.”
Spike spoke up. “Can we assume these will be her only slips, or should we expect more?”
“Expect more, since the ones she’s already experienced didn’t work,” Sam said.
I had to blink a few times in silence at that one, making sure I understood what Sam was saying. “Didn’t work?” I finally said. “Seemed like they worked pretty damn well to me.” I wiggled my soggy toes in my wet shoes.
“You’re still here and you’re in once piece, so obviously, it didn’t work.”
I felt the blood draining away from my face. “One piece? As in … someone wants to slice and dice me?”
“No,” she shook her head, “as in someone wants to keep you from moving forward, so they’re pulling you back to interfere in your progress.”
“Oh. Well … that’s way better than being dismembered.”
“Maybe,” she said, but stopped there.
A sound very much like a whimper escaped my lips. “Worse than dismemberment? Wow. Shit. Sign me up for that.”
“Who’s responsible for this?” Spike asked Sam. “Can you put some kind of feelers out in the magic or something?”
She shook her head. “I’m sure they’re long gone. But whoever it is, they obviously want to interfere in Jayne getting to the portal.”
“Ben,” I said with my best menacing tone. “A pain in my ass in the Here and Now and still a pain in my ass in the Otherworlds.”
“It’s probably not Ben,” Felicia said. “Theresa told me he’s totally obsessed with his training. He isn’t thinking about anyone but himself.”
“Probably thinks it’ll make him so powerful, he’ll be able to take over all three realms,” I mumbled.
No one said anything to that, probably because they didn’t agree, but I didn’t care. Ben was a power hungry a-hole of the highest degree, and I had pretty much zero faith that his little training camp with a dragon was going to change that. All his new position had done was give him a bigger head, and I wouldn’t have thought that possible before. I already wondered what kind of crazy magic made him able to fit through doorways with that giant blimp of a head balanced on his shoulders.
“Jayne, can you put some of The Green around you to keep you protected?” Tony asked.
“I can try. But I’d rather do one that includes all of us, if you guys are okay with that.”
“Do it. Just while we’re in the car,” Jared said. “The only ones who might be able to see it are fae, and we can risk being seen this way on the autoroute. When we arrive, different story, but we’ll deal with that when we get there.”
I connected with The Green, my nerves somewhat calmed by the fact that it was right there and not cut off from me anymore. I imagined a bubble of clear light that would keep us protected against any wayward spells or troublemakers trying to tap into my timeline. I had no idea if it would work, but it was worth a shot. I felt the buzz of The Green’s presence as the bubble formed around us.
“Mmmm, feels like a wing massage,” Tim said, floating down to rest on my leg.
“How much farther do we have?” Jared asked Finn.
Finn wrestled with the map in the front passenger seat and checked a sign we drove past before answering. “Looks like about … eleven hundred kilometers, give or take.”
“Kilometers? What’s that in miles?” I asked.
“I ain’t got no idea. This map here’s got kilometers.” He turned to me and shrugged. “Sorry.”
“How long is it?” Becky asked. I could hear her chewing her nougat behind me.
I reached my hand back. “Give me some of that nougat, would ya?” I couldn’t listen to her eat it and not try it.
“About fourteen hours,” Jared said. “Depending on how many times we stop along the way.”
“I vote we don’t stop,” I said, now fearing public toilets. “I can pee in the woods.”
“So can I,” Becky said.
“Me three,” said Felicia.
Sam sighed. “I guess I can too.”
“Good, it’s decided, then,” said Tony. “No rest stops. We pick places off the main road, in the woods, if possible. Keep a low profile.”
I snorted. Good luck with that. I have tried and tried to do that for all of my fae life, but a big, loud, colorful profile is the only one I can ever seem to have.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
AFTER A HELLACIOUSLY LONG ROAD trip that included an underwater tunnel between countries that I could have lived without, we arrived at the Isle of Skye, otherwise known as Hell frozen over. Holy shit, it was cold. Apparently, Spring didn’t really happen here. The wind was unbelievable; I swear it carried frostbite with it as a passenger or something. “What the hell happened to Spring? Did they not get the memo out here or what?”
I wrapped my arms around myself and rubbed for all I was worth, but no amount of self-created friction was going to beat this temperature. Thank the Fates I only had to squat in the woods three times on the way here, the last stop being much farther south than this place. Not that it had been comfortable by any means, but at least I could say I’d survived the no-public-potties plan unscathed; Becky, on the other hand, got bitten by a bug on her buttcheek back in France, so she complained most of the way. She was scratching away at her ass as we stood out in the parking lot of the B&B that was supposed to take us in for the night.
“Isn’t it a little late to be arriving at a B&B?” Felicia asked, looking around her uncomfortably. She didn’t seem to be affected by the cold. Must be her hot blood.
I’d never stayed in one before, so I had no idea about B&B protocols, but it sure didn’t look like any hotel I’d ever been in. It was an old rambling house out in the middle of nowhere, and not exactly built square, if the roof was anything to judge by. Seemed as if they’d be lucky to be having any guests at all, so I doubted they’d be upset about us showing up at midnight.
“The owner knows what we are. She’s one of us,” Jared explained, pulling his overnight bag out of the back of the van and dropping it on the ground before he reached for the others. “We couldn’t risk staying with a human.”
“There’re enough rooms in there for all of us?” Scrum asked, picking up his bag and Sam’s.
“Gnome-heads sleep out back!” Tim said, flying around us, making an extra big loop past Scrum.
“Yes. I assumed, Jayne, that you’d want to be with Spike and Tim. Becky, you’re with Finn. Tony, you’re with Felicia, and Sam … you’re with … yourself. Scrum, you’re with me.”
Sam reached over and yanked her bag out of Scrum’s hand. “Got it,” she said, moving toward the front door of the place.
Jared stared after her, frowning and clueless about her sudden flash of temper, if I were reading his expression correctly. But I knew the nasty spell hangover I’d suffer if I got involved in Sam’s love life, so I let it go. For now, anyway, I was going to let nature take its course. But after all this companion to a dragon crap was over? Different story. I smiled thinking about the trouble I was going to cause getting Jared and Sam together.
We approached the front door as a group, but then Jared and I separated off and left the rest of them at the bottom of the front porch stairs. The boards under our feet squeaked and cracked with the cold. My breath hung in front of my face as a white cloud that took a long time to dissipate.
Jared waited with his hand hovering in front of the door. “You ready for this?”
I frowned at him. “Ready for what? Going to sleep? Hells yeah, I’m ready.”
He faced the door, knocking three times very loudly.
I narrowed my eyes and looked at him sideways. “Any particular reason you just did that?”
“Did what?” He shrugged, but Jared trying to come off as innocent is about as subtle as an orc walking through the Green Forest, belching the entire way.
“Three knocks. You know what I’m talking about.”
He faced the door more fully and squared his shoulders.
“Great.” I rolled my eyes. Something told me I was about to meet someone who was going to piss me off.
No sooner had that thought flitted around my brain than a voice came through the door. “Who is it?!” Whoever it was had a hearing problem, that was for sure. Either that, or they thought their door was three feet thick and it wasn’t.
“It’s Jared Bloodworth. I have a reservation for five rooms.”
“We’re full! No vacancy! Go away!”
Jared put his hand flat on the door’s surface and leaned in toward it before responding. “The Fates do what needs must.” He waited about five seconds and then dropped his hand.
“Is that Maggie behind that door?” I whispered.
He shook his head, but otherwise stood there like a stupid zombie. I nudged him on the arm to make sure he was still with me in the Here and Now, but he lifted a finger and put it to his lips, telling me to be quiet.
I sighed out a huff of air, but waited as instructed. Like I had nothing better to do than stand out on that creaky ass porch freezing my buttcheeks off. I rubbed my arms some more and snuck a look behind me. Tim was hovering in the air at the base of the stairs, doing a mime act, pretending like there was an invisible wall in front of him. I frowned, trying to figure out if he was really blocked from coming up beside me or if he was just messing around. It was impossible to tell. I held my hand out and reached it toward him to invite him to come sit on me, but Jared grabbed it and used it to turn me back around. Holy parent move. He must want to die. Staring holes in the side of his face did me no good at all. He was back to being robot zombie Jared, staring at the door. God, sometimes he was so annoying.
“All right, I’ve had about enough of this,” I said after waiting another thirty seconds. I reached out and banged on the door about ten times in quick succession. Jared grabbed my hand to keep me from delivering any more of my knocking awesomeness, but that didn’t stop me from talking. “Hey, Lady! We have reservations, so you can’t be full! Open up!”
“Jayne, don’t!” he whisper-growled at me.
I stuck my tongue out at him, shoving him a little and forcing him to drop my hand. “Shut up. My asscheeks are freezing, I have ten solid ice cubes for toes, and my nostril hairs are getting prickly. Either she lets us in or we go find another hotel. I’m not standing out here playing games all night. It’s past my bedtime. You know I get cranky when I’m tired.”
A loud boom from the other side of the door made me jump. Jared’s eyes going big made me think I should have been approximately twice as scared as I actually was. And then a second boom and a third joined the first, so Jared and I backed away from the door a few paces. Just to be safe, I told myself … give myself some room to start swinging my arms around if necessary. Not that I was really scared or anything. I’d faced orcs down and lived to tell about it. I’d had my hand melted by a dragon. I’d seen the ass end of a bent-over gnome in a mini-skirt. Big footsteps? Pffft. Please. Come at me, bitch. See what happens.
The door handle moved and then a crack appeared in the entrance. Light came through in a weak beam, making a triangle of yellow appear on the frozen porch.
“Who is there?” asked a growly male voice.
“Jared Bloodworth of the Green Forest, and his crew of fae.” The fact that Jared’s voice was a little strained was impressive. He never let things get to him, and yet this B&B owner’s husband was making him nervous? Interesting. Granted, the guy sounded a little harsh and was probably a little overweight judging by the vibration those footsteps sent through the porch boards, but what the hell. Jared faced ugly man witches and psycho commando dwarves down all the time. He was the bravest guy I knew.
“Enter all who come with pure intentions.” The door swung open wide enough to show us who was standing there as our welcoming party. My jaw dropped open when I saw the fae before me.
On the left was a short, hunched over, bag of bones with a tuft of wiry hair at the top of it. I couldn’t tell if it was a woman or a man because the rest of the body and face were covered with a cloak and hood, but the voice had sure sounded female. I was going to go with that until I saw a bulge or something else man-like on her person. To her right was an ogre, but a big one. Bigger than any I’d seen in the Green Forest. He made Ivar look like a punk little brother or something. I wondered if maybe he wasn’t some kind of troll. Do they have those in the Here and Now? I’d only ever met one in the Gray, between the realms.
Jared bowed at the waist. “Em hotep.”
I stared at him, wondering if I was expected to do the same. What in the hell did he just say? Was that Japanese or what? Another glance at the hunched over figure did not reveal any Asian heritage. It was too dark in the entrance to see much of anything on this fae’s face, though, so she could have been an alien with three noses for all I knew.
“Blessed be!” the hunch-back yelled, reaching out with its cane to poke Jared in the knee.
He grunted when it made impact, but didn’t say or do anything but stand straighter.
I held up my hand and waved. “I’m a hotstep, and blessed bees to you too.” I tried to curtsy, but missed the mark when my frozen toes failed to inform me when my feet were in the right position. I started to fall but thankfully caught myself on Jared instead of busting my ass on the porch.
“What did she say?!” the person yelled.
After hearing the voice again, I was almost definitely sure it was a she. And her voice sounded eerily familiar. I couldn’t decide whether to be wary about that or throw a party. I leaned in closer and bent over a little, trying to see the face partially hidden by the hood. “Maggie? Is that you in there?”
“Ha!” she yelled and then whacked me with her stick, the bottom of it flying out and catching me in the shin before I even knew it was coming. “Maggie! Never heard of her!”
I bent over involuntarily, grabbing at my now throbbing leg, but before I could lash out with a little retribution elemental style, a funny feeling rushed into me and the word burst out of me on its own. “Lie!”
The woman slammed her stick down on the ground and then moved in slowly, getting closer and closer to us. Jared leaned back a little, but I didn’t. I just stared her down, still partially bent over. I was going to have a damn lump the size of a golf ball on my shin bone, and no amount of rubbing was going to change that, but I kept on doing it anyway, planning for my next move. I’d had about enough of the witchy bitchy games, and I was getting a very strong feeling this was one of them. I was not in the mood to play.
“What did you just say?” she asked softly. Apparently her hearing problem came and went, depending on the situation.
“I said, Lie. You know Maggie, I know you do.”
Her voice was softer this time. “You are bold, girl. Too bold, methinks.”
My head was spinning with the ridiculousness of the situation. We drove all the way here from France to be shut out of this crappy ass wannabe hotel in the middle of the night? I don’t think so. My sleep deprivation monster took over. “Well methinks that it’s colder than a witch’s boob out here and I’ve been riding in that foot-smelly van for over seventeen hours, most of them with wet toes and socks, and I have a date with a dragon in a few days and I don’t have time to stand out on your rickety porch all night while you play your witchy games. That’s what methinks. So open up and let me in or I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow this mother down.” I didn’t control wind, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t put a hurtin’ on this place. And I’d do it too. I was outer limits pissed over that caning I’d just gotten. I could feel the lump throbbing under my skin. What the hell, man? I thought we had a reservation. Since when did a caning come with check-in?
Jared grabbed me and shoved me behind him, standing up as straight as he could to make himself look bigger. Now my view of everything was blocked by his back. “Forgive her. She’s an innocent.”
I stood on my tiptoes to see over him, fixing the old hag with a stare. “Innocent, my butt. I meant every word.”
The ogre took a step forward, but the witch’s staff coming out and knocking him in the knee stopped him. I felt a tug on my power and my instincts kicked in. The Green flowed into me from the ground, and when I sensed how open the channel was, I realized we were standing over a ley line. My suspicion that this old bag of bones was somehow related to Maggie hit me double time. I used the ley line to enhance my connection and threw up a stronger bubble of protection around not just Jared and me but all my friends behind me too.
“How dare you use your power in my presence,” she growled. A spark of bluish white light shot out of the end of her staff and hit my bubble. She muttered something at the same time, making me think I was probably being spelled with a little extra whammy for good measure. A funny sound —Doooiiink— echoed through my Green light bubble as both the light and the words hit us and then shimmered over the entire structure. I felt nothing but the resonance of power that couldn’t touch us.
I stepped around Jared and smiled, proud as all get-out that my shit was hanging tough. All those months of training with Sam had paid off. “Missed me.” I might also have been a little delirious at that point.
The old woman stepped closer to us, a porch light flicking on and illuminating her face. The cloak still covered much of it, but not enough. A giant, crooked nose, a pointy chin, and skin that looked like a rock wall were revealed. “You are unwise,” she said after a few moments of standing there like a statue.
I shrugged. “So they say, but I’m still standing.”
“All may enter save the pixie,” she said, totally switching gears and acting like it wasn’t insane to do that. She was still cranky, though, which made her sound even more like Maggie. They had to be related, which meant I was related to her … a scary thought. Is that what my future holds? Scoliosis and skin conditions?
I shook my head. “No deal. The pixie’s with me.”
“Yeah!” Tim yelled from behind me. “I’m with her! BFFs! Friends for life!”
I smiled at his enthusiasm, which I knew came from both his heart and his frosty wings. He wasn’t enjoying the cold any more than I was.
The old woman turned, looking up at her ogre friend as she passed. “All may enter save the pixie.” He nodded once and then turned to face me, his expression revealing nothing other than blind obedience. The old woman disappeared into the yellow light behind her.
“Operation sneak into the witch’s lair behind an elemental’s pony tail shall now commence,” Tim said. “Just let me out of this bubble, and I’ll join you up there.”
I didn’t want to talk to Tim directly and let the ogre know our plan, so I spoke up loud enough for everyone to hear. “The protection I have in place won’t stop any of you from joining us up here.”
Tony was the first to move, pulling Felicia along with him. They passed Tim by and stopped behind me. Spike followed and came up to take my hand, while the others came just after him.
“I can’t get past the stairs, Jayne!” Tim sounded freaked, and a freaked out pixie was not on my agenda for the night. All I had planned was a lot of snoring and drooling ahead of me for at least the next seven hours.
I walked back down the stairs and grabbed him out of the air, putting him on my shoulder.
He grabbed a lock of hair that had escaped my elastic and yanked on it once. “Giddyup, Mule. Take me to my chamber.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
I GOT ONE STEP UP from where Tim was hovering and I heard his tiny hoot-n-holler and a tug on my hair. Taking a step back, I reached up and grabbed him off my shoulder. “Come on, stop playing around. We’re going in and you’re not hiding.” Another step forward and he yelled again, but this time it sounded more like an outraged scream than a giddyup kind of thing. I looked down and the first thing I noticed was his face. His nose and mouth were smushed to the side.
“Ba uh!  Ba uh!” he yelled, his arms pinwheeling out behind him and his wings fluttering like crazy. It took me a few seconds to figure out what was going on; his ridiculous face and his panic finally clued me in to the fact that he was being pressed up against an invisible barrier. It was too funny to be scary.
“What?” I moved him away and pulled him up closer to my face. “What did you say? I couldn’t hear you with your face all pressed in like that.”
The light on the porch wasn’t that bright, but it was illuminating Tim’s face well enough. He was pissed, his tiny little nostrils flaring and spittle flying from his lips. “I said ‘Back up’, Jayne. Back up! There’s a spell there keeping me out. You were about to turn me into a crepe!”
“Not a pancake?” I tried really hard not to laugh. The idea that someone would think pixies are rank enough to force them to sleep outside was hilarious to me, but only because I knew how offended Tim would be.
“No! Not a pancake, Jayne! Because pancakes are fluffy, and being stuck in your man-mitt and smashed into a spell would make me flatter than that! Like a crepe!”
I looked down at my hand, opening it up. His wings were a little crumpled. “Man mitt? I have man mitts?” That was the first time I’d heard that about myself. I wondered if I should start getting paranoid about having manly hands.
Tim stood and shook his wings out, working really hard at smoothing down the left one that still had a tiny kink at the bottom. His hair was a wreck, but I didn’t have the heart to tell him. I could see he was as tired as I was and at the end of his rope, and I didn’t want any of his butt dust flying up into my face. I hadn’t remembered to bring any of the antidote, and I doubted anyone else had, either. Time to get serious.
“I’m sorry I squished you.”
“Apology not accepted,” he said scowling up at me as he unzipped his fanny pack.
An angry pixie forcefully opening one of those was more than I could take when I was as tired as I was. I had to turn around to keep from snorting in his face. When I could finally control myself and not risk accidentally laughing out loud, I raised my voice, hoping the witch wasn’t too far into her lair to hear me. “Um, hotel keeper person? Maggie’s relative? Ogre bodyguard guy? I need you to let my pixie friend in. He can’t stay out here alone. He’s liable to freeze to death.”
The ogre said nothing, but a quick little tap of my pixie-holding hand against the barrier and Tim getting his hair messed up as a result told me no one was cooperating.
Tim spoke in a very contained and calm voice. “If you do that again, I’m going to dust your sorry butt. I’m not kidding. I’ll double dust it.”
I lowered my voice so only he would hear. “Dust even a single hair on my butt and you’ll lose those wings. I’ll give ‘em to the innkeeper. I’m not kidding, either.”
“You wouldn’t!” he hissed.
“Try me.” I gave him my super scary stare down.
“You know you look deranged when you do that, right?”
“Shut up, no I don’t. I look awesome.”
“Jayne, are we going in?” Spike asked, sounding incredibly tired. He was the only one still out on the porch.
“Go ahead. I’ll meet you in there.”
He stepped over the threshold and the door slammed shut behind him.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
“SO WHAT ARE WE SUPPOSED to do?” I asked, looking around me. “They’re in there, and we’re out here.” I shivered as a cold breeze blew up into the sleeves of my sweater.
“Does it seem particularly quiet around here to you, or is it just me?” Tim reached down and grabbed a couple of my fingers, forcing them to wrap around him. I saved him the trouble of reaching for the rest of them and put him in a nice loose fist, bringing him up closer as I folded my arms across my chest.
“Yes, it does. Where are the crickets?” I shivered. “Maybe it’s too cold for crickets.”
“It’s not too cold for owls or other things that go bump in the night.”
I stared at the front porch of the B&B and then at its door, sure one of my friends would be coming out at any second to tell us to come in, that all was well, that there was just a little misunderstanding about an anti-pixie spell. The old lady probably hadn’t heard that all the pixies were playing nice now, since she was living out here in the boonies where even the crickets didn’t want to be.
“Where is everybody?” I asked, pissed that the door remained closed and our surroundings silent as a friggin graveyard.
“They’re inside with their feet propped up in front of a fire,” Tim said grouchily. “Typical fae. Treating the pixie like he’s a second class citizen. If they only knew what pixiekind have done for their sorry butts throughout history… ”
“I don’t think that’s it. Spike wouldn’t stay in there without me. Right?”
Tim tilted his head, thinking. “Hmm, you’re right. It’s not like him to let you out of his sight for longer than fifteen seconds. Why don’t you call to him?”
I nodded, the plan instantly coming to me in crystal clear HD vision. I would let him know I was still out here and not happy about it, and he’d come running super speedy, incubus style to make it up to me and apologize for leaving me to freeze my butthairs off in the ice cold landscape of the Isle of Skye. I really loved that he did that stuff for me.
I smiled as I pictured Spike with his shirt off, smiling at me with bad intentions in his eyes. The cold trying to seep into my bones ceased to matter as I imagined his hands on me and the way he always held me close, making me feel like I was the most important thing in the entire world to him. Come to me, Spike. I need you. I’m out here all alone and I miss you… I opened my eyes, but the only thing keeping me company was a goofy ass pixie.
“Did you do it? You had a really strange look on your face. Do you need to use the bathroom?”
“Shut up.” I glared at the front door. “I called to him, but it’s not working for some reason. Maybe he’s in the shower.”
“Has that ever stopped him before?”
“Uhh, no.” He did show up soaking wet one time, and I had no doubt that he’d do it again if I asked him to.
“Then I think we have to assume that there’s something going on in there to keep them from coming out.”
I snorted. “I’ve heard that one before. Check out any time you like, but you can never leave?” Tim’s explanation made sense, though. Nothing had ever kept Spike from my side, other than a full-on demon possession; and even then, his demon possessor had latched onto me like velcro. “Whoever made our reservations at the Hotel California needs to be fired from the travel department, that’s all I’ve got to say.” At least I had the Green bubble around my friends. Testing it to be sure, I found the energy seamless and strong. I prayed that meant they were somewhat safe inside, even though temporarily unreachable.
Tim was shaking his head, hands on hips. “It was a trap. I knew it.”
“You knew it was a trap and didn’t say anything?”
“No, I knew it had to be a trap after I hit that spell with my face. Anyone who doesn’t want a pixie in her house is obviously evil.”
I wasn’t about to debate pixie politics with him, so instead, I walked over to the car and slid the side door open, taking the first bench seat and shutting the door behind us.
“What’s the plan?” Tim asked, flying out of my hand up to the headrest of the seat in front of me. He was standing with his legs spread, his hands on his hips, and his wings fluttering in neutral, ready to kick some serious butt. Super Tim to the rescuuue!
“I’m going to sleep.” After locking all the doors, I grabbed Spike’s sweatshirt that he’d left on the seat and bunched it up under my head. Stretching out as best I could, I tucked my legs up and closed my eyes, resting my hands under my head.
“You’re going to sleep? In the middle of our crisis? That’s not the Jayne I know! You need to call up your elements and send that witch into the Otherworlds! Knock down her house! Show her who’s boss!” I could feel the tiny air currents kicked up by his wings just by my face. “At least mess up her hair a little bit.”
I was instantly drowsy, my words slurring together. “Did you see her hair? It’s already messed up.”
Tim landed on my cheek. “Did you get spelled? Is that what this is all about?” I felt my eyelid being pried up. “Hmmm, pupils reacting to dim light, that’s a good sign.”
I shook my head to get rid of him and felt his body leave my face, but decided to offer up an explanation to head off the pixie tantrum I knew I was about to suffer. “I’m going to compel one of them into my dream, see what’s going on.”
There was a moment of silence followed by a tiny pixie toot. “Okay. That could work. I’ll stand guard, then. Go ahead, sleeping booty, do your thing. I’ll sing a beautiful pixie lullaby to you that always works for Willy.” He cleared his throat and then in a crazy falsetto, Bee Gees voice began singing.
“Go to sleeeeep, Baby Beeeee, go to sleeeeep right noowww, or your momma and your papa will tie up your wiiiings, go to sleeeeep, go to sleeeeep, go to sleeeeep my darling, go to sleeeeep, go to sleeeeep, or you won’t fly anymore…”
The rest of that nightmare lullaby was lost on me as I fell into that weird space between sleep and wakefulness, the place I knew I could force people to join me in. No one had ever been able to explain what this dreamworld was, where it actually existed, or how it really worked, but over the past few months I’d gotten kind of good at using it. And since no one seemed to suffer any side effects from it, and that was kind of a rare thing with me, I figured it couldn’t hurt to give it a shot.
The space inside my dream world was dark, so I reached out and flicked on a light switch. I liked to make it easy on myself in my own head; need a light … imagine a light switch. Need a friend … imagine him there with me. Boom. For some reason, the first person I thought of wasn’t Spike. It was Tony. Probably because he was the smartest fae in that B&B, and I knew if there was something going on, he’d be the most likely person to know how to get out of it. Being a wrathe who hung out with gray elves made him kind of a badass brainiac like that.
“Tony, come in here with me. Come to me. Join me in my mind.” Nothing happened, and I got a little panicky. My voice sounded a little shrill to my ears. “Tony! Stop fucking around and get your ass in here!”
Tony appeared out of the darkness, his arms raised toward me.
“Oh, thank the elements,” I said, reaching to take his hands in mine.
“Go, Jayne,” he said, his face white, his voice barely above a whisper. His fingers were ice cold.
“Go? Go where?”
“Away. Away from here.” He tried to step back, but I held tight.
“No, I’m not going away!” No one leaves my dreams until I’m damn good and ready for them to leave. “What are you talking about?”
“Don’t come inside, don’t talk to the witch, don’t do anything to make her angry. Just go! Go home! Never come back!” The urgency in his tone made me both scared and pissed at the same time. I squeezed his hands hard and when that didn’t seem to have any effect, I reached up and slapped him hard across the face.
He blinked a few times and then looked around him, a curious expression on his face. “Where am I?”
“You’re in my dream, dumbass. What the hell is going on with you?”
He looked down at our hands. “I’m not sure. I … I don’t remember getting here, actually. Did you compel me in?”
“Yes, I compelled you in. But it wasn’t you who actually arrived. It was some sort of zombie-Tony.” I let his other hand go and leaned in to look into his eyes. “Are you sure you’re in there?”
He smiled wearily. “It’s me. I’m fine. Tired, but fine.”
“Tell me the name of our World History teacher.”
Tony frowned, but answered anyway. “Mr. Parks.”
Relief flooded through me. “Phew. I never thought I’d be happy to hear that name again.” I gave Tony a quick hug and then went back to staring him down while holding one of his hands. I left my sword hand free, just in case someone decided to act stupid; I didn’t trust what was going on here completely. “Zombie-Tony told me to go and to stay away from the B&B and the witch. He told me to go home.”
Tony’s face screwed up. “I did? I don’t remember that.” He scratched his head. “What B&B?”
I rolled my eyes and stomped my foot. Erased memories? Jesus Effing Buttknuckles, not this shit again. For the first time in a long time I felt alone out here in the middle of nowhere, and I really, really didn’t like that feeling. “Ergh! Tony, are you friggin kidding me?” I threw my arms up and let them drop and slap my legs.
“Jayne. Relax. Take a breath and tell me what’s going on.” It was the first time Tony sounded at all like himself, so I was encouraged to do as he said and take the time to explain. Patience was still not my strong suit. I had to breathe in and out a few times before I could continue with any speck of control. I sounded like a bull ready to charge.
“We’re on our road trip to the Isle of Skye. We got here a little while ago, to the B&B the fae set us up in, and all of you went inside except me and Tim. You’re now a guest at the Hotel California.”
His eyebrow went up, a hint of humor in his expression. “I can check out any time I like?”
“Yeah, jerk, but you can’t ever leave.”
He laughed. “Why am I the jerk?”
“Because you went inside without me! You left me and Tim out here in the friggin dark in the middle of Bum Fuck Scotland with no keys to the car or anything!”
“Why didn’t you guys go in?”
“There was a barrier keeping pixies out. He was in my hand. He couldn’t pass, so I didn’t pass.”
“And the rest of the group is in the B&B now too?”
“Yes. Everyone but me and Tim.”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Jayne, but I have no memory of that. I wish I did.” He stood there at a loss, shrugging his shoulders, not nearly as upset about the whole thing as I was.
“Okay, so first you come into my dream like a zombie telling me to leave, now you’re telling me you don’t remember our trip or anything. So that means that witch erased your brain and tried to scare me off?” I shook my head, getting more and more pissed by the second. “That’s it. She’s going down.”
“Jayne, maybe you should wait.”
“Wait for what? For her to put you in a giant crockpot with a bunch of carrots and celery and cook you for dinner? I don’t think so.” Tony was going to try and convince me to do the responsible thing, and I didn’t have time for that crap. I took a big step forward and slammed my hands into his chest. “See you later, ass.” I still hadn’t figured out how to un-compel anyone out of my dreams without calling them an ass. Oh well. It still made me smile, and I’ve always been told not to fix what ain’t broke, so ass it is and will remain.
I was about to wake myself up from my half-sleep state, but then I decided I’d better give the compelling one more shot. Then I could say I kind of followed Tony’s advice, which was never a totally bad thing. I chewed my lip, mulling over my choices. Who to compel … who to compel … Jared? He was the boss and the oldest of us; he’d probably know what to do. But he was pretty much powerless unless it came to a need for brute strength or the need to sense danger. Duh. A little late for that. He hadn’t noticed a damn thing wrong this time, and he walked right into the trap. Nope. Sorry, Jared. Spike? I missed him and worried about his safety. What if I never saw him again? Wouldn’t I want to see him one more time? I shook my head. Not as a zombie who might suck the life out of me before I could wake him up. Scrum would be a waste of time, as would Felicia. They were both too young and just as clueless as Tony probably, and Felicia was dangerous with that succubus appetite of hers. Becky would probably just cry and then disappear. Finn didn’t have his weapons, and he’d be more worried about Becky than anything else, so that would be a waste of time. That left one person: Sam. I prayed she wouldn’t show up as a twisted version of herself and spell my ass with some kind of transformation charm. I really, really didn’t want to live the rest of my life as an ogre or a toad or whatever she might come up with.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
SHE WALKED INTO MY DREAM with her hair a crazy mess.
“What happened to you?” I asked, laughing a little. Sam was pretty cool most of the time; I couldn’t remember ever seeing her look this nutty. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her she was totally channeling our grandmother, Maggie the witch.
“Fate happened to me. What am I doing here?” She looked behind her like she expected someone to be following.
“I compelled you into my dream.”
“Why?” She ran her fingers through her hair, looking distracted.
“Sam, wake up.” I raised my hand to give her a good slap, figuring if it worked on Tony, it could work on her. But she eyed my hand and narrowed her eyes. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Uhhh … I’m about to slap the shit out of you.”
“Touch me and I’ll spell you like you’ve never been spelled before.”
“Where are you right now, Sam?” I asked, leaving my hand in slapping position.
“I’m in bed asleep.”
“But where?” I pressed.
“In the fae compound; where else would I be?”
“Errrr! Wrong answer!” I slapped her really hard, hoping it would be enough to wake her up out of her silly trance.
Her head whipped sideways and then slowly came front again. An angry red mark stood out from her too-white skin. “You are so going to die for that.” She lifted a hand and slashed it out in front of her before bringing it up and stopping it in front of my face. Her fingers were bent up all crazy, like she was a hundred years old with a bad case of rheumatoid arthritis. She slowly twisted her hand clockwise, like she was opening a doorknob, her mouth warping right along with it. A wicked smile came to her face. “Feel my wrath, elemental.”
I stood there, waiting for the pain she was obviously trying to inflict, but the only sensation I got was one of extreme boredom. I yawned. “Sorry. Not feeling anything, except maybe a little bit of boredom. Are you done yet?”
She looked a little confused, but then started twisting her hand the other way. “Feel my wrath now, elemental!”
I started to giggle. I couldn’t help it. She looked so crazy angry with her hair all over the place and her hand crooked up like that. “Actually, now that you mention it, I do feel a little gassy.” Tim would have been so proud.
She dropped her hand and pouted. “I don’t understand. That should have torn you to pieces.”
“Nice. I compel you into a dream and you repay me by trying to tear me up. Love you too, cuz.”
“Someone’s taken my powers?” She sounded so lost and forlorn, I couldn’t stand it. I stepped closer, putting my hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Sam. I’ll straighten this out.”
“Don’t touch me!” she screamed, grabbing my hand.
Lucky for me, my latest training had included a little commando dwarf martial arts action. “Hands off the merchandise, bitch!” I part yelled and part grunted. I was no ninja, but I could fend off the attack of someone trying to mug me. Niles had been convinced I’d be an easy target for a pickpocket out in the real world, so he showed me all his best moves and made me practice them until I could do them in my sleep. I grabbed Samantha’s hand, shoved it off me, bent it backwards and twisted it around her back. Sam was no slouch with at least two inches and ten pounds on me, but I had her powerless now, in both magic and physical strength. Booyah! I am so totally a ninja right now.
She was grunting with her attempts to get away and with the pain she had to be suffering. “Get off me! I’ll kill you, Jayne! I’ll kill you!”
I grabbed her in a bear hug from behind. “Not tonight, my little witchy poo, and not in my dream. This is my world, baby!” I was laughing and grunting at this point, trying like hell to keep a hold on her. Her arms and legs were flailing all over the place, reminding me of Spike when he got a hug from one of the daemons. It hadn’t happened in a long time, but it was always impressive when it did. I tried to remember how Scrum did that daemon thing he did, wrangling inccubi and succubi and showing them who’s boss. It was like he squeezed their air off or something. Sam was gasping for breath, so I figured I was doing okay.
“You give up yet?” I asked.
“Never!”
Something Scrum said flitted through my memory bank. He told me once that his will was stronger than Spike’s. That was how he was able to overcome a man who should have been able to beat him in a bear hugging contest.
I closed my eyes and imagined my own will — my will to keep my friends alive and safe, my will to do my job as the Mother to the fae and the companion to Biad the dragon in the Underworld. I could not screw this up, no matter what, no matter what kind of crazy black magic was trying to keep me from being who I had to be.
“Sam, you have to submit to me. Give it up. My will is stronger than that witch’s will. Do not let yourself be held by her.”
I started to feel a little desperate when she continued to fight me. Something was telling me that Sam was my last hope. My voice got a little weepy. “You are my cousin and my friend, Sam. We are together. No one can break up the Blackthorn line. No one. We’re family.”
As the last words washed over us, her struggles lessened and then soon ceased altogether. Her entire body slumped down and carried me with it. Together we collapsed on the floor in my dream room. My elbow hit the ground hard and instantly started to ache. Dammit. Should have imagined a wrestling mat beneath me.
“Why do I feel so weak?” she whispered.
“Because some witch bitch sucked the life out of you.” I stared up into the blank space above me and then imagined some stars being there, just to make it interesting. Suddenly my dream room looked like the night sky over the Infinity Meadow back home in the Green Forest.
“That’s nice,” Sam said, a smile in her voice.
“Glad you like it. Can we talk about you being a prisoner with all our friends now?”
“If you want. You know I have no idea what you’re talking about, though, right?”
“I figured. You’re being held captive by a witch and an ogre, maybe other fae I didn’t see too, in a B&B on the Isle of Skye.”
“Why are we on the Isle of Skye?”
“We’re on our field trip to go be with Biad in the Underworld.”
“When did we leave?”
“I don’t know. Yesterday? Today? About eighteen hours ago. And Tim and I are outside the house because he got blocked by some sort of anti-pixie spell. I’m sleeping in the car.”
“Aren’t you worried they’ll come out to get you?”
“Yes. But I don’t have the keys to the van, and it’s dark as a dragon’s butthole outside, so I’m not going to go wander around in the woods. Besides, it’s really quiet outside. Too quiet.”
Sam’s voice got serious as she moved into witch-mode. “She has a spell on the entire property. I wonder how you didn’t get pulled in.”
“Pulled in? What do you mean?”
“If the spell is what I think it is, it works like a magnet. The witch decides who she wants in and who she wants out. The ones she doesn’t want get repelled. The ones she does want get attracted. That’s why you wouldn’t hear any wildlife. The spell repels everything, even bugs and birds.”
“I was able to put The Green around you guys before you went inside.”
“Good. Maybe that will help.”
“Help what?”
“Help us not get killed.”
I reached over and took her hand. “Are you serious?”
“Unfortunately. A magnet spell is not something any witch can just do. It takes an immense amount of power and … well, shit you don’t want to know about.”
“Tell me you weren’t about to say mimickers.”
“I’m not telling you anything about the spell’s components, so don’t ask me that. All the world needs is Jayne Blackthorn playing with magic. Just do me a favor and go. Leave here and go back to the Green Forest. The council will know what to do.”
I sat up and stared down at her. “I’m not going anywhere. That’s exactly what this witch wants. Someone’s been trying to keep me from getting to Biad for some reason that I don’t know, but I’m sure it sucks big donkey dong whatever it is, and I’m not gonna go down like that. And neither are you.” I got on my feet and then pulled her up to stand with me. “Come on. Time for you to go back into the B&B.”
“But what if I lose my memory again?”
“Don’t worry. I’m not going to lose mine. And I’ve got Tim.”
Sam grabbed my hands and pulled me to her, staring into my eyes. “There’s a reason she wanted to block the pixie.”
Fear struck me in the heart like a dagger. “What is it?”
“I don’t know. Maybe he’s dangerous for her. Maybe she just hates pixies, but I’m guessing it’s more than that. You have to figure it out and do it soon. Witches don’t like to keep company around for long, especially not the ones who act as Fates.”
I instantly pictured all my friends in a giant cooking pot over a fire, and my heart dropped into my stomach as Jared’s words came back to me. Fates do what needs must. “She’s a fucking Fate?”
Sam nodded her head. “I think she must be.”
I gritted my teeth and took a step toward Sam. “Okay, Sam. I’ll see you later. I won’t leave you guys behind, though, I promise. See what you can do from the inside.” I pushed her on the chest and yelled, “Ass!” but not with the force I normally did. I just didn’t have the heart, knowing I was probably sending her back into hell.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
I WOKE UP WITH A start to find Tim staring down at me from the back of the headrest. He was sitting with his legs crossed, his wings still flitting in neutral. When he saw my eyes open, he rose up and then gently floated down to hover just in front of my face.
“Talk to me, Goose. What’s the deal? Are they all … dead?” He swallowed loudly. Very dramatically, in fact. I didn’t think it was all for show, either.
I frowned at him. “No, they’re not dead.” His words made a heavy cloak of dread wrap itself around my heart, even though I knew he was kind of joking. I sat up suddenly, causing him to smash into my cheek.
“Hey! Watch it, lady! These wings are fragile!”
I stared out the front windshield from the middle of the back seat. “We need a plan. I talked to Tony and Sam.”
“What’d they say?” Tim went to stand on the dashboard, turning sideways, keeping one eye on the front door and the other on me.
“They were both really out of it when they arrived. Tony was in a trance, telling me to go away, to keep away from the witch. Sam arrived disoriented. She said it was probably a magnet spell. Something that would draw certain fae in and repel everything else, including birds and bugs. And pixies, I guess.”
He nodded. “That explains the silence.”
“But what I don’t get is how Tony came to me warning me away, and then after I slapped him, he didn’t remember anything, including where he was or why he was here.”
“You slapped him? Sweet. Wish I could have seen that.”
“When did you get so violent?”
“I told you, Jayne. I’m a spy pixie. I’ve seen things.”
“Whatever. We can’t leave them in there.”
“Obviously. So what’s the plan?”
“I have no idea. But Sam said that either you’re dangerous to the witch or she’s anti-pixie or whatever, because there’s got to be a reason you were repelled while we were all attracted.”
“Of course she fears the pixie. Who wouldn’t? No one in their right mind, that’s who.”
“Okay, so, fearless scary pixieman, what are you going to do? What do you think this witch doesn’t want you to do?”
He shrugged. “Pixelate her raggedy ass.”
“Maybe you could mess up her spell. Maybe your butt dust is the de-spellinator or whatever.”
He lifted a brow. “You really want me to unleash the beast out here? With no antidote handy?”
I thought about it for a few seconds. “Well … I did put a Green bubble around everyone. Maybe I can take you out of it and make sure none of your dust gets into the bubble?”
He nodded, his eyes narrowed. “That could work. Has anyone ever told you that you’re kind of an evil genius?”
I grinned. “No. But I like it.”
“Okay then, Dr. Evil, let’s do this.” He flew over to the window, his hands pressed up against the glass. “Open the door and let me at ‘em.”
“Wait,” I said, my hand on the button that would open the van up. “Let’s make a more detailed plan.”
He slowly turned. “Jayne, have you been spelled?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Then what’s this nonsense about detailed plans? Where’s my fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants elemental roomie? The take no prisoners chick from Brooklyn?”
“I’m not from Brooklyn.”
“I know, but saying you’re from West Palm Beach doesn’t have the same ring, does it?”
“I guess not.” I was still waiting to see where he was going with this.
“So let’s just go. Talk to The Green, tell it to protect our friends from the dust of death and let me go to work.” He was rubbing his hands together like some kind of maniac.
“Now who’s channeling Dr. Evil? Just relax, would you? We have to get this right. If we fuck it up, I’m going to piss off the dragon and then she’ll probably let all the orcs free, and one of them will decide to try and impregnate me to make that king of the underworld baby or whatever.” The memory of the Torrie demon sharing that little bit of loveliness with me will never totally go away, I was convinced of that.
“All right, but hurry up. You have no idea what she’s doing in there right now.”
I nodded. “Okay, so what’s the plan?”
“You’re asking me? You’re the plan maker! I’m the attack pixie!” He turned to the glass again. “Just open this up and let me fly, Jayne. Set me free.”
I knew a cabin-fevered pixie when I saw one. “Okay, fine. I’m removing you from the bubble, though, so be careful. And wait until I say go before you start spraying any of that buttdust.”
He sighed heavily. “It’s body dust, Jayne. Body dust. Not buttdust. You do not want to see the dust that comes from my butt.”
I started giggling just imagining it.
“Are you ready?” he asked.
I closed my eyes. “Just one second.” I tapped into The Green, locating its pulsing light all around me. I was still inside the bubble I had created earlier, but its presence was gossamer, barely there. Okay, Green bubble of awesomeness … I need you to take the pixie out of the mix and let him fly free of your protection. And my other fae friends need you more than ever, so let’s ramp this up a notch … or eight notches. Let’s do eight. I pictured the green light around my friends growing brighter, thicker, and stronger. I imagined Tim breaking free and his dust flying out in the air behind him. Keep that pixie dust from touching anyone inside the bubble. No pixie dust for anyone. Neutralize it, block it, tamp it down, send it out into the ether. Do whatever is necessary to keep my friends or me from being pixelated. Since my communication with The Green depended on me being able to picture something and not just say it in my head, I then imagined the dust hitting the bad guys and making them sing and dance, and then showed the dust bouncing off the bubble and everyone inside it remaining very sober. I prayed The Green would understand me; now was not the time for me or any of our friends to dance ourselves to death. I’d save that kind of merrymaking for after I spent a week or two with the dragon and was safely home in the Green Forest again.
I opened my eyes. “Okay, it’s done. You’re out of the bubble.” I pushed the door open and slid out onto the ground. “Be careful, Tim. I don’t want to have to go back to the Green Forest and tell Abby that you were killed in the line of duty.”
“Never fear, Tim is here,” he said. “And I’m pretty hard to kill if you hadn’t noticed.” He flew off toward the front porch and I walked quickly after him.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO FULLY APPRECIATE a pixie splat until you’ve seen one in person. I’d stood witness to one before but not one with this degree of awesomeness. Tim was zooming out toward his prey one second, and the next, he was flattened like a bug on the windshield of a car going fifty miles an hour. I swear, when he slid down the spell’s barrier, I could hear the squeaking sound of his skin against its smooth surface.
I ran over and picked him up off the ground, holding him up in front of my face. He was dangling by the back of his tunic, the one part of it that rested between his wings. I was trying not to laugh but wasn’t succeeding very well. “Holy shit, Tim, are you okay? Talk about an epic face plant.”
His eyes were closed and one wing was slightly bent, but he still managed to speak. “Holy chowder buckets, what did you have for dinner? Anchovies?”
I shook him a little and breathed out extra hard as I spoke. “Nooo. Doritoooes. Spiiiike fooound ‘em at the reh-heh-hest stop.”
He opened his eyes and tried to fly out of my grasp, but his one wing was too messed up. He stopped his escape to run his hands over it a little, straightening it out. A small kink remained, but I was pretty sure it was the one from before. When he was done, he hung down, arms and legs dangling toward the ground, his head tilted up to look at me.
“What now?” I asked.
“What do you mean, what now? I’m just getting started.”
“Oh. So you did that on purpose, is that it?” I bit my lip to keep from laughing.
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I did. Had to figure out if the spell was still in place, didn’t I? Wasn’t vulnerable to a speed entry?”
“If you say so.”
He lifted off from my hand and stared at me, hands on his hips. “Listen, elemental, you need to just step back and observe the master at work. No castle gets breached on the first try. Look it up in the history books if you don’t believe me.”
I looked over at the house and then back at him. “Castle?”
“Step back and observe, grasshopper. Watch me bring this witch to her knobby, misshapen knees.”
“Okaaay,” I said, taking a few steps toward the van. “Go on and do your nasty thing, spy master Tim.”
“Hey!” he whisper-yelled at me. “I told you that information was top secret! What are you doing talking about it out here?”
“Oops. Sorry.” Like anyone out here gave a flying pixie poop about Tim’s supposed spy career. But I gestured for him to continue anyway, because we didn’t have time to debate his status as Double-Oh Dumbass right then.
He waved me back. “Okay, so maybe take another few steps. I’m going to unleash.”
I did as he asked, not because I was worried about the buttdust but more because I was concerned about getting him so worked up that he’d stop cooperating. Tim being my last hope was stressful enough.
Tim put his arms and legs out wide. “First, I must remove my dragonfly charm.” He spun up straight, counter-clockwise, until he was just a blur. After a few seconds, his rotations slowed and he slowly drifted down. I saw absolutely no difference in his outward appearance, but I’d already witnessed once before how that charm worked on humans, and it was the real deal. “And now, for the dusting.” He started jiving around and throwing his arms and legs all over the place. Soon enough, bits of sparkly things started shedding off his body.
“Ooooh, preeeettttyyy,” I said, not entirely messing around. His sparkles came in all the colors of the rainbow. I wished I could tell him how gay he looked right then, but I didn’t want to distract him from his mission.
He flew toward the barrier, covered in the stuff. As he got closer, his flight path became more tentative. He no longer flew straight but zigzagged and had his hands out, like he was about to do his mime act again. I held my breath as he got closer and closer to the spot where he’d done his face plant earlier. When his hands and then his head went through and continued on, I let my breath out in a big whoosh. Where before he was blocked, he now found free space.
“Yeah, eat my dust, witch,” he said, very pleased with himself as he passed through and flew to the front door, no longer acting hesitant or mime-like.
“Hell to the yeah,” I said, jogging over to join him. “Pixie dust kills Hotel California spells. I like it.” I ran up the steps and stopped at the front door, nearly breathless. It had to be the adrenaline coursing through my veins making it hard for me to breathe because normally I could run a damn marathon with all the training I’d done. “Now what?” I asked, wiping the sweat off my upper lip with the back of my hand.
“Now you get your demon dagger boner going on and we storm the castle.”
The fervor I heard in Tim’s voice and the mania I saw in his eyes worried me a little. “You mean the B&B.”
“Yeah, right, whatever.” He grabbed his tiny dagger from his hip and held it out toward the door. Bonersville, go!”
I shook my head as I drew my jeweled weapon from the hilt at my waist. “Okay, if you say so. Just be careful.” I pictured the ogre inside and the creepy witch who was probably going to try and whack me with her cane again and my dagger slowly grew and turned into a full-length sword. Whether I’d actually be able to take the step of slicing and dicing the old bag with it was another deal altogether, but I wasn’t going to worry about that now. With this particular sword it was often just enough to flash it around, and fae started toeing the line. It had a particularly mean cut that was almost impossible to heal and everyone knew it. Its dark silver surface shone, somehow picking up light from the pixie dust and the stars.
“Open the door, Jayne. Let’s go kick some witch ass.”
“And ogre ass too,” I said, pushing the button down on the front door handle.
“Yeah. All of ‘em.”
“All of ‘em?” I asked as the door swung in.
“Yeah, all of ‘em,” Tim said, smiling like a deranged pixie. “Can’t you smell ‘em? This place is loaded with stinky fae.” And with that he flew through the entrance and left me in the doorway.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
AT FIRST IT WAS HARD to see anything, the entrance was so deeply dark. But then as I advanced, and the weird silver light coming from my sword intensified, I realized we were not alone. Standing sentry just ten paces away was the ogre I had seen earlier. Tim was nowhere around, but I didn’t worry about him; he was on a mission and I had to trust he knew what he was doing.
“Whoa,” I said in a near whisper as my eyes roamed the space. “This place is way bigger on the inside that it looks out there.”
“You should not have entered,” the ogre said, his voice echoing around the high walls. A curved staircase started off to my left and ended up near the ceiling at my right. A few pieces of furniture stood near the walls.
I snorted. “And you should not have kidnapped my friends.”
“The Fates do what needs…”
I waved my sword at him, cutting his words off with my razor-sharp tongue. “Yeah, yeah, ‘what needs must’. I’ve heard the drill before, believe me. And you know what? You can blow it out your big butt, Ogre, because I don’t follow the Fates’ plan, get it? I follow my own plan. I do what Jayne… needs must or whatever. Now tell me where my friends are…,” I pointed the sword out at him so he’d know I was serious, “…or die.”
“Your friends will not be harmed if you return home.”
“Nope, sorry. No deal. I’m not going home. I have a job to do, and I’m going to do it.”
“It is for your own safety.”
“Please. Since when did any of the Fates have my safety in mind?” I didn’t wait for him to answer because I knew whatever he said would be total BS. “Since never, that’s when. So step aside and give me directions to where my friends are, or suffer the consequences.”
He said and did nothing.
I shrugged. “Okaaay. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
I walked toward him with my blade out in front, expecting him to react, to dance to the side, or make a run for me. But he did nothing. I stopped when the point of the blade was an inch from his crotch. He was a lot taller than me, making his groin my best kill shot. That femoral artery is a real bitch when it’s sliced open.
I glared at him. “What are you doing?”
He blinked once. “Nothing.”
“I know you’re doing nothing, but why are you doing nothing? I’m about to cut your jewels off. I’ve done it before, you know. It’s not pretty. Not for me and not for the guy left suddenly nutless.”
He lifted his head and stared off into the distance.
“Oh, so you’re just going to accept your fate, is that it? You’re some big hero because you’ll sacrifice the family jewels for that witch?” I dropped my sword a few inches, knowing I wasn’t going to attack an unarmed guy who wasn’t threatening me, but also knowing I wasn’t going to give up. “Well, forget it. You’re not going to guilt me into doing anything stupid.”
He stood at the bottom of a stairwell, and although there were doors to my left and right, I decided the thing he was blocking was probably the place I wanted to be. “Step aside, ogre, I’m going up.” I wiggled the sword at him.
He folded his hands over his crotch, the only sign I had that he might be worried about my weapon. Otherwise, he continued to stare off into space, not moving either left or right.
“Fine. You want to play games, I can play games.” I hated that this guy was trying to force me to cut him. I knew what would happen if I did; he’d end up with a wound that never healed, that eventually turned rank and sent him to the Underworld where he’d have to wait a really long time before he got a chance to come back to the Here and Now. I didn’t use that evil power on just anybody; it had to be someone trying to kill me. And a guy just blocking a stairwell did not fit the profile.
I walked over to the front door and grabbed a heavy wooden chair sitting just to the side of it. It had crushed red velvet upholstering that had seen much better days, and springs in the seat that had sprung a long time ago; the middle part sagged toward the floor. With one hand holding my sword, I used the other to drag it over to the part of the stairwell that curved away and up from the ogre. The only sign I had that he was even aware of what I was doing was a slight twitch in the corner of his right eye.
“If you so much as reach out to touch me, I will chop off whatever protruding part is closest,” I said, holding the sword out at him as I positioned the chair next to the wall leading up to the stairs. “And I hope you know that this is a demon sword and if I cut you with it…”
“I know the sword,” he said without changing his expression.
“Good. Then you know even a knick will eventually send you to the Underworld, so you better think about that before you do anything I don’t like.”
I stepped up onto the chair. My feet angled sharply downwards as they came into contact with the shit springs in the middle. I repositioned my moccasins to be closer to the frame, and once I felt steady, reached up with my free hand, grasping one of the wood bars that connected to the banister on the stairs.
“Last chance to move out of my way,” I said. Last chance to make this easier on me.
He didn’t move, so I repositioned my sword, making it possible to grab a bar with it still in my hand. As I reached up and locked my sword hand onto a bar, I cast him a glance, making sure he hadn’t moved. “I’m going up, ogre. Don’t try to stop me. I’ll friggin cut you.”
“So you have said.”
Smartass ogre. The muscles in my arms tensed as I slowly lifted myself from the chair and up toward the banister. My moccasins gripped the wall pretty well, all things considered; the wallpaper was old and crusty, flaking off as my feet walked up its surface. I was nearly to the point that I could put a foot on a stair about ten feet up from the ogre when I felt my sword slipping out of my hand.
“No, no, nononoooo…!” I whispered desperately to myself. But there was nothing I could do; it fell to the floor with a couple loud bangs on the way down and buried the tip of itself into the wood floor. I remained poised on the side of the stairwell, gripping the banister poles with both hands, my legs bent up below me and stuck to the wall.
My face burned with humiliation and fright. I couldn’t think of anything to say, other than, “Oops.” Then I quickly scrambled to get my feet secured on the edge of the steps as I hauled my upper body up to the banister using my arm and back muscles. They screamed with pain over the assault, but I had to beat the ogre to the stairs and try to reach the top before he tackled me. The only thing my body wanted to be doing right now was sleep, and yet there I was conducting some kind of crazy workout attack on myself. Niles would have been proud, anyway.
My toes caught the edge of the wood stairs, and I used the support beneath my feet to throw myself over the banister, my entire body flopping over the top of it and landing hard on the stairs on the other side. I tried to speak, but my words came out more like grunts. “Oooph. That hurt.” All the air had whooshed out of me as my ribs took the shock of the fall.
Panic took over. I had to get away, get upstairs and back on solid footing again. I’d put myself in a horrible position climbing up here and losing my sword. I’d made myself totally vulnerable to an ogre who probably wanted nothing more than to wring my neck for threatening to cut off his junk.
I scrambled to my feet, ending up facing down the stairs, barely able to breathe. I had to hang onto the banister for support; it felt like I was going to keel over from a heart attack. I was poised on the balls of my feet, waiting for the inevitable, sure I was about to be tackled, stabbed, or twisted in half by hands the size of dinner plates. But what I saw below me did not compute with the fears that were crowding my brain. Instead of flaming red angry eyes and a bulging head held up by a neck bigger than my thigh coming at me, I was looking at the back of an ogre head, and it was much lower on the stairs than I thought it would be. Man, does this guy suck at combat or what? Maybe it’s my ninja skills. Maybe I’m way more awesome than I thought. It’s possible I totally matrixed my last move and he hasn’t had time to even turn around yet. I liked the idea of that, even though I knew it wasn’t likely. My sword had fallen to the floor like gravity was working just fine in here.
Slowly, I straightened out of the crouched position I’d been holding. Resting my hand on the banister, I leaned over and saw my sword down below me, still stuck into the floorboards. No amount of concentration or staring was bringing it back to me either. Apparently, the come-to-me-demon-sword magic didn’t work in here.
I cleared my throat, waiting for the ogre to notice I got the drop on him. I could totally jump onto his back from here and take him down if I wanted to. I definitely wasn’t going to do that, but technically speaking, I could. Niles would have killed me if I’d ever put myself in the position that this ogre had; that crazy commando dwarf had probably said it a thousand times: ‘Never let them see your back!’
“Um, excuse me… Ogre?”
He didn’t turn or act in any way threatening, so I continued. “I’m uh, going to go upstairs now.”
“I do not recommend it,” he said, still not turning.
Somewhere behind me, I heard Tim yelling. It sounded like his war cry.
I wasn’t sure what to do next, but I knew I didn’t want to go upstairs without a weapon. “Would you, uh, mind handing me my sword?” I waited breathlessly for his response. When none came, I sighed. “Fine. Send me into the lion’s den without a weapon. See if I care.”
Tim’s voice came louder this time. “Eat my dust, troll!”
I swallowed with difficulty as I turned to go up the stairs. My feet felt like they were made of stone, they were so heavy. Trolls? There are trolls here and I don’t have my sword? I shook my head as I picked up the pace and took the steps at a jog. Oh well. Gotta die sometime, right? Might as well be while rescuing my friends…



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
“DODGE! PARRY! DODGE! DUST! YEAH, baby! Eat my dust! Woo hoo!”
I followed the sounds of Tim kicking troll butt, past the top of the stairs and down a long hallway that ended in an arched entrance leading to a ballroom of sorts. It had a huge dimly lit chandelier in the middle, mirrors on all the walls, velvet covered benches lining the edges, and a lighted terrace that I could see vaguely on the other side of some dirty French doors. Standing around the outskirts of the room were my friends, who were doing absolutely nothing. They were just staring at the middle of the room, acting like Tim wasn’t in there, dusting everything in sight.
Three beasts I could only assume were trolls were dancing like it was 1999 in the far corner of the room, obviously overcome by the joys of being pixelated. Two more were waving swords around in the air, trying to skewer themselves a pixie for dinner. Sparkly bits of Tim’s buttdust littered the floor.
“Let the dance begin!” a voice shouted out of nowhere. I would have bet a box of donuts it was the witch, but she was nowhere to be seen, and then I was too distracted to search for her by my friends who were moving away from the walls and coming toward me. The trolls ran from the room, pushing past me with Tim hot on their heels.
“Hey, guys!” I said enthusiastically. “Time to go.” I pointed to the French doors. “I suggest that way, since there’s an ogre in our way downstairs.” I couldn’t believe my luck. They were all being kept together and right next to an exit? Sweet. I guess the Fates don’t hate me too much.
Before I could move another step toward our escape, Spike was there, taking me into his arms with a sexy grin on his face. “Hello.”
“Hey, babe,” I said, pushing on his chest, “thanks for the hug, but we don’t have time for this now. Maybe later, though.” My arm muscles were straining with the effort of holding him off; it had been a while since he’d been this enthusiastic. I looked around for Scrum or Jared, hoping their daemon magic hadn’t abandoned them completely, because I was feeling the need for one of their special brands of bear hug coming on.
“Dance with me, Beautiful,” he said, giving me another one of his special smiles. He grabbed my hand and held it up, wrapping his other arm around my waist. “We have all night to get to know one another, but I hope it doesn’t take me that long.”
My face screwed up in a comical example of confused person. “Say what?”
“I saw you across the room, and I couldn’t help but come over and take you into my arms.”
Holy corny line alert. Then it hit me. “Oh my god, you’ve been spelled.”
“Yes. I’ve fallen under your spell, you saucy little witch.” He grinned again.
“Oh, for shit’s sake.” I yanked my hand out of his and slapped him hard across the face.
He blinked a few times and then frowned. “What’d you do that for?”
I stared into his eyes, hoping to see a glimmer of something familiar. “Spike, are you in there, or am I still talking to Prince Charming?”
He kind of laughed, kind of kept acting lost. “It’s me, but …,” he looked around in confusion, “…where are we?”
I breathed out a loud sigh of relief. “Good. You’re back.” I took his hand again and let him lead me around the room in the waltz or whatever we were doing for a few seconds so I could get a bead on the room and figure out what was going on. The other people with us in the ballroom were doing the same thing now; Tony was dancing with Felicia, Scrum was with Sam, and Becky was with Finn. The two dancing trolls were on the ground, still dancing but doing it horizontally now.
“Where’s Jared?” I asked.
Spike nodded at a spot across the room. “Over there. What’s going on? Tell me.” He tried to stop moving, but I urged him on by stepping on his toe.
“Keep dancing. I need to get everyone on board before we can leave.”
“On board for what?”
“Operation break-out-of-this-messed-up-witch-hotel-before-you-get-turned-into-fae-stew.”
He laughed nervously. “Something tells me we’re not in the Green Forest anymore.”
“No, Dorothy, you’re not.” I wished I could laugh with him, but I was afraid if I gave in to the impulse, I’d vomit by mistake. Time was running out. Tim wasn’t going to be able to keep those trolls busy forever; it was too much to hope that this witch didn’t have the antidote, and there was no telling what other fresh nightmares she had hidden in her cupboards for us that pixelation wouldn’t fix. “We’re on the Isle of Skye. I’ll explain more later. For now, just … do what I say. When I give you the signal, you need to run for the doors over there … the ones that lead outside. I think that’s our only shot.”
“Then what?”
“Then get into the van that’s outside and drive away. Drive right to the Underworld portal and don’t stop.”
“Got it.” He held me closer. “Are you okay?”
“I am now.” I took just a second to lean in and inhale the scent of him. Spike. The man I love. I stood back up straight, a fire in my belly. And the man I have to rescue before someone did something to him that made me go all evil on this world. I wouldn’t survive the loss of even a single one of my friends. I’d already come too close, too many times.
Spike’s body tensed up. “Uh-oh. Trouble coming.” He turned me around to see Jared bearing down on us, his eyes shadowed in darkness.
“Hey, Jared, what’s up?” Spike asked spinning us around so he was between Jared and me.
“May I cut in?” Jared didn’t sound like his regular self; it was creepy how ancient he suddenly seemed to me. He was a couple hundred years old, of course, but before this moment I always got the vibe that he was young like us at heart.
“No, man. Not tonight.” Spike tried to pull me in even closer, but I pushed him back.
“Yes! Yes, you can cut in, Jared. What a great idea.”
Spike looked down at me, his expression full of rejection.
“Just trust me,” I said, kissing him quick on the mouth before letting him go and pushing him away a little. I held my hands out for Jared. “Let’s go, hot stuff. Show me what you got.”  I leaned out and spoke to Spike in a loud whisper. “Go slap some bitches!” I jerked my head toward Becky and wiggled my eyebrows so he’d get the hint. When I saw his eyes go wide and then a nod of understanding, I straightened up and asserted myself back into Jared’s arms. Spike was my wingman. He knew what needed to be done, and he was going to do it. The joy of a plan coming together rushed through my veins.
Jared shoved Spike out of the way and pulled me in close, quickly sweeping me off and out of my boyfriend’s range. Spike slowly drifted over to where Finn and Becky were dancing, making me breathe out a sigh of relief. He was still my Spike and not another one of those zombie-ized friends. One down, too many to go. I prayed he’d understood my plan to recruit the girls over to our team, starting with the water sprite. She’d be the easiest.
The other couples in the room floated past us, lost in a dream dance and oblivious to the danger around them.
“Thank you so much for accepting my invitation to dance, and may I say, you look absolutely ravishing tonight.” Jared’s accent was almost British in flavor. I imagined this is what men in the eighteen hundreds talked like, and even though he was pulling it off pretty well, I knew the real Jared was under that crusty crust somewhere, and he had zero interest in dancing with me. Apparently this witch had decided to spell everyone into complimenting me. What was the point of that? Did she honestly think locking me in a room full of admirers would keep me from my goal?
Pfft. Not in this century. I only needed one admirer in my life: Spike. The rest of these guys could go suck a duck butt for all I cared. None of them could hold a candle to my man.
I grinned after Jared’s wooing words, though, loving the fact that he was kind of at my mercy. He was going to poop a gnome later when I told him how he’d come on to me. What a smooth talker … not. Jared didn’t get vulnerable ever, so this was a first; it was way too tempting not to mess with him just a little. Besides, I didn’t want the witch to figure out what I was up to before I’d recruited more of my friends over to my side. A glance in his direction told me that Spike still hadn’t yet managed to cut into Finn and Becky’s dance. Better to play along for a little while longer. My grin got wider.
“Oh yeah?” I asked him sweetly. “You like the Doritos breath? Road trip hair-don’t? Ripe armpits? That your thing? Wow, you dirty dog, I had no idea.” I made my eyes go extra sparkly.
“I do not understand what you are saying, but your eyes shine like the moon lives within you.”
“Ohhh, that’s a good one.” I grinned. “What about my teeth?” I stuck them out as far as I could. “How do they look?”
“Like pearls plucked from the depths of the deepest ocean.”
I giggled. Speaking of plucked … “And my eyebrows? Do you like them? Becky plucked them for me before we left.”
“Your eyebrows are arched like the peaks of the mountains lying to the north of my home. They remind me of a safe place, where as a child I would hide.”
I snorted when a heavy metal song came to mind and the tune started playing in my head. Now he’d gone too far, bringing Guns-N-Roses into the mix. Who did he think he was fooling, anyway? Everyone knows you can’t hide in eyebrows any more than you can in someone else’s hair. “So let me get this straight … my eyebrows remind you of a safe place where as a child you would hide?” I lifted my chin, doing my best imitation of an offended British chick from the eighteenth century. “I’m going to take that as an insult, sir.” I reached up and slapped him really hard on the cheek. “What do you say about that, eh? Still want to hide in my eyebrows?”
“Jayne?” Jared asked, confused, his hold on me loosening. He reached up to rub his cheek where I’d left a red handprint.
I tried like hell to stay sober, but it was nearly impossible. My lips were trembling with the effort of not laughing at his expression. “Yes, Jared?”
“What’s going on?” His dancing slowed.
“Do you really want to know?”
“Yes.”
I eyed Finn across the room and saw him looking at us with a little too much interest. Spike was standing off to the side, waiting for his chance to get his hands on Becky. “Then dip me.”
“Dip you?” He paused, his feet stilling.
“Yes.” I patted him on the back a couple times. “Dip me. Hurry. And make it look good.”
I could feel his muscles shift under his shirt as he adjusted his stance. “Okay, if you say so.”
My body suddenly went weightless as he threw me sideways and toward the floor. I was practically upside down, my hair brushing the toes of his feet and my legs up in the air. He leaned down, his face just inches from mine. “How’s this?” he asked.
I grinned. “Awesome. You could have totally been a figure skater, dude.” I downshifted and spoke quickly and softly, just in case the witch was listening in somehow. I stared up into his dark eyes as I explained. “Now listen up … you’ve all been spelled. In order to get you out of it, I had to slap you. My plan is to leave through the French doors behind you. You have to let me up now and go slap the girls so you can wake them up. Then we can leave. I think. The van’s parked just outside. We’re on the Isle of Skye, but we still need to get to the portal. I’ll handle the guys.” I patted him on the arm. “Go. Lift me up now. I think my brain is swelling.”
He grinned back at me, but didn’t say anything, just shaking his head as his eyes crinkled up at the corners. I could practically read his mind. Jayne’s gone off the range again. At least he didn’t outright refuse to believe me.
The sound of someone clearing his throat made Jared stand up straight and bring me with him. The blood that had started collecting in my face drained back to where it was supposed to be in a big rush, making me temporarily dizzy. Finn was standing next to us alone as Spike spun away with Becky in his arms. My boyfriend winked at me as they went by, causing my blood pressure to go down by a couple notches. He was still onboard, and now I had Jared on my team too. Batter up, Finn!
“Hello, Finn,” I said, curtsying a little just because I felt like it.
Jared rolled his eyes, but moved off to the side a little to give us room.
“May I have this dance?” he asked, holding out his hand.
I glanced down and noticed the calluses on his fingers, there because he used his bow and arrow so much. Best shot in the Green Forest, yeah buddy. Placing my hand in his, I smiled. “Of course. I’d love to dance.” I stepped into his arms and let him lead.
He opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “Don’t tell me, let me guess … I look lovely tonight, right?”
“Uh, yeah. I was gonna say strikingly handsome, but lovely works.”
I pushed him lightly on the shoulder. “Handsome? Don’t you dare.” It was hard not to get into a playful mood for some reason — a bit of that pixie buttdust may have snuck through my bubble, I wasn’t sure.
He tried again. “Your eyes remind me of somethin’ … can’t remember. Somethin’ from my past…”
“Perhaps it’s the reflection of moonlight on the ass end of a slimy frog or something.”
He grinned. “That’s it, kinda. You know widemouth bass eyeballs glow in the dark like they got a flashlight inside their heads. That’s what your eyes remind me of.” His voice got soft again. “Like the glowing eyeballs of a great, big widemouth bass in the pitch black o’ night on the edge o’ my favorite fishin’ spot.”
Widemouth bass? Holy shit, does Finn suck in the romance department or what? “Okay, that’s enough of that nonsense.” I stopped dancing and slapped him across the face, waiting impatiently for the two seconds it took him to come back online.
He lifted his hand to his cheek, frowning a little. “Damn, girl, that was a stinger.”
“Sorry, but you were making me sick. I had to do it.”
“Uh…sorry?”
I waved his concerns away “Never mind. Here’s the deal: we’re stuck in a haunted, spelled house on the Isle of Skye, and we need to escape. I just woke you up out of a trance, but I need you to pretend you’re still in it for a little while until I get Scrum and Tony out too. Got it?”
“I think so, yeah. But where are we exactly?” He tried to look around, but I grabbed him by the chin and made him focus on me.
“No time for that. Look into my eyes. Act like you love me, or you’ll get that witch on our butts before I finish being awesome.” Scrum was bearing down on us, dragging Sam with him. “I’ve got another date coming. Just take Sam dancing, and slap her across the face to get her out of that trance. We’re leaving through those doors over there. The glass ones.” I tilted my head in the direction of the terrace.
Finn’s eyebrows went up into his hairline. “Hold up … I thought you just said that you want me to slap the most powerful witch in the world while I’m dancin’ with her.”
I nodded. “Yep. That’s what I said.”
He shook his head. “Huh-uh. I don’t think so.” He frowned, looking over his shoulder at his back. “I ain’t got my bow with me for some reason.”
Wuss. “Okay, fine,” I ground out, quickly losing patience. “Stay here in this enchanted house full of ogres, trolls, and witches without your partner-in-life water sprite for the rest of eternity. See if I care.”
He glanced over at Becky who’d just been slapped by Spike and was holding her cheek with tears in her eyes. His jaw hardened. “Okay, fine. I’ll slap ‘er, but I ain’t gonna like it. And if she turns me into a snake, you gotta fix it.”
“No problem.”  I said all peppy like. “I’ll start practicing magic and turn you right back into a fae with my very first spell.”
He looked at me and sighed. “No offense, Jayne, but that does not inspire confidence in my future.” It was the last thing he could get out before Scrum was inserting himself into the conversation.
“Hello, Jayne. I’d like to dance with you.” He stood stiffly with both arms rigid at his sides.
I glanced up at his hair and imagined I could see little bitty flies circling his non-shampooed head. “Let’s cut to the chase, shall we?” He opened his mouth to respond, but I didn’t give him time to even start. I slapped him hard, hoping it would be enough to get through to the real Scrum. Just behind me, I heard Finn doing the same thing to Sam and caught Jared out of the corner of my eye doing it first to Felicia and then to Tony. Sweet. Slap dancing. Way more fun than slam dancing in my book.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
“TIM!” I SHOUTED AS LOUD as I could. I hadn’t heard his war cries in a while, and now that all my friends had been slapped silly and returned to the land of normal, it was time to go.
“Where is he?” Jared asked, walking over to stand at my right.
“He chased a couple monsters that way.” I pointed to the archway. “There, there be trolls.”
Jared and I glanced over in tandem at the other beasts that were on the floor; they’d danced themselves into exhaustion, but their legs were still twitching. “There be trolls over there, too.” I giggled at the picture they made. They weren’t nearly as scary when suffering seizures of happiness like that. They looked like they were trying to breakdance and failing miserably. It was probably how I’d look if I attempted anything of the sort.
“How are we not pixelated?” Jared asked, noting the pixie dust all over the place.
“Green bubble of awesomeness.” I wiggled my hands around my head to give him the full effect.
He smiled briefly and nodded. “Well done.”
“Thanks.” I flitted my eyelashes at him and smiled shyly. “Do you still find me ravishing and my eyes as glowy as the moonlight shining off a widemouth bass’s eyeballs?”
He blinked a few times. “What?”
I waved him off. “Never mind. I’m getting my boyfriends mixed up. It’s time to go, I just need to find Tim.” I took a step toward the entrance to the ballroom, the place Tim had flown out of just a few minutes before.
Jared put his hand on my arm, but that wasn’t what stopped me from continuing; it was the giant beast of a troll who walked into the ballroom that held that honor. It made the monsters on the floor look like toddlers, it was so huge. It lifted its nose to the air and sniffed, dropping its club to the ground next to its thick, dirty leg. Then it opened its giant maw and spoke. The words came out … squishy. It made a shiver run up and down my entire body.
“Fee, fi, fo, fum…”
I didn’t even know the damn things could speak. It made its existence even more horrible for some reason. I looked at Jared and whispered. “Are there any Englishmen in here by any chance?”
He shook his head, motioning for Scrum to stand at my other side.
I held my arms out to my sides, stopping my friends from advancing on my behalf. “Just hold back a second. I have you in a bubble. He can’t hurt us.”
“Better power that puppy up,” Finn said, staring at the slight tinge of green color that was around us now. “It don’t look that strong compared to that club in his hand.”
Please come to me, Green. Give me more of that shiny stuff that makes us all so safe and sound…
The response was immediate; the bubble turned so green it tinged the entire room that color for those of us inside it. Whatever spell that had been over this house was not interfering in what I needed to do. Thank The Green for small favors.
The troll looked at the bubble quizzically, taking one step toward us with a finger out. When I saw the state of its fingernail, I found myself going a little woozy. I hated to think what was under there, but I guessed it had something to do with the giant, dripping nose of his. Shudder.
“What do you want me to do?” Sam asked from behind me.
“Better do nothing for now. I’d hate for one of your spells to bounce off the inside of the bubble and hit me in the face.”
“My spells don’t do that.”
“Whatever. Just hold off for now.” Now was not the time to discuss the number of times I’d found myself on the ass end of one of her messed up spells. She was good, but she wasn’t perfect by a long shot.
I advanced toward the troll, ignoring the giant booger picker still pointed in my direction. “Listen up, Troll. We have no beef with you. Just step aside so we can get the pixie and be on our way.”
“Pixie,” he grunted out. “I eat pixie.” Then he burped, and I swear to all that is holy I saw some of Tim’s buttdust come out of his mouth in a poof of sparkles.
My heart dropped into my stomach, and I instantly felt sick. My hands were shaking and then my whole body joined the party. I could barely get the words out of my mouth. “If you ate my friend, I am going to skin you alive.” My sword was downstairs, but I had an idea of how to get it back. “Sam!”
“Yep. Right here.” Her voice was closer to my left shoulder now.
“I left my sword downstairs. Can you get it for me, please?”
She took a step forward, but I held my arm out to block her progress. She was actually going to try to walk past that troll, just because I asked her to. Talk about undying loyalty. I wanted to kiss her, but now was not the time. “Not like that. Use your mad witch skills.”
“You sure?” she asked.
“I’m going to drop the bubble off you temporarily, just in case.”
She nodded, and I communicated the vision of her stepping outside the Green power while she did her thing. Her body immediately lost the green-colored tinge the others of us still had.
Jared touched my hand. “Jayne, there’s a witch in here that will feel her casting.”
“Good. Maybe she’ll show her ugly face so we can slap it a few hundred times.”
“Jayne, you should probably be more cautious,” Scrum said, sounding worried.
“Yeah, I probably should,” I said, turning on him. “But what if my roommate is in that nasty stomach of that troll, and I only have two minutes to get him out before the stomach acid kills him completely? What then? You want to let Tim die?”
He shook his head quickly. “No. Of course not.”
“Jayne,” Tony said, “I know you mean well, but if he’s already eaten…”
“Don’t say it, Tony!” I whipped my head around to glare at him. “Not you. Don’t go there. I never lost hope with you, and I won’t lose it with Tim. This is not negotiable!”
He nodded and said nothing in response. He knew me well enough to know when I was beyond reasoning with, and I was so there right then. So, so there. Felicia took his hand in hers, but nodded too. I knew they were there to back me up, even if I was about to do something that most people would consider stupid.
The troll took another step toward us, lifting his club onto his shoulder. He looked down at me and smiled. He had only one tooth in his bottom jaw, and it hooked up over his upper lip. “Hello, small person. I eat you.”
“Or…,” I held up a finger, “you could go eat that witch. The old one? Knobby knees? Bad hair day? I hear they’re pretty tasty.” I nodded exaggeratedly, hoping it would help convince him.
Sam started muttering her incantation behind me, and I didn’t want the troll to notice what she was doing, so I moved to my right, drawing his attention with me by doing some moves I’d practiced in front of the mirror after I’d had too many cups of hard cider one night last December. “Ever seen someone do the Electric Slide?” I asked, trying to imagine the tune for the stupid song in my head. All I could hear, though, was the macarena — the one song that entered my brain in 1993 and never left. Oh well. It’s not like he’s going to know the difference. I threw one arm out and then the next, crossing them over as I hummed the tune under my breath.
The troll’s head tilted to the side a little and he frowned, his giant bushy eyebrows joining together in the middle of his forehead. “What you do?”
I smiled. My plan was totally working. As he stared at me, captivated by me busting a move, Sam was whirling up a hell of a demon sword retrieval spell. I could feel the electric current her power was pulling from the ley line beneath us. Just to be safe, I increased the Green protection around my friends. I couldn’t even imagine what would happen if that spell bounced back on us. We’d probably all be stabbed with the sword, one giant fae shish kebab for that troll to munch on at his leisure. Yikes.
“Heyyyy macarena!” Putting my hands on my hips, I swiveled them around wide. “See, Troll? This is the macarena.” I was already sweating. “It’s way better than that Electric Slide dance I told you about.” I continued with my moves, getting more frantic as I sensed his interest waning. “Feel free to join in. It’s better when there’s more people. Or fae or trolls or whatever.” I motioned for my friends to join me, but all of them save Becky just stared at me like I’d lost my mind.
Becky jumped over, though, and started doing her moves, of course trying but failing to show me up. I had to duck out of the way at one point, because damn, her elbows and knees were suddenly everywhere. I thought my groove was bad, but hers made everyone cringe; unfortunately, her Spanish was even worse than her dancing.
“Hey, licky loma, micky moma, ecky babba … hey micky moma, bicky boma, lakka lena … hey ricky dicky nicky wicky bicky boma … heeeey macarena!” She clapped her hands and jumped up, turning one rotation to start her ridiculously bad imitation of a macarena in the other direction.
“What in the hell are you doing?” I asked, doing another hip swivel. I was a little out of breath.
“I’m doing the macarena, obviously. This is fun.” She winked at her boyfriend who was staring at her with a mix of fascination and horror.
I shook my head. More pixie dusting happened here than I had intended. Had to be. Apparently, my bubble shun wasn’t quite as good as I thought it was at keeping out Tim’s buttdust.
“Jayne!” Sam yelled. “Hold out your hand!”
Lucky for me, my hand was already out as I was starting another macarena tour. I couldn’t have planned it better. One second I was standing there crossing a hand over to the opposite shoulder, and the next, my outstretched arm had a sword flying toward it. I snatched it out of midair and then held it up for the beast to see. “Heyyyy macarena!” I shouted my last line with maybe a little too much glee as I came to a standstill, my sword held out in front of me and angled up so it could be pointed at the head of the troll. My arm was shaking with the power of the adrenaline thrill going through me.
Everything suddenly stopped: the music in my head, the shucking and jiving of my water sprite buddy, the movements of my friends, and the glow of the Green bubble that used to surround us all. Oops. Did I do that with the macarena or the sword?
A voice behind the troll startled me and made me jump. I almost lost the sword from my grip, but held on just in time to keep it from burying its tip in the ballroom floor. A glance to my left told me my friends were all frozen solid, stuck in some kind of suspended animation. Sam and Felicia were focused on my sword, Scrum and Jared toward the door, Tony and Finn on the troll; Becky was in the middle of swinging her tiny hips around, her tiny butt poking out diagonally. I nearly lost my water when I heard the angry voice coming at me from behind the great, big beast whose body was still but whose eyeballs were still working. His salivary glands were still functioning too; a glob of drool left his lips and landed with a plop next to his feet.
“How dare you come into my home and wake me from my beauty sleep with the macarena!” Through the entrance limped the witch with her cane tapping the floor, her hair even worse than before.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
“WELL, HELLO THERE, FATE.” I smiled. At least, I tried to smile. It was an effort, seeing as how I was scared shitless. She might have been tiny, but that didn’t stop the power from oozing out of her. She frightened me more than Maggie on her worst day.
“You may call me … Geraldine.”
I opened my mouth to call her that, and then something made me stop. A zap of The Green or something from the ether got me right in the throat, stopping the words from coming out. Instead, I said what was foremost on my mind.
“Lie!”
She banged her cane on the ground, sending a shock wave of angry energy right at me. I felt the negativity flow up from the floor and right into my bones. It settled on the top of my head, making me want to ruffle my hair to get it off me. I ignored the temptation, though, sure The Green was still protecting me, even though I couldn’t see its green tinge around me anymore. This old witch was just throwing illusions at me, and I’d practiced for months with Sam to shake that crap off. Hoo yah, can’t touch this. It’s hammer time, bitch.
“Why do you say that?!” she yelled.
I shrugged as the effects of her tantrum wore off, falling away like dandruff flakes. Apparently she didn’t like being called a liar. Oh well, too bad, so sad because she is a damn liar and I’m not afraid to say so. The truth shall set me free, that’s what my old grandma Maggie always told me. “Because. I know that’s not your name.” How did I know that? I had no idea. Maybe it was the look on her face. I felt like I was being tested.
“Fine.” She pursed her lips for a few seconds. “You may call me Judith.” That felt more truthful to me than the last name she’d chosen, so I didn’t fight her on it.
“Judy for short?” I suggested.
“No.”
“Jude?”
“No!”
“J-baby?”
She looked like she was about to blow her own head off in frustration, but then she suddenly stopped and let out a breath. My plan to throw her off her game had failed. Dammit. I guess it’s not hammer time.
She leaned in toward me, closing one eye and squinting the other. “Why do you bait me so? Are you so ignorant that you do not sense the power capable of destroying everything you hold dear, right here in front of you?”
I shrugged. “Maybe. I’ve sure been accused of it enough times.” I rested the point of my sword on the ground, spinning the hilt around a little so she’d notice the jewels imbedded in it. Fear me, old bag. Fear me like you fear the mirror.
“Why are you in my home?” she asked, ignoring my weapon. I wasn’t stupid enough to think she didn’t understand where it came from, though. She was just showing me very clearly that she didn’t fear my shit at all. It was a very effective intimidation tactic on her part. I stopped spinning the sword and started worrying more about how I was going to avoid a good, old-fashioned pants peeing in my very near future.
“Well, I came here originally to stay the night, but now I’m pretty sure I’d be happier sleeping at a rest stop along the highway.” I scrunched up my nose. “Less … troll-y there.”
“You should go back to where you belong.”
I shook my head. “Where? The Green Forest? No, I’m pretty sure I belong here on the Isle of Skye. Twice a year, in fact. It’s already been decided, so there’s nothing you can do about it.”
“Who decided? Was it you?”
I had to think about that for a second or two. “Kind of. Mostly it was the dragon, but I guess you could say I was on board.”
“Making a great personal sacrifice for the entire world, is that it?” She cackled, leaning on her cane when the laughter became too much. She finished her happy seizure off with some wheezing and a sludgy cough, probably dredging up at least one rotten lobe from one of her lungs in the process, from the sound of it.
Her words made me feel stupid and young. It didn’t matter that I actually was those things — way too young and not that fae educated; it was the principle. As far as I was concerned, only two people had the right to say that crap about me, and she wasn’t one of them. Okay, now it’s hammer time.
“All right, listen up Judith … I want my pixie friend back out of that troll’s stomach, whole, alive, and unhurt, and I want to leave this place with all my friends — also whole, alive and unhurt.” I’d learned long ago that it was important to be clear and complete when negotiating with witches. They did so love to exploit the loopholes they imagined in my speech.
“And what will you give me in exchange for these gifts?”
I scoffed at her. “Gifts? What gifts? We made a reservation! And you accepted it, so that means you agreed to host us for the night and we agreed to pay you for it. The deal was struck and you reneged. Time to pay the piper, Jude.”
She gestured around the room. “You came. You danced. I hosted. Now it’s time for you to pay the piper.” She cackled again.
I nodded, narrowing my eyes at her. “Ah-haaa, I get it. Sneaky. I guess we should have read the brochure a little closer.”
She hummed under her breath for a few seconds before responding. “I guess you should have, young fae.”
I hated to pull the Mother card on her, but she was leaving me with no choice. “You do know who I am, right?”
She shrugged. “The question is, do you know who you are? It matters not what I think about you.”
I shook my head. “You have got to be related to Maggie. There’s no way there are two women out in the world as ugly as you are and who are as frustrating as you are, and not be sisters or something.”
She scowled, her voice coming out a little growly. “Do not say that name in my presence.”
“What? Maggie? Maggie the witch?” I switched to my singing voice. “Green things, green things, lovely jubbly green things…”
“Enough!”
I jumped a little, surprised to have someone hating my singing voice so vehemently. I hadn’t even gotten started, really. I had at least three more verses in me.
“I have heard enough! I’m going to bed.” She started to turn.
“Name your price, witch,” I said, leaning on my sword. “And hurry up about it, before my pixie friend gets digested.”
She shrugged, waving her cane out to the side as she shuffled to the door. “You may leave any time you like. But you must retrieve your pixie friend yourself.” She turned her head to the side, enough that I could see her grinning evilly as she gestured with a sweeping arm. “Go ahead, elemental, Mother to the fae, sacrificial lamb for the world. You have your sword.”
I frowned first at the troll and then at her. “I don’t get it.”
She continued to smile, her blackened teeth looking a little too pointed for my liking. She chuckled for a few seconds and then stopped, turning to face me more fully, her smile and humor dropping away in an instant. “You say your pixie is inside the troll?” She shrugged. “Gut him.”
I swallowed with effort. “Gut him? You can’t be serious.”
“The Fates do what needs must. The Mother does as well.” She turned to shuffle out the door, but I wasn’t ready to let her leave yet.
“Wait!” I yelled, running around her and holding out the sword between us to stop her forward progress. “You can’t leave yet.” Hammer time, my ass. It was panic time, and everyone in the room knew it, probably even that troll whose eyeballs were still following me around. I was waaay out of my league with this nutbag.
One of the witch’s eyebrows went up and disappeared into her rat nest hairdo. “I can and I will.”
I shook my head, falling more fully into panic mode. “No. Not until you fix things.”
She stared at me unblinkingly, and for the first time, she didn’t sound entirely evil. “Not all things can be fixed, child. Sometimes we must make hard decisions and leave things as they are. Other times we must upset the balance. You will find yourself at a crossroads many times in your life. Will you take the easy path or the difficult one? Or perhaps take neither and instead retrace your steps?” She paused and sniffed the air before continuing. “Who are you? Who dares speak to me from afar?”
Since I hadn’t yet answered her and figured she was just chatting with voices she heard in her head, I responded to her first statement. “I’ve never taken the easy path in my entire life.” I lifted my chin. “And I’ll never go backwards. Never.”
Her casual expression morphed into something sinister. “Lie.” She narrowed her eyes at me, speaking slowly and carefully. It felt way too much like an incantation for me not to be almost pissing my pants at hearing it.
“Pay the toll with the blood of a troll, or pick the path to stay the wrath, choose the first, and dark days you will find, choose another and be gone from time. The cries of many will weigh you down. The cries of one will bring Lycurgus round. The blood of the Mother will bring them late. The tears of the Father will seal their fate.” And then she disappeared. One second she was there being ugly and pissing me off with her horrible rhyme, and the next, she was fartsmoke, leaving only an evil stench behind.
“Judith!” I yelled out into the room, looking all around. Only my own voice echoed back at me. “Judy! Jude! J-baby!” I raised the volume. “Hey! I wasn’t done talking to you!” I jogged over to her pet troll, holding my knife by his leg. “I’m going to cut him! I swear I’ll do it!” Her rhyme swam around in my head in pieces, disconnected and senseless. Did she say that I could pay the toll with this guy’s blood? But then what about that dark days thing she said? Did that come from using the blood or not using it? I should have asked her to write it down. Who the hell is going to remember something that long after only hearing it one time? What a stupid way to deliver a prophecy.
My threat to poke the troll did nothing. Not one thing happened. My friends remained frozen all around me, and I remained stuck in the nightmare where I had to make a choice between killing a somewhat innocent beast to maybe rescue my roommate or walk away and let him definitely become troll poop. Talk about being between a rock and hard place. Odysseus had nothin’ on me.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
THE PANIC LEVELS INSIDE MY heart and head were rising to dangerously high levels. The Green bubble surrounding my friends increased in intensity, reacting to my stress. Everyone was still frozen in place, and there were no signs of Tim being among the land of the living. My chest ached with the pain of never seeing him again. I sent several bolts of extra power from The Green into each of my friends, but it had zero effect. Zombies. All of them. Motherfucker!
“Tim!” I screamed, running over to the entrance of the ballroom, looking down the hallway. Hope had me believing he could be somewhere else in this evil house and not in that troll’s intestines. I even took a few steps outside the ballroom, staring down into the front foyer, hoping to see him there fixing his hair in the mirror. The ogre was gone, and except for a few million sparkles here and there on the tables, chairs, and area rug, there were no pixies in sight.
I went back into the ballroom and walked up to each of my friends, slapping them one at a time, just to see if it would do anything, but nothing happened, and none of them even got a red mark on their cheeks. It was like they weren’t really there; these beings were merely placeholders for the real thing. I even went so far as to kiss Spike on the lips to see if some kind of fairytale, true love’s kiss would make any difference, but nope. Nada. I got no love from my peeps at all.
I next tried sending a message out to the green elves at the compound using my connection with The Green, but found something blocking me. I could bring up my power into this place, but I couldn’t send it out. This one-way communication thing was a new one on me. It reminded me a little too much of the spell I suffered in the public toilets. Somebody was hunting me down and doing a damn good job of it. We were well and truly trapped, powerless. Fucked to the highest degree.
I walked over to the French doors and opened them up, taking a step out onto the terrace, half expecting to be electrocuted with some kind of messed up spell; but my feet passed onto the stone surface, no problem. When I went back inside and searched Jared’s pockets, I even found the keys to the van. They made me feel jubilant and deflated in equal measure. I had the means to escape but not the desire — not without my friends.
Standing there in the middle of that ballroom, I had the worst case of indecision I’d ever suffered in my life. The witch’s challenge kept echoing in my mind, making me doubt myself. I could leave, drive back home, and come back with reinforcements — risking the lives of all my friends in the meantime, because they’d probably either become a troll buffet or lab rats for Judith’s sick spell experiments; or, I could continue on to the portal by myself, which would also risk the lives of all my friends, but at least end up with me fulfilling my duty to the rest of the fae. Oh, and I couldn’t forget the third option, which was just as awful as the first two: I could filet that troll open and at least rescue one friend right now. I pictured that happening and then if I had enough time, me dragging the others out by their arms so I could load them up in the van. I probably wouldn’t make it to the portal on time and would piss off the guardian to the Underworld, which could then make it so that evil is unleashed on the entire world, but I’d still have a shot at having my friends with me, alive and well…
What to do, what to do, what to do?
A flicker of movement near the troll caught my eye. I looked again, and I could swear I saw his stomach move. Running over, I leaned in, pressing my hands against the beast’s lumpy grayish-green skin. “Tim! Tim! Are you in there?” I put my ear to the smelly monster’s skin, wondering if it would be possible for a pixie to speak when inside a troll stomach.
I was almost certain I felt something moving inside its belly beneath my hands. Backing away from the beast, I looked up at it, marveling with a sick kind of fascination at the size of its nostrils and the hideousness of its complexion. My gaze roamed farther upwards, and I noticed for the first time that it had long eyelashes. Weird. A lump grew in my throat when some of my mother’s words came back to me as a whisper from the past.
Such beautiful eyelashes. She always used to say that I had eyelashes like a camel, long and pretty. She hadn’t said it after Rick the Dick entered our lives, but before that day she’d mentioned it often. My heart squeezed in my chest. Did this troll have a mother who loved him? He must have. Everyone had a mom, and while this beast had a face only a mother could love, surely the momma-troll who gave birth to him was out there somewhere or had been at one time, and she’d wanted to have a child like him, held him in her arms when he was born and looked down at him with love. Did she think her boy was handsome? Cute with his long eyelashes and impossibly wide nostrils?
I put my hand on his stomach and tried to speak; the lump in my throat made it really difficult, though. “Tim. I think you’re in there, and I want to get you out, but to do that, I have to kill this beast. And I know that should be an easy decision, but he isn’t doing anything to me to hurt me, so it doesn’t seem right. It seems like … murder.”
A thought that I wasn’t entirely sure was coming from me jumped to mind. Poke him in the toe. Wake him up. If he tries to kill you, then you have an excuse.
I slowly moved my sword out in front of me, drawing the point closer and closer to an immense big toe that was black with dirt and the trampled remnants of smaller fae, if the smell was anything to judge by. “Just one poke,” I whispered. “That’s not going to hurt anyone, right?” I bit my lip, knowing I was lying to myself. Even one tiny prick from my demon sword could be enough to send someone to the Underworld. As much as trolls sucked, they didn’t deserve to go to Hell any more than any other innocent fae did. As far as I knew, trolls were inhabitants of the Gray. I had no idea what these guys were doing hanging out in the Hotel California, but that was neither here nor there. I needed a plan, and even though I didn’t have one, I wasn’t so desperate that I was going to commit murder.
I backed away before I could do anything I’d regret. Then I sank to the floor and cried, because I couldn’t think of anything better to do. How lame.
Ten seconds into my crying jag, I started hearing my roommate’s voice in my head. According to my imagination, he wasn’t in a troll’s stomach slowly being digested into sparkly pixie poo; he was literally the little man on my shoulder, acting as my conscience. Who do you think you are, sitting there on the floor feeling sorry for yourself? No elemental I know. Even Willy on his worst day wouldn’t stoop to these levels. Get off your fat butt and do something productive, or you’re going to have to move out of our room. I’m not kidding. I don’t suffer wimps for roommates.
Tim’s imagined lecture did the trick, and pity parties aren’t really my thing, anyway, so I got over myself pretty quickly, my whimpering and moaning dying down to nothing in a matter of seconds. I got up and wiped my face off with the front of my tunic, talking out loud to myself because it made me feel stronger. “Okay. Enough of that shit. Time to make some decisions.” I walked over to Tony and stood in front of him. His frozen face made me go a little squishy in the middle. Was he going to regret becoming my friend in history class once more? I sure hoped not. “What would you say to me if you were awake right now?” I asked softly.
I listened for the voice of my friend in my head, and I wasn’t disappointed when it came through loud and clear. Another man who loved me, acting as my conscience. How did I get so lucky?
Don’t hurt the troll. He didn’t do anything to you, and you don’t have proof he did anything to Tim, either.
I nodded and moved over to Jared. “What about you, Jared? What do you think I should do?”
Go back to the compound. Talk to the council. They will help you get to the portal. I patted him on the shoulder before moving over to Sam.
“Samantha, it’s your turn. If you were me, what would you do in this situation?”
I’d gut that troll like a fish, spell this place to keep the witch inside it, and send a message to the compound to come retrieve everyone.
“And what about me?” I asked. “Should I go back?”
Hell no. We’re Blackthorns. We don’t back down. Go to the portal. Talk to the dragon.
I nodded. “Hell yeah, we don’t back down. You’re right.” Her words made me feel stronger, even though I knew they were only imagined in my head.
I moved over to Scrum and Felicia. “What do you guys think?”
Be careful, Jayne. I don’t trust this. That one came from Scrum. I patted him on the cheek, thanking him for his worry. Poor kid. He was never going to have a moment of peace with me in his life.
The prophecy. Remember the words. Your blood is the key. I paused in front of Felicia, not sure I understood her.
“I don’t remember the rhyme,” I asked her. “Do you?”
She said nothing, and I knew that whatever I was hearing from them wasn’t really them; it was just their influence on my life that I’d embedded in my heart. It was their friendship, and as valuable as it was, it wasn’t going to supplant my own decision-making. It was just that I trusted them to act as my conscience when I was as lost as I was in that moment.
Finn and Becky were last. I paused by Finn, hoping he had something to add to the mix. “So what’s it going to be, Finn? Stand and fight or run to fight another day?”
Stand and fight. You are our Mother and we stand with you.
His words choked me up a little. I took a moment to gather myself, putting my fist on my heart in front of him before moving on to Becky. I stopped in front of my little water sprite friend still frozen in the middle of her rendition of the macarena, her tiny hip shoved out to the side.
“What do you think, Beck?”
I’m too scared to give you the right advice, I heard Becky’s voice say inside my head. Just be careful. You’re important. We love you, Jayne. And whatever you decide to do won’t change how we feel. No one expects you to be perfect.
Some of the witch’s words came back to me like a thread of smoke through my mind, causing an inner lightbulb of awareness to come into being. My pulse rate picked up. Maybe I had the answer right here in front of me. Maybe she’d given me the key as some kind of sick joke, so she could watch me suffer with the indecision. She probably thought I didn’t have it in me to make the tough decision, but she was wrong. Way wrong.
Spill some troll blood or some of my own? Cutting myself with the sword was definitely a step backwards. I’d already been there, done that, thanks to Moriah the evil demon vampire from the Underworld who I’d earned the sword from after defeating her sorry butt by taking a hit in the shoulder and surviving. But when I’d told Judith the witch I never went backwards, thinking I was too mature for that now, she’d called me a liar. I frowned, trying to remember the exact details of our conversation and the lines from her stupid rhyme.
I reached out and hugged my friend’s stiff, macarenasized form. “I love you too, Becky. I think I know what I have to do.” Unconditional love was a powerful thing. It was also heavy, weighing me down with a hell of a heavy load of responsibility. I couldn’t let these fae down. They were my family. I owed them the best of me.
I took a big breath and walked over to the troll, holding my sword out between us. I let the Green bubble fall from my body so I could do what had to be done. Looking up at the beast, I sighed with sadness and regret as the demon blade slid across the skin, sinking in like it was glowing hot metal cutting through butter.
My words came out as a breathless set of grunts. “I hope your mother appreciates this, Troll.” I nearly fainted from the pain and the sight of all the blood that suddenly started pouring out of my arm.
The words of the witch came back to me even clearer than they had before I drew the sword: The blood of the Mother will bring them late. I hoped that meant that we’d get to the portal, even if we didn’t exactly make it on time.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
I FELL TO THE GROUND almost immediately. “Motherfucker, that hurts!” I hissed with the pain. “Oooh, sssshhhiiiitt, mother fuuuuudge…sssshhh…” It felt like my arm was on fire. My face ended up two inches away from the troll’s big toe, the one I’d considered poking just minutes earlier. My words came out as one long grunt. “Damn, I should have poked you instead of me.”
I flopped onto my back in an effort to hide from the inescapable pain, and my arm landed on the troll’s nasty foot, but I was too out of my mind with pain to bother moving it. Blood from my demon blade injury dripped down to my elbow, pooling on the ground beneath my shoulder; I could feel it soaking into my sweater and then my tunic.
I reached over with my good arm and tried to grab onto the monster, to use his toe as leverage to get up, but my hand was slippery either with my blood or the goo he had coming out of his pores, and I got nowhere. My vision started blurring, making it difficult to focus on anything but the fire burning in my arm. I fell onto my back again, swallowing over and over. My throat was as dry as a bone, but I couldn’t get my stomach to calm down. Spewing was definitely in my near future.
The room started to spin and the nausea rose up in me even stronger. I clenched my abdominal muscles hard in an effort to keep myself from yakking my road trip snacks all over the place. I was moaning from the pain it caused when I was suddenly flipped over onto my stomach. Something had shoved me, and the only functioning part of my brain floated the idea that it was the troll who had kicked me, but that couldn’t have been right. He was frozen solid just like everyone else.
My hair suddenly fell down as I was lifted up into the air. Blurred shades of green and brown mixed together until I almost believed I was looking at a kaleidoscope of my stomach contents. Then the upward movement stopped and there was a giant eyeball surrounded by long, beautiful eyelashes just inches away from my nose.
The voice was deep and rumbling. “I eat you, little person.” The stink of a thousand bad dental decisions hit me smack in the face.
It was too much. Too much, too late, too awful. My rational, thinking brain abandoned me when I needed it most. I reached out weakly and petted his eyelashes. “You have pretty eyes,” I said, my words sliding into one another. “Did your momma ever tell you that?” Then I coughed and barfed, my upchuck hitting the floor beneath me with a loud splat. “Pretty eyelashes,” I said in a near-whisper, still trying to pet them. “Long like a camel’s.”
“Me pretty?”
My hands were still searching out his eyelashes, but I couldn’t look at him anymore. I was too tired to keep my eyes open. My fingers brushed against his lashes and then something wet and slippery. Probably his eyeball. It didn’t disgust me as much as it probably should have. I’d run out of energy to be any sicker than I already was.  “Pretty eyelashes,” I said with a moan. “Pretty, pretty, pretty…”
Suddenly I was upright with my hair hanging in the right direction. A stench so awful I couldn’t even describe it reached my nostrils a half second before the side of my face was covered in something warm, wet, and slightly sticky. I dared open one eyelid, just in time to see a troll tongue retreating back into its mouth.
“Tasty.” He burped in my face, bringing with it something definitely dead and rotten. I cried inside at the idea that it was my roommate and his terrible intestinal problems that were giving this troll his halitosis.
My eyes rolled back into my head and I swayed in and out of consciousness for a few precious seconds. “Oh God,” I moaned, trying not to vomit again. My arm had started to feel dead, but then it was suddenly on fire again, and I realized it was no longer dangling at my side. I opened my eyes to find it buried in the troll’s mouth. A red glow started lighting up his face from the inside out.
“Aaaahhhhrrrraeeehhhh!!!” The scream that came out of my mouth was nothing short of insane. Whatever energy I had left in my body surged into the plan I instantly came up with to escape this brute’s grasp. I struggled and twisted with everything I had, but nothing was helping. My arm was shoulder deep in the mouth of a one-toothed, pixie-eating, troll beast. I cried with rage only felt by the truly impotent.
Closing my eyes, I wailed to the elements. The color red filled my vision, making me think the end was very near. “Whyyyy?! Whyyyy?! Why have you done this to me? To my friends? Why did you take them from me? From the world? From themselves? They didn’t do anything wrong! They were just trying to help save the fae and the humans!” I sobbed for the injustice, for my lack of understanding and ignorance, for the innocent fae who’d been stupid enough to be my friends. “I’m so sorry,” I said, whimpering because I couldn’t do any better than that. My arm had gone numb and now my body was joining it as we swirled deeper and deeper into the crimson void. The dizziness was almost unbearable, and I got lost in it as I continued to moan with soft gasps, the only breath I had left. The regret was killing me. I’d gotten so close and come so far, only to be taken out in the end by a bed and breakfast owner who made Maggie the witch look like a runway model. Life was so unfair.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
IT WAS HOT. HOT AND dusty. My throat felt like a desert floor, and I couldn’t swallow because of it. I started retching, folding over onto my side, pokey things digging into my skin. My legs dragged through gravel and dirt that scraped me through the material of my pants.
“Oh, God,” I moaned. The rhythmic sounds of a huge group of bugs singing in tandem rang in my ears. I tried to spit, but there was no saliva left in my mouth. My lips stung where they’d cracked. They tasted of iron, so I knew there was blood crusting over. “Where am I?”
A huge gust of hot wind blew over me, and the sound of a large boat sail flapping in the breeze came next. When I tried to open my lids to see where I was, I was rewarded with stinging sand thrown against my tender eyeballs.
“Ow, motherfucker!” My hand scraped across the ground on its way up to my face. I hissed out a breath of pure pain when I realized my arm was still killing me. Damn, I was in bad shape … worse than I was when Leck melted my brain and beat me silly in his chamber of horrors at the old Dark Fae compound.
“I must have made it to hell,” I croaked out, knowing full well that if I were in the Overworld, I wouldn’t still have a demon blade slice going down my forearm. So, Hell it is. Oh well. One too many bad decisions, and that’s all she wrote, I guess.
The sounds of someone jumping down from a height was followed by crunching footsteps. They stopped next to my head. I rolled over onto my back and tried to look up, but my eyelids would not cooperate.
“Who’s there?” I whispered.
“It’s Ish,” a voice said. A young, male one.
“Ish Ish?” I asked, giggling at the ridiculousness of it. “Ish Ish? What kind of name is that?” I tried to laugh again, but the lame humor got caught in my throat. A coughing fit came out of nowhere, and then I choked. Vomit spewed out of me and dribbled down my face to my ear.
“Oh, man,” I groaned. “Sucks to be me.”
Someone gripped me under the armpits and started dragging me through the dust, my moccasins piling up sand and gravel inside them as they made a path to wherever we were going. “Pits of hell,” I whispered. “I’m going into the pits of hell with a man named Ish.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
SOMETHING WAS CRAWLING IN MY pants. I have ants in my pants.
Please, God, don’t let them be fire ants. At the same time I was trying to wiggle my butt around and kill those pervert ants, I worked really hard at forcing my eyelids open, but they didn’t want to cooperate. Finally, after straining my entire face, a sliver of light got in and whatever crust was connecting my eyelashes started to give way.
“Ehhhhh,” I moaned, wanting really badly to use my fingers to pry my lids open, but my arms wouldn’t work. They were trapped under a blanket or tied to the bed or something. Someone wants to die, I guess.
“Easy, now,” said the male voice I remembered from earlier. “You’re better now. Just go easy.”
“Better?” I croaked out. That couldn’t mean anything good if this was an improvement. This dude better not have touched my private parts while I was out of it, or he was going to be missing some family jewels when I got out of this bed.
Something touched my lips and a droplet of moisture leaked past to my tongue. I probably looked like a crazy frog, but I didn’t care; I sat up as much as I could and reached greedily for the water being offered, my mouth open as wide as it would go. As the delicious water hit my throat, I decided I might forgive him for touching my girly parts, so long as he didn’t enjoy it too much. I’d never tasted anything so delicious. Obviously my dehydration had caused me to burn a few brain cells off.
“Not too much or you’ll vomit again,” he said.
“Again?” I laid back down on the bed and sighed. “That’s what I’m all about … making good first impressions.” My last words faded out into a whisper. I just didn’t have the strength to keep up the conversation. At least I didn’t have to worry about being violated while I slept; there’s nothing less sexy than being coated in vomit as far as I was concerned. I kept trying to lock onto a clear idea of what was going on, but my brain continued to swim around, making it impossible. I probably should have been more worried about where I was, where my friends were, and who this person was helping me out, but I couldn’t get my mind past the idea that I was nearly powerless. I hadn’t felt this way since Leck had hosted me as a guest in his B&B. It made it too easy to surrender to the pain and my inevitable death, rather than fight it.
“Do you know your name?” he asked me.
“Jayne.” I tried to sit up again, but he pushed me down. That made me cranky enough to find the strength to open my eyes. My vision was blurry at first, but then things came into focus. I was inside a hut of some sort, and the man or boy taking care of me had turned his back to me.
“Where am I? Where are my friends?” Seeing things helped me focus. I fell back onto the bed, or the pile of covered straw I was in —bits of it were poking me through my tunic— already sweating from my puny efforts. I closed my eyes, not interested in looking at my arm. It was burning, which told me that the stupid, self-inflicted wound was still there and still very angry. Apparently, troll saliva did not heal demon sword cuts. I was grateful at least that he hadn’t eaten it, because obviously, a burning, painful arm was better than no arm at all.
“They’re here,” was all he said.
“Are they okay?”
He didn’t answer right away, so I opened my eyes again. He was in the process of turning back toward me, and it was then that I realized he wasn’t exactly a man or a boy … he was somewhere in the middle — my age or maybe a little older, wiry in build, dressed in clothing that had to be homemade from burlap or animal skins or something, and his hair was a pile of tangles on his head.
“In a manner of speaking, they are all right. Most of them.”
His words made me go into instant panic mode. A thin scratchy blanket was over my legs and waist, the thing holding my arms captive. I grabbed it with my uninjured hand and threw it off me, forcing my legs over the edge of the rickety bed frame that held the straw mattress. The handmade furniture swayed dangerously with my efforts, but in the end, held up.
“You can’t get up yet. You’re too sick.” He looked pointedly at my arm.
I followed his gaze, much as I didn’t want to. My forearm was wrapped in material, smaller knotted strips holding on larger swathes from my wrist to my elbow. It looked better than I had expected it to. “What this?” I held my arm up. “It’s just a flesh wound.”
His eyebrow went up. “A flesh wound? Surely you jest.”
“I jest?” His speech matched his clothing. Old and weird. “No, I don’t jest. Trust me, I know. I made the cut myself.”
He tilted his head. “Why would you do such a thing? Are you not happy? Do you not want to live?”
“It’s a long story. Really long. I need to go see my friends.” I sat up straight and reached up to touch my head. Oh my. I don’t think my hair has looked this bad in … ever.
“I will take you to your friends later. Now, you must drink and eat to gain your strength.”
“I’m not hungry.” My stomach took that opportunity to growl really loudly.
He stared at me until I couldn’t take it anymore. I caved, sighing heavily.
“Fine.”
After five minutes of more rest, the man-boy handed me a plate and a small, narrow flat thing I assumed was supposed to be a fork or spoon or something, both of them made of wood. The food in the middle of the plate was unidentifiable. I poked at it to be sure it wasn’t still alive.
“Sorry. I am not the most talented at the hearth. It is usually just me who eats what I make.”
I took a bite and chewed, even though my eyes started to water with the odor coming into my nose from the plate. “No, it’s great.” Swallowing took effort, but I managed somehow. This meat or whatever it was had a very distinct stench to it. Something similar to skunk. I was never going to mock the fae buffet line again.
“You lie to protect my feelings.” He squatted down on his heels to look me in the eye. “Why?”
I shrugged, chewing on something that I was pretty sure was gristle. “I don’t know. Don’t you?” Please don’t let this thing in my mouth be an eyeball. 
“Yes, I do, but most people I know do not.”
He had the prettiest green eyes. They were easy to appreciate when set against his very dirty and sun-bronzed skin.
“Sounds like you live with a bunch of assholes.”
He thought about it for a few seconds and then grinned, revealing teeth that probably should have seen the toothbrush a few hundred more times than they had. “The holes of asses. I like that. I shall use it next time Dalys jests with me about my odor.”
I inhaled and caught a whiff of it. “Your odor? What is that anyway? Sulfur?” Maybe the guy sold boiled eggs for a living or something. Another glance around the room told me he wasn’t much of a businessman if this was all he had to show for his efforts.
He slowly reached out and took my hand, pulling it away from my plate and turning it over. I chewed the gristle slowly, waiting for him to speak first. He was looking down at my dragon-scaled palm.
“I think you must know why I smell like the inside of a volcano.”
Leaning over toward the plate, I spit the non-food out. “You’re friends with a dragon?”
A grin slowly spread across his face at the same time his hand came up toward me, palm out. Embedded in his skin was a greenish-gold dragon scale. My heart started to race. Where in the hell am I?
“I would call Othello something other than a friend, but yes. And you? What is your dragon called?”
“Uhhh, my dragon is called Biad. But she’s not really my dragon.”
“A she-dragon?” He sounded really excited about the idea for some reason.
“Yep. A kinda cranky one, actually.”
“What is cranky?”
Hmmm, how does one describe a beast who always gets her way, forces me to live with her in hell, and fuses dragon scales to my body without warning… ? “Let’s just say she’s moody. She has mood swings that aren’t exactly predictable.”
The boy-man moved his stool closer. “Is she here? Is she seeking a mate? Is that why you were on the ground and beaten? Did she drop you when she heard the call of her potential mate? Perhaps it was Othello she heard.”
“Whoa, slow down, dude. I just woke up and you’re not making any sense.” I put the plate on the end of the bed and worked my way up to standing. The boy moved out of the way, watching me but not saying anything. “Thanks for the meal. It was delish.”
“You mock me.” His face lost some of its glow.
I shook my head. “No, I’m serious. I’m just not that hungry. I need to see my friends.” I paused. “What was your name again?”
He stood, looking angry now. “You mock me again, just after you say you do not mock me. What kind of game is this for a woman to play? Are you cruel?”
I shook my head slowly, starting to wonder if I was being punked. No one could be this clueless and not be in on some kind of plan. “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I decided then and there that things could go really south with this guy, and then I wouldn’t have any way to defend myself if I wasn’t ready. Time to test the linkage, yo. I reached out for The Green, praying it was here with me in this fucked up place.
A spark hit me in the middle of my chest, making me gasp. “Holy shit,” I said, grasping at my boob as I lost my balance and started falling backwards. I hadn’t been expecting the sharp energy that rushed into me at the slightest request for a link with my element. I landed on the straw cot, which unfortunately collapsed as soon as I hit it. I ended up on the floor with bits of broken wood all around me and straw poking me in the back of my neck.
“What happened? Are you all right?” The boy was half standing with his hands outstretched toward me like he was going to catch me, a shocked look on his face.
I nodded, taking one of his hands so I could stand back up again. I grunted with the pain and the effort it took. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just knocked myself on my ass. Won’t happen again.” Okay, so obviously I’m not in Kansas anymore. Maybe not even on planet Earth. The Green or whatever it was called here was nothing like it was back home; it was stronger, clearer, and way more powerful. How could that even be possible? Elements are elements — they can’t be stronger or weaker, can they? The gray elves were going to have a field day with this puzzle if I ever got back to tell them about it. This thought made me think of Tony and how badly I needed to find him.
I had to get on this guy’s good side so he’d take me to my friends. “So, uh, what’s your name?” I smiled as best I could considering the pain lancing through my arm and the leftover ache from the self-induced heart attack I’d just nearly given myself.
“My name is Ishmail, but you may call me Ish.”
I ran through our earlier misunderstanding and realized what I’d done. “Ohhhh, I get it. When I said I thought the meal was delish before, you thought I was mocking your naaaame.” I grinned. “Cool name, by the way. Mine’s Jayne.”
“Yes, I know. We have already exchanged pleasantries.”
“Oh. Sorry. I forgot.” I looked around. “So where am I exactly?” I tested out my legs and found they were working well enough to get me to where I needed to go. I began heading for the door like it was no big deal. No escape happening here, just me stretching my limbs. Ish stood and followed just behind me.
“You are outside the village of Kenrack at the bottom of the mountain of Mortan which is inhabited by my dragon Othello. He is currently not in residence as he is seeking a mate. Perhaps he has found your dragon.”
I shook my head. “Doubtful, since I don’t think she’s in this realm.” Or this time. Where in the hell am I? I knew I wasn’t in any country on the map I’d seen in geography or world history class. Nobody dressed like that anymore who spoke English unless they were living on a hippy commune. I thought about that for a second and decided that maybe I could be on a hippy commune. But that didn’t explain the dragon smell all over him.
“Are you fae?” I asked as he came around in front of me to open the door.
He flipped the wooden latch and turned to me, his face pink. “No, I am not fae. What kind of question is that to ask a person you have only just made the acquaintance of?”
I blinked a few times, sure I was missing something again. “What if I told you I’m fae?”
He shrugged, his face going redder, and his words came out kind of stuttered. “I would … eh … tell you that this is your business and what you do in your chambers is of no import to me.”
It took me a few seconds to put it all together, but then when I did, I couldn’t stop laughing.
“I don’t understand.”
“Never mind.” I patted him on the shoulder and moved to go through the door. “I’ll explain later after I see my friends, if you’re still confused.” I couldn’t worry about semantics right then with this guy. I had to get to my friends and find a way to get back to the Isle of Skye and the portal to the Underworld before Biad got pissed and did something terrible. I’d been fighting this battle alone for too long as it was and had already proven I wasn’t up to the task.
I wasn’t expecting the sunlight to be quite so harsh outside the hut. I had to close my eyes for a few seconds to give them time to adjust. When they finally did, my vision was filled with … bushes. Lots of bushes. We were surrounded by greenery of every shade, including black and brown. I walked over to the nearest one and touched one of its prickery parts. “This is blackthorn, isn’t it?” It sent a sizzle of hope through me. Maybe we’re not that far from the portal.
“Yes, it is. Said to have magical properties.” He stopped just next to me, his handmade shoes shuffling the gravel and making a small patch of dust rise up to gather around his ankles.
I looked up at him. He seemed much taller out here than he had inside. “Please take me to my friends. I think they need me.” Everything was coming crashing into my brain; the fact that no one had come looking for me, that I was in a really weird place were The Green didn’t act right, and that this guy claimed to have a dragon as a friend or partner or whatever. Something was really, really wrong. I had a feeling I was about to take a trip down a yellow brick road, and who the hell knew what the great and powerful Oz was going to look like in this place; my guess was he wasn’t going to be a tiny, powerless man with an ego problem.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
“FOLLOW ME,” ISH SAID, CHOOSING one of the several paths available through the blackthorn and other harsh-looking bits of landscape. No wonder the guy was covered in dirt. That’s all there is here. I both walked and stumbled behind him, experimenting all the while with pulling The Green up into me. At first it was too difficult, and I had to keep shutting our connection off. Then as I realized I had to imagine our relationship in a different way, it started to become more manageable. This New Green was waaaay more sparkly than the one I was used to. It was … younger. It was then that I started thinking I’d time slipped again, but this go-around it was way more serious than just re-living the last five minutes. Please, God, don’t let there be any dinosaurs here.
“So, what’s the year?” I asked my guide.
He leaped over a small ditch that had a weak trickle of water running through it. “I do not understand your question.” He held his hand out to assist me as I stepped gingerly over the stream.
“Don’t you have a calendar here to keep track of the days and seasons of the year?”
He let me go, waiting for me to be steady on my feet again before walking on. The little link I had going with The New Green was quickly bringing my energy back up to regular levels, but I wasn’t exactly solid on my still somewhat wobbly legs.
“I have lived nineteen cycles of the seasons, if that is what you mean.”
“That works.” But it didn’t tell me shit about where I was — only that it was before calendars were kept or that I was somewhere where they hadn’t heard of calendars. Weird. “I’ve lived nineteen years… I mean, seasons too.”
He laughed.
“What’s so funny about that?”
“If you have only lived nineteen seasons, then you would be much shorter and not nearly so well-spoken.”
It took me a couple seconds and some quick math to figure out what the hell he was saying. “Oh. Okay, fine. Nineteen cycles of the seasons.”
“You can say turns of the seasons if you prefer.”
“Or I could just say years.”
“What is a year?”
“A year is a full turn of the seasons.” I was about to continue on with an explanation of the months of the year and all that crap, and then I realized it would all be just a huge waste of breath. I wasn’t about to spark the invention of the Gregorian calendar today, and I had other more important things to do anyway. “Just take me to my friends, if you could, please. I need to get out of here.”
Trees started to appear among the bushes, bringing with them very welcome shade. Ish pushed a large, hanging branch out of my way so I could precede him. “Where will you go?” he asked. He said it in a way that made me think it would disappoint him for me to leave. Poor kid. Probably didn’t see many people with dragon scales in their hands. It made me wonder how he got his and whether he was guarding a portal in his world.
Portal! I have to find the portal! The memory of what I was supposed to be doing came back full force to haunt me and stress me out, along with a vision of a whole council filled with angry fae glaring at me. The time to meet Biad was coming soon in my time. Did my clock match up with the one here, or was I fast forwarding? I couldn’t help thinking about the rabbit in Alice in Wonderland— I’m late! I’m late! For a very important date!
“I have to go back to my time. I’m not from here, Ish.”
“That is what I assumed when I saw your clothing.” He pointed to my jeans. “The material is strong.”
“They’re called jeans. They’re made of denim.”
He nodded and paused in front of a very large branch blocking our way. Placing his hand on it, he waited until I had caught up and was standing close. “I do not want you to be alarmed at what you see.”
My heart lurched. “That doesn’t sound good.”
“It is not good. As I said, your friends are alive. But I would not say they are well. I have done what I could.”
I didn’t wait for him to say anything else; I just pushed past him, letting the big branch rip some of my tangled hair out by the roots. I had no idea what to expect, but my heart was already aching too much to put off finding out what was going on any longer.
In a clearing surrounded by tall green trees were my friends. All of them but Tim were laid out like they were about to be buried, with their arms crossed on their chests. Next to them was a giant lump of a troll, also laid out on the ground but with his arms at his sides. I wanted to cry over the fact that Tim wasn’t there, but I kept telling myself over and over that he was probably back in that witch’s house, flying around inside because she’d spelled the doors. I’d rescue his puny butt as soon as I got back. Before I even went to see Biad, I’d be there. It made me more determined than ever to get to the bottom of this mess and sort it all out. I forced the tears I wanted to cry back into my head. Now was not the time for a pity party. Not even close.
“I do not know what that beast is,” Ish said, pointing to the monster who I thought had eaten my roommate. I kept telling myself it couldn’t have happened like that. Tim was too dignified, too cool to die by stomach acid.
“It’s a troll.” My throat ached as I stared at my friends, all of them inanimate, still stuck in whatever messed up spell Judith had cast. They were still breathing —I could see their chests slowly rising and falling— but they sure didn’t look healthy; all of their faces were gray.
Ish pointed to a pile of white stuff on the ground, lying near the feet of the troll. “And I did not know what that was, either. I did not touch it, other than to put it closer to your friends. I hope that was not a mistake.”
I walked closer to the mystery lump, nudging it with my toe when it was within reach. “What in the hell…?” It looked like a pile of wet spider webbing or maybe a cocoon spun by a not-very-talented caterpillar. I backed away, not sure I wanted to see what kind of nastyass butterfly was going to come out of that thing.
“What should we do with them?” he asked me in a hushed tone.
“Just give me a second to think this through.” It made sense; I was in a foreign world, so of course instead of just doing what was on the tip of my mind, I was going to mull it over a little. Meet the new Jayne, world. Let’s save the comasizing for another place and time, shall we? I bit my lip as I considered my options.
I could use The New Green to liven them up, maybe. That was an option. I could …
hmmmm… I could … errr … do the macarena? The more I thought about it, the more I realized, there were no other options, really; unless they had a doctor in the house who knew how to reanimate spelled fae, I was screwed. I turned to my rescuer. “Do you have a doctor around here? A healer?”
“Yes. But I do not advise the use of such a person.”
“Why not?”
He gestured to my friends. “She will most likely determine that they are demons and have their heads removed, burned, put on stakes, and placed around the edge of the village to warn others of their kind to stay away.”
My eyebrows were pretty much up at the top of my head by the time he was finished describing the state of his village’s healthcare system. “Okay, so scratch the healer option.” I turned back to my friends. “I guess there’s only one thing to do.”
“What is that?”
“You should leave.” I tried to cross my arms to appear more forceful, but the stupid cut hurt too much, so I let them swing at my sides.
“Where would I go?” He looked confused.
“Somewhere not here.”
“Why would I do that?”
I sighed loudly, frustrated that he was so damn nice and at the same time stupid. “Because I said so. Because I don’t want you to see what I’m going to do.”
He leaned in close and whispered. “Are you going to call your dragon? Have her eat them to save them from the pain?”
I scowled at him. “No, I’m not going to … do I look like the kind of person who feeds her friends to a dragon?” When he looked me up and down and shrugged, I realized how badly I needed a mirror. But I didn’t have time for vanity. I had to get my friends back online, find a nice big fluffy bush to pee behind, and then locate the portal to the Underworld. They had to have one around here somewhere.
The plan was taking shape in my head as I moved closer to my friends. Find the Underworld portal, go in, locate Biad, explain what happened, and then get back home. Boom. Done. I so rocked the party with my plan-making skills. I was feeling better already.
“I shall remain here,” Ish said. “You may depend on me to keep your secrets.”
“Did my sword show up here?” I asked, wishing I had it on me so I could threaten him into keeping that promise.
“What sword?” He glanced away when he answered, so I knew he wasn’t being truthful. It actually made me trust him more to find that he was such a horrible liar.
“Lie. Where is it?”
“Where is what?”
“Ish, I’m not playing around. That sword is a demon blade. If you try to wield it and you don’t have the right to do that, it’ll burn you really bad. It’ll make you see things you can’t un-see.”
His face went a little white. “I had planned to try it later today.”
“Bad plan. Seriously. Go get it for me.”
He pointed to a bush next to the troll. “It is in there. I will not touch it now that you have told me its nature.”
I walked around the beast to retrieve it, pulling it out from under a pile of pinecones. This place makes no sense. Deserts and pinecones living together in harmony? Since when does that happen? I shook the dirt off and then slid it into the small scabbard still attached to my waist. It got tiny-ized as it went in, becoming almost unobtrusive. Turning around, I caught the eye of my host. “Last chance to leave here with your ignorance still intact.”
He shook his head. “As a dragon-rider I have seen things others could only dream of. I have been to places the villagers do not believe exist. I have flown through clouds and slid down rainbows. I will not walk away when a girl who wields a demon sword tells me she is going to awaken the dead in front of my very eyes.”
I grinned. “A fellow adventurer. Awesome. Now stand back. I don’t want to comasize you.”
“What is a comasize?”
“You don’t want to know.” I walked over and raised my arms up at my friends, keeping the troll and the nasty cocoon behind me. I planned to leave them exactly as they were, passed out or sleeping or whatever they were doing. Hell no did I want them running after me while I tried to find the portal.
“What are you doing?” Ish asked in a hushed voice.
I closed my eyes, picturing The New Green energy flowing below my feet, around me in the trees, and humming through the beings here in this place I didn’t know. “Shhh, just watch and learn, grasshopper.”
I grunted a little when the elemental force came at me too strong. Damn, it’s like trying to hold onto a bucking bronc. I’d seen rodeos on TV before. I pictured myself trying to stand on the back of one of those horses that was busy flipping itself inside out to get the rider off — a pretty apt vision, considering how ridiculous it was for me to be doing what I was attempting to do. One second I felt like I had a handle on that energy, riding that bronc like a boss, and the next second, all hell broke loose. I went from being the boss to being the rodeo clown.
Something big and bright and way too fresh leaped into me, taking me over and shooting out of me with a million beams of light. My arms dropped to my sides, too heavy to hold up anymore, and my vision took on a distinct green tint, making everything around me look like it was buried among a pile of emerald jewels. My friends were still there and motionless, but the greenery around them amplified into colors my eyes had never seen before. The other living things that creeped, crawled, and flew around us were no longer hidden from view. I saw all these things working in harmony, everything functioning as part of one big orchestra, playing a symphony that only I could hear. It was nothing short of perfection.
“Ohhhhh…,” Ish said, just before he fell to his knees. His reaction, a blip in the music, managed to pull me out of my happy trance. I glanced over in gratitude, but saved my thanks for another time, since he seemed too out of it to listen. Oh well. At least he has a smile on his face.
I had to rein in the energy before I asked it for any help. Lord knew what would happen if I went ahead without waiting for the right moment, the moment when I could work with precision. My months of training with Sam and the other fae had taught me that I was never as good as I could be without some form of control worked into the process. Just letting things fly always ended up in a comasizing somewhere.
I was out of breath and leaning over from the effort, but I finally got that wild bucking bronco of a Green beast somewhat under control. Now it was a loud humming energy running all through me, connecting me to everything and everyone. This was more like a rock concert than a symphony, which suited me just fine.
My arms came up, the one with the slice feeling much better already. I waited until I was sure I could manage things before I started picturing what I wanted in my mind. I followed Sam’s advice and tried to hold it all together with a rhyme.
Bring all my friends back to me. Wash away the spell and make them free. Remove the evil that taints their souls. Send all that blackness to the Underworld where it really should go. I sighed, knowing I should probably have spent more time practicing my poetry writing skills in school. My only saving grace was that this New Green element didn’t seem to care any more than the old Green did how much I sucked at coming up with rhyming power-control spells.
 All of my friends starting moaning at the same time. Jared was the first to move. He twisted to the right and barfed, right next to Scrum’s head, a bunch of black liquid that quickly started smoking and sizzling in the dirt. Becky was next. She sat bolt upright and vomited in her lap. Then she started crying, her arms limp at her sides.
I rushed over to comfort her, holding my breath so I wouldn’t inhale the steam coming off the black tar she just ejected from her stomach. It was quickly burning away, and I could only assume it was the evil I’d asked to be taken from them. Wow. Lucky guess on that one.
Jared slowly pushed up onto his elbow and looked over at me, his eyes swollen with bags highlighting their misery underneath. “What happened?”
I rubbed Becky on the back as I answered. “We got transported to another realm, I think. All of you got spelled with something ugly.” I pointed over my shoulder. “We brought a troll with us, but I left him asleep.”
Jared’s head was shaking slowly. “You sure about that?”
I flicked a glance over at Ish. He was getting to his feet and staring at something behind me. “Oh, the heavens help us,” he whispered.
My chin dropped to my chest. “Goddammit, he’s going to make me kill him after all, isn’t he?” I stood and turned around, sliding the demon blade from its scabbard.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
THE TROLL WAS SITTING UP, rubbing its lumpy head. I used the moment of his extreme distraction to move closer, bending over and tapping Sam and Felicia on the shoulders, encouraging them to get up and move over to where the guys were starting to stand. They both crawled out of the way, vomiting as they went. The trail of black slime they left behind was both impressive and highly disgusting.
I held my now very large sword out in front of me and raised my voice. I don’t know why I thought the beast was hard of hearing. “Listen up, troll … I don’t want any funny business out of you.” I blinked a few times after I heard the words leaving my mouth. Funny business?
Since when did I become my grandmother? I was starting to worry that being in this older time was changing me, which made me even more frantic to leave it behind. I liked the regular old, modern-day Jayne, thank you very much. Jesus, the next thing you know, I’ll be using the word fiddle faddle.
The troll looked at me, his mouth turned down at the corners. “Me sick.”
I backed up a little when I saw his stomach start to heave.
He burped and winced.
I took three more steps in reverse. “He’s gonna blow, everyone. Back up!”
I heard shuffling behind me, but missed entirely the rock that was behind my right foot. I went down hard, just as the sounds of a giant troll spewing reached my ears. I both heard and felt the icky splat that followed. Warmth turned to burning really quickly; I was covered from head to toe in troll vomit.
I flopped down onto my back and stared at the sky, my sword forgotten next to me. “Why, God? Why?”
Sam’s face appeared, looming over mine. “You need to get that off you if you can.” She dropped to her knees and used the edge of her tunic to wipe my cheek off. Felicia joined her at the other side of me, trying her best to fix me up too.
I waved them off. “Just move. I’ll take care of all of this.” Trails of smoke rose up from me, the vomit burning itself off very slowly. I looked down and saw that it was going to take forever for this to work, and I didn’t have forever to get the job done.
The New Green energy that had been humming along in the background leapt to the forefront of my brain. Forget control. I needed some serious cleanup action. I spoke out loud, hoping that would help me get it right this time.
“Clean up on aisle three, clean up my friends and then clean up me, remove the black that was inside our bellies, and make it so we’re no longer smelly.” I waved my arms all over the place, hoping The New Green didn’t have a sense of humor that would make me regret what I’d just done.
My vision was wiped out for a few seconds and every color of the rainbow assailed me. My entire body was covered in tingles, and I shivered from the aftereffects they left behind. My friends were alternatively laughing, shouting, and coughing as I assumed it did the same to them. When I finally opened my eyes, I was happy to find that everyone was more or less the way I’d seen them last, although everyone except Scrum was in serious need of a hairbrush.
The troll leaned over and got to his feet, picking up the club he had brought with him and letting it rest by his leg. “Me better,” he said, scratching his tunic near his man-parts.
Becky was standing next to me, and I could see her grimacing out of the corner of my eye.
“Yo, troll!” I said, hoping I could distract him from his itchy balls problem.
He paused in his ministrations and looked at me. He grinned and his one tooth came out to grace us with its presence. “Me hungry. Me eat little person.” He took a step toward me.
I held my sword up. “Not so fast, there, Lumpy. I’m not on the menu.”
He looked down at the demon blade and frowned.
“No eat me,” I said, pointing at myself with my free hand.
He shifted his gaze over to Samantha and pointed at her with his club. “Me eat little person there.”
I shook my head. “Nope. You no eat little person there, either.”
Apparently I was fluent in trollish because he frowned at that and stomped his foot. “Me eat!”
I stomped my foot, hoping it was communicating what I wanted it to, namely that I was the boss. “No! You no eat!”
I expected a fight. A roar. A waving of clubs and stomping of feet. I got none of that. Instead, he flopped down on his butt and started wailing like a giant baby. His head tipped back and big, fat tears started pouring out of his eyes and dripped down to the ground. They left clean streaks behind on his face and left me kind of stunned. I had no idea what to do next. Never in my wildest dreams had I ever imagined a troll being a crybaby, but I had a sneaking feeling I knew what he was going through. I wanted to wail at the world’s unfairness too. My last meal had smelled like a skunk, but at least I had one.
Becky was the first to speak. “Oh … that’s … kind of … sad, actually.”
I had to admit, I was feeling a little mean about how I’d handled the situation. Trolls have feelings too, apparently. My earlier thoughts about this troll’s momma came back to me, and I felt even worse. Maybe he was young. Maybe he was feeling as lost and confused as we were. Great. Just what I needed. A troll babysitting job to earn extra money for the summer!
“Troll!”
He paused and looked at me, sniffling. I watched as a giant ball of snot that had been sitting on his upper lip went back up into his nose with one very inelegant snort. My stomach rolled over and I swallowed hard, trying not to let the gristle I’d eaten earlier come back up.
“Are you listening to me?”
He frowned, still obviously not happy. “Me listen.”
“Good. We’re going to find you some food. Some yummy, booger-covered food. But you have to wait.” I gestured to my friends. “We all have to wait. See? We’re all hungry, right guys?”
Everyone immediately started rubbing their stomachs and nodding their heads. Tony and Felicia even added in some moans for effect.
“See?”
The troll rubbed his stomach. “Me eat little peoples. Me no be hungry after.”
I shook my head and walked closer, bringing my pointy blade with me. “No. You eat people, I kill you.” I held up the sword at his nose. His eyes crossed as he followed its progress. “Me stab troll. Me kill troll. Troll no more hungry.”
His tone made me think he was mesmerized by my weapon. “Me no eat little peoples.”
I lowered the blade. “Good. I think we understand each other.” I turned to go and Becky screamed. Too late for me to do anything about it, I was snatched up from around my waist and brought immediately to the troll’s mouth. My sword arm was trapped under me, leaving me powerless. I didn’t even have time to tell The New Green to save me before it was all over.
A giant, grayish brown tongue came out of the troll’s mouth and licked me from stem to stern. And when I say stem to stern, I mean from the tip of my moccasins all the way up to the top of my head.
“Me lick little peoples. Not eat. Lick.”
Oh, hell-to-the-no-way am I going to be turned into a troll’s lollipop. I wiggled my non-sword arm out and slapped him on the face. Surely it hurt me more than it did him, but it did make him put his tongue back in his mouth, at least.
“No! No licking! Do you hear me?! NO LICKING!” The smell that now coated me was making me ill all over again.
I heard giggles behind me, and twisted around to see who the culprit was. Of course I found Becky holding her waist and turning blue in the face with her efforts to hold it in.
I pointed at her and then looked up at the troll. “You can lick that one.”
The troll dropped me in a second and reached for her.
She was there one second and gone the next.
The troll grasped air and then looked in his empty hand confused. “Where go little people?” He looked around, totally mystified.
“Becky?” Finn asked, wandering in circles.
She reappeared a second later and grabbed her partner’s hand. “Here I am.” Her face was flushed and she looked very happy. “Oh my goodness, you have no idea how amazing this place is!” She looked at me. “Jayne, I just moved through the air like it was made of air!”
“Uhhh, yeah. Because it is.” I rolled my eyes. Goofy water sprites.
“No, it’s usually full of water, so it’s a little harder to move around in, but here it’s different.”
Ish spoke up. “Did she just … disappear?”
Becky disappeared from Finn’s side and reappeared behind Ish, tapping him on the shoulder.
He turned around and then leaped back in fright when he saw her there. His eyes were as wide as they could go and he spoke with a hiss. “Witch!”
She grinned. “No, silly. I’m a water sprite.” She pointed at Sam. “She’s the witch.”
Ish moved away from both of them, his hands held out in front of him.
“Hey, he’s got one o’ them dragon scale thingies too,” Finn said, pointing at Ish’s palm.
Ish turned his hand to face him and then stood straight again. “I am like you,” he said to me. His backward movement stopped.
I shrugged. “More or less.”
“Are you a fae?” Becky asked in a gentle voice, moving toward him.
He didn’t back away again, but he didn’t exactly look comfortable with her getting into his personal space, either. He waited until she was a foot away before he answered. His response did not sound very confident. “Why are you people so concerned with what I do in my chamber?”
Becky cocked her head. “What?” She looked at me. “I don’t get it.”
“He thinks you’re callin' him gay is all,” Finn said. “He don’t understand the word.” Finn raised his voice and spoke even slower than he normally does. “She ain’t asked if you were gaaay. She asked if you were faaae. Biiig difference.”
“Maybe,” Spike said, sidling up to Finn, “maybe not.”
Finn jumped a little when he realized how close Spike was and then punched him. “Speak for yerself, suck-you-bus.”
“That’s incubus to you, elf.” Spike punched him back and they entered into a short wrestling match that ended with Jared walking up and putting his hand on their shoulders. Scrum was right behind him. The two wrestling dopes stood slowly and dropped their heads, looking as if they’d been approached by the principal at school and publicly shamed.
“Am I right in assuming we’ve been delivered to another time? Maybe even a place our history doesn’t recognize?” Tony asked.
I shrugged. “Could be. They don’t have calendars here, I know that. They use the seasons to track things.”
“All ancient civilizations did.” Tony moved closer to Ish. “My name is Tony, and I come from The Green Forest in a country called France on the European continent.” He held out his hand.
Ish stared at it for a few seconds before slowly putting his hand out stiffly. He knocked the back of Tony’s knuckles with the back of his before responding. “I am called Ishmail. You may call me Ish. I am from the village of Kenrack at the base of the mountain Mortan. I am a dragon-rider, and my dragon-partner is Othello.” He looked up at the sky. “I believe he is coming back soon. Perhaps you will meet him.”
Tony looked over at me, concern in his eyes. “Are we sure that’s a good thing? Meeting a live dragon here, up close and personal?”
“I have no idea.” I looked over at our friends. “What do you guys think?”
Everyone but Scrum was looking at me. He, instead, was staring at the ground near the troll’s feet. I assumed he was fascinated by the disgusting toenails, so I ignored him.
“I think we should get the hell out of here,” Felicia said, looking around her while moving closer to Tony. “I don’t like the vibe in this place.”
“I’m with Felicia,” Sam said.
Jared came closer, glancing at the troll. “We have the small problem of a troll in our party. It’s going to make it kind of hard to hide anywhere or move without attracting a lot of unwanted attention.”
“He’s not in our party,” I said, scoffing at the very idea. “He’s on his own.”
Jared looked at me with his eyebrow raised. “Do you really believe that?”
Before I could answer, Scrum’s alarmed voice rang out. “Jayne…”
“Yes, Scrum?” I sighed. He was just now worrying about the troll coming after me? His daedar was seriously off.
“I think you’d better come over here. And bring your sword.”
My friends were blocking some of my view, but the troll seemed to be acting fine. He was busy picking his nose and eating whatever he found up there. I looked away from that nastiness and focused on Scrum instead. He was pointing at something on the ground.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
THE COCOON WAS MOVING.
“OH boy.” I walked through my friends with the sword out in front of me, expecting a seriously evil vampire moth to come out of the thing. That witch was mean … much meaner than Maggie; she was going to play a nasty-ass trick on us with this cocoon thing, I knew she was. I kept The New Green element force on standby, hoping I wouldn’t have to use it again. I’d already proven I wasn’t really up to the task of controlling it very well.
“What is it?” Becky whispered at my back.
“Maybe it’ll be a pretty butterfly,” Scrum said, moving to stand next to me.
Jared took up a position on the other side of me. “Not likely,” he said.
I felt Spike’s breath on my neck. “I’ve got your back, Babe.”
I smiled. “You’re so brave.”
He pinched my butt, making me jump. “If you want me out in front holding that sword, just say the word. I’ll be happy to give it a shot.”
A quick vision of the last time he tried to mess with the sword that he had no right to wield assailed my mind. I shook my head. “No thanks. I like you better without demon side effects, thanks.”
“Me too.”
“Jayne, what do you want us to do?” Tony asked.
I wasn’t taking my eye off that cocoon for anything. It was really moving around now; whatever was inside definitely wanted out. “Try to figure out how to get us the hell out of here. Can you walk the Gray from here?”
“Maybe. To be honest, though, I’m a little afraid to try. Everything’s … different.”
“Don’t do it then. Trust your instincts. The Green doesn’t act normal here, so there’s no reason to think the Gray will, either.”
“Me hungry,” the troll mumbled, bonking himself gently on the head over and over with his club. His cranium sounded hollow, making me think his brain was probably the size of a pistachio.
I shook my head at him but was quickly distracted from his misery when a rip appeared in the clump of grayish-white threads on the ground. When the tip of a very tiny wing appeared from inside that tear in the material, my heart leaped in my chest. Could it be …?  I was too afraid to really hope it was what I thought it might be. I pushed my sword out further, the point of it just a foot away from the thing about to be revealed. It would be just like an evil witch bitch to trick me into thinking Tim was coming when it was really a vampire moth.
“Holy mackerelandy, do you see that?” Finn asked, leaning past Jared to look closer. “That’s a pixie in there, ain’t it? Is it Tim?” He looked at me for confirmation.
“I have no idea. Don’t get too close.”
“What is in the web?” Ish asked from far behind us.
“That’s a web?” I asked. “I thought it was a cocoon.”
A second wing appeared and then a tiny butt. I smiled when I recognized the shape of it. Tim was very proud of his gluteus maximus and had shown it off in mid-flight right up in front of my nose enough times for me to recognize it immediately.
The sword dropped to my side, the point of it quickly burying in the ground. “My, oh my, oh my,” I said in a loud voice, “would you get a look at that butterfly coming out of that cocoon.”
The rest of Tim’s upper body came out followed shortly by his head. My smile faltered when he turned around.
“Ha, ha, very funny, Lellemental. I wish you could see your hair right now.” He started brushing dust off the front of his pants and then became preoccupied with a stain on his tunic. He licked his finger and tried to wipe it off, scrubbing like a maniac when it refused to cooperate.
“Do you guys see what I see?” I asked out of the side of my mouth.
Tim’s head jerked up. “What’s that?” He tried his wings out, first fluttering the left and then the right, and when he was sure they were fully operational, he lifted off.
“Dang, he’s green,” said Finn, his voice full of awe.
“What happened? Is he sick?” Becky asked.
Tim hovered in the air in front of me, his shiny, verdant green complexion making him look like he was about to spew in a major way. I backed my head up just a little.
“What are they talking about?” His hands were on his hips and his fanny pack was twisted sideways. I didn’t have the heart to tell him his skin was shot, hoping it would go back to normal before he saw his reflection. He could be really touchy about his complexion. He was never happier than after he’d enjoyed a cucumber facial mask applied by his loving wife Abby.
I pointed at his waist. “Your fanny pack is messed up.” I angled my finger up a little. “And so’s your hair.”
He rolled his eyes. “My hair? You should see your own ‘do. You look like you were eaten by that troll over there and regurgitated an hour later.”
I grinned, so very thankful that he hadn’t been eaten by that troll and regurgitated an hour later. Tim was back, attitude and all, and that meant we had a hope of surviving this mess. He was, after all, some sort of super spy who’d apparently saved faekind too many times to count over the past few centuries. “If you were any bigger, I’d hug you until you couldn’t breathe anymore.” I held my hand out and he landed on it.
“I missed me too. What the heck happened? One minute I was fighting off evil left and right, and the next everything went white.” He turned around and scowled at the web he came out of. “Must have been an arachno spell. I hate those things.”
“She spider-manned you?” I giggled, imagining the witch with her wrist pointed at Tim, her tongue sticking out of her mouth in concentration as she spun her web.
“Funny isn’t it? When you’re not the one being tangled in sticky witch stink breath?” He brushed his arms off. “Oh well. At least I still have my dignity, unlike some people around here.”
Man, it was so, so tempting to tell him his face was the exact same shade as the troll’s asscheeks, but I just couldn’t do it. Adding a heartbroken pixie to our mix would have been a really bad idea. Even I knew that. He tended to go into hibernation when he realized he wasn’t the hottest pixie in town anymore.
I turned around. “Okay, then. We’re ready.” I liked that I sounded uber confident when in reality I had no idea what the hell I was going to do next. Fake it until you make it, baby.
“Ready for what?” Tony asked.
“Ready to find the portal to the Underworld so we can get the hell out of here.” I smiled really hard so they’d agree it was an awesome idea.
Everyone looked at each other and then at me. None of them were smiling.
“Are you kidding?” Tony asked.
I was back to being cranky again. I hated having our only plan pooped on by the smartest person I knew. “No, I’m not kidding. Why would I be? Can you think of another way to get back?”
Tony looked at Sam. “Can you get us out of here?”
Sam’s eyes bulged out. “Me? Now who’s kidding? I’ve never messed with time. I have no idea how to move from one realm to another like that, especially from a realm no one even knew existed.” She shook her head, looking pointedly at my injury. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about her arm first before worrying about finding a way out of here.”
Everyone including me looked down at my bandaged appendage. A black goo was seeping through the cloth wrapping. “Ew,” I said, lifting it to my nose. I had no idea why I felt the need to do that, but the minute I did, I regretted it. “Ack. Double ew.” I’d never smelled an orc’s feet, but I’d been kicked in the head by one once, and I figured that gave me all the authority I needed to determine that my wound smelled like some kind of sweaty orc foot fungus.
“Is it infected?” Tony asked, getting closer and taking it in his hands. He pushed gently on the edges of it, making me flinch from the pain. It was getting worse.
“I think so,” I said, mad at myself all over again.
“Where’s the injury from?” Jared asked. He looked over at Sam. “Maybe if you know the origin, you can do something to help her.”
“Maybe.” Sam’s shrug did nothing to engender confidence.
“She claims to have self-harmed,” Ish said from behind the group.
Everyone looked over at him, confused. He was staring at me, though, which made them all turn around to join the party. My face went red and started burning. I felt like a stupid girl at the vice principal’s office again. Would it never end? This feeling of inadequacy? My anger at myself made me sound defensive, my voice going up an octave.
“I didn’t think I had any choice! You were all turned into zombies, I thought the troll had eaten Tim, and the witch was going to keep us trapped in her house forever. It was over. I was the only one still alive.”
Tim left my hand and went to my shoulder, patting my ear. “I understand, roomie. You’d lost all hope. I would too if I thought I’d lost me in the belly of a troll. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”
I swatted him away. “I’m not saying I was committing suicide, jerks. I was just trying to fulfill the prophecy or whatever.”
“What prophecy?” Tony asked, perking way up. He was such a gray elf wannabe, getting a boner over a stupid riddle. I scowled at him before continuing.
“I don’t remember it now. The witch started doing some slam poetry or whatever and it sounded kind of prophetic, so I figured it couldn’t hurt to try and fulfill it or whatever.”
“Which part were you fulfilling?” Jared asked. His voice was free of censure, so I lightened up on the attitude and tried really hard to remember. I traveled back in my mind to that moment when we were standing in the ballroom and all my friends were frozen around me…
“She said something like … my blood would bring them late.”
Finn threw his arms up and let them flop down. “Well, that’s it then, y’all. We’re late, I can see that.” He looked around and then at Ish. “I know he ain’t from our time.”
Everyone’s head swiveled over to stare at my savior. He looked away, squirming uncomfortably under the attention.
“Ish saved my life and probably yours too. He’s cool. Leave him alone.”
“I wasn’t sayin’ anything bad about him. Just that he’s not from where we are. You can tell from his clothes, and his way o’ talkin’, and his … his …” Finn just gestured at him, but I knew what he wanted to say but couldn’t. His lack of hygiene.
“People in glass houses should not throw stones,” I said, staring at the top of Finn’s head where a knot of red hair rested.
Finn’s eyes traveled upwards and then so did his hand. It rested for a moment above the knot and then touched the top of it gingerly. “Oh, shee-it…”
Becky stood on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Don’t worry, baby. I still think you’re gorgeous.”
He turned to look down at her with a smile. “Really?”
She shrank back and waved her hand in front of her face. “Except for your breath.” She looked around. “Does anyone have a mint handy?”
He went to grab her, but she disappeared and reappeared on the other side of Ish.
Finn closed his eyes, raised his head to the clouds, and sighed. “I ain’t never not gonna be jealous o’ that.”
We all laughed, finding comfort in things that would never change, no matter how fucked up things had gotten.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
WHEN WE WERE DONE LAUGHING at Finn, Ish raised a finger. “I have a suggestion.”
“We’re listening,” Jared said, hands on hips. I admired how he was able to stand there so cool, even while everything was completely and totally messed up around him. Must come from being a few hundred years old. I looked forward to the day I could be that chill, hoping I’d make it that far. Unfortunately it wasn’t looking good for that right now, what with me and all my friends trapped in a realm none of us knew existed before we arrived in it.
“I suggest you come back to my home and have a meal. Perhaps when Othello returns he will have some ideas.”
“Who’s Othello?” Scrum asked. “Did I miss something?”
I held up my dragon scale palm. “Talk to the hand, Scrum.” I snorted at my stupid joke.
“Othello is my dragon-partner,” Ish said, ignoring my interruption. “He and I have been together since I was very young.”
“Y’all have dragon-partners here?” Finn hissed out a long breath. “Great. Another fae I gotta be jealous of.”
Ish’s face went dark. “I am not fae. I have said that already two times. I prefer the fairer sex in my chamber.”
Finn just blinked at him.
I walked over and patted Ish on the shoulder. “We got it. You’re all man. Where we come from, fae doesn’t mean what it means here. It means we’re different. Not like ordinary humans. It has nothing to do with who we have in our bedrooms or whatever.”
He nodded slowly, understanding dawning. “It is true that I am not like ordinary folk. No one from my village is a rider. We are nearly extinct.”
I shrugged. “You’re probably fae. Our kind of fae.” I swept my arm out behind me at my friends. “Most of us were regular old humans up until a year ago. Then Jared found us and helped us figure out who we really were.”
“Who is Jared?” Ish asked, scanning all the faces before him.
Jared raised a hand slightly for a second. “Me. I’m Jared.”
Ish walked over and stopped just in front of him, staring him down, but not in challenge; more with curiosity if I was reading him right. “You see into the souls of others? You are a seer?”
He shook his head. “Not exactly. Probably not in the way you’re thinking.”
Ish looked at all of us. “We have a seer in our village, but he is often wrong. He saw that I would be lost to this world by my twentieth cycle.”
Jared stared at him. “Are you twenty yet?”
“No. But I am a rider, and I have survived many perils. It is not likely I will die with Othello at my side. My cycles will end when my hair begins to gray and old age takes me. Dragons are loyal. More loyal than a human could ever be.” He said the last bit with pride, his chin going up a little.
Jared shrugged. “Hopefully you’re right.” He held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, by the way.”
Ish frowned at Jared’s hand and then held his own out, putting it behind Jared’s hand and bumping the back of it with the back of his. “I am happy to make your acquaintance, Jared of the fae.” He smiled a little and I had to believe that he was thinking Jared of the gay in his head. Same sex love meant nothing at all to the fae, but apparently it was a big deal here. So much for hoping this was an advanced society. I had been entertaining the idea that Ish’s people wouldn’t be too freaked out to meet us, but now I wasn’t so certain. I sure as hell didn’t want to get burned at the stake or whatever they did to fae around here.
Scrum stepped up next. “I’m Scrum. It’s very nice to meet you, Ish. Thanks for taking care of Jayne when I wasn’t able to.” They bumped the back of their hands, this apparently being our new secret handshake.
Ish looked at me. “He speaks for you? He is your protector?”
“Nope.” I jerked a thumb in Spike’s directly. “That’s my man over there. Spike.”
Spike walked over and banged hands with Ish. “Thanks, man. Appreciate it. Good to meet you.”
Ish nodded. “It was my duty. She is a woman in need. I am bound by my code to aid her.”
Becky smiled. “So romantic,” she said in a breathy voice. She walked over smiling to beat the band, her hand held out. “I’m Becky. I’m a water sprite. Do you have any lakes around here, by any chance?”
“Yes, we do.” He banged hands with her, although I could see he didn’t like doing it. Maybe chicks were supposed to curtsy here or something.
“We could go there,” she said, looking at all of us. “I could try and talk to some of the sprites if there are any.”
“Huh-uh,” Finn said, stepping up next to her. “No life partner o’ mine’s gonna go jumpin' in no swamp monster’s lair without backup.”
She rolled her eyes. “Jayne can go with me if you want.”
My jaw dropped open. “Wow, thanks for volunteering me to become fish bait. No thanks. I think I’ll pass on that one.” A flashback of her getting sucked into the depths of the lake by a siren during our changeling trial came back to me and sent a shiver down my spine. No thank you. Not gonna watch that happen all over again.
Tony interrupted us with his own introduction. “Ish, I’m Tony. It’s really great to meet you, and I want to add my thanks to the pile. We’re really grateful you came along and helped us out. And Jayne.” He put his arm around me. “She’s pretty special, in case you hadn’t figured that out yet.”
I elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up, baloney head.”
Felicia came up behind me and tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to look but she suddenly wasn’t there. She was on my other side holding out her hand to Ish. “I’m Felicia.” She gave him her extra sparkly smile, and he melted under the attention.
“Uhhh…juuuuu…,” was all he could get out.
I poked her in the back. “Let him go, Felicia. He’s innocent and not gayfae, as he’s already said several times. He’s too easy a target for you.”
Tony ignored the game she was playing. He was used to it, knowing it meant nothing to her. Something about her succubus nature forced her to bend people to her will at least once a day. I was glad Spike wasn’t like that; I wasn’t so sure I could be as charitable as Tony was about the whole thing, now that Spike and I had decided we were in a dedicated, monogamous relationship that did not include him sucking on the energy of other girls.
Felicia shook Ish’s hand our normal way, holding onto it for a little too long. “Nice to meet you.” Her fingers slid away, but his remained where they were, frozen out in front of him. As she walked away, she leaned down and whispered in my ear. “I’ve still got it, even in this realm.”
I rolled my eyes. “Whaddya know … men fall for psycho barbie succubi in other realms too. Who would’ve guessed?”
She tweaked me in the ribs, making me jump, and I acted like I was going to stab her by grabbing the hilt of the sword, but she just laughed.
Ish blinked a few times and his regular expression slowly came back, thankfully just in time to keep him from drooling on himself. “You have a very strange way of expressing your friendship, but I do believe that is what I am seeing.”
Tim flew out from behind my head and stopped in the air in front of Ish, hands on hips, his hair thrown back. It was quite a look with that green face of his. “I am Tim!” he said in a loud pixie-booming voice. Of course Ish heard none of it. “But you may call me Sir!”
I flopped my hand out as if presenting my roommate to a crowd of adoring fans instead of just Ish. “This is Tim the pixie, but he said you can call him buttnugget if you prefer.”
Tim spun around and glared at me. “Fix that! Fix it right this instant!” He spun back toward a confused Ish, his head high again, but not quite as perky as before.
“I’m sorry. I misunderstood. He didn’t say buttnugget. He said Fluffy. You may call him Fluffy instead of Tim if you wish.”
Tim dropped his head, shaking it slowly. “I will dust you and then dust you a second time, elemental. I swear it. I swear it on my wings, I’ll do it.”
I sighed. “Fine. You’re no fun anymore.” I switched my focus to Ish. “His name is Tim. That’s it. Just call him Tim.”
“And you hear him speaking?” Ish was fascinated, reaching out a hand toward my roommate.
Tim immediately zipped over and slapped Ish’s hand before leaving us all behind.
“Unfortunately, yes. And other things.”
“Don’t you dare, Jayne!” Tim yelled from wherever he was hiding.
I left the revelations about Tim’s digestive problems for another day, turning to face my friends instead. It was time to get the hell out of Dodge. Tim, never one to be ignored for longer than two seconds, appeared from somewhere behind me and tried to land on my shoulder, but I waved him away. He continued to try and approach, but I ducked left and right as I spoke.
“My theory is that every realm has to have an entrance or a portal to the Otherworlds, since this seer in the village is predicting deaths and stuff, which means no one here is immortal.” I looked to Ish to confirm, and he nodded.
“We are not immortal. Only too mortal, I am afraid.”
“I’m going to go out on a limb and assume they go to the same Overworld and Underworld we go to, or their heaven and hell are at least connected to ours in some way, since I’ve been to those realms and seen some crazy shit that wasn’t going on in the Here and Now — it was probably creatures from here or even another realm we don’t know about I saw.” The pixies spinning stinging buttwebs around those dwarves in the Overworld came to mind. “So if that’s the case, and they do have dragons here, then I think our best bet is to find the portal and talk to the dragon that guards it. Or see if Biad or Heryon are there, if they have the same portals as we do. They’ll know what to do.”
“What did the prophecy say?” Tony asked.
I hated that I couldn’t answer his question. I should have listened closer, and knowing that made me pissed off at myself. “I have no idea.” My frustration came through in my tone. “I told you, I don’t remember.”
“I could use a retrieval spell,” Sam said. “Maybe.”
“You are truly a witch?” Ish asked.
She just stared at him.
I held out a hand to calm her down. “She’s more than a witch, okay? She’s a witch plus a bonus Fate.”
“Don’t,” was all she said to me.
“Fine. Whatever.” The conversation was really starting to piss me off at that point. I was about to blow my top at them when Scrum stopped me.
“Jayne?” He pointed to the space behind us. Where a troll used to be was a bare patch of earth and a few squashed bushes.
“Oh shit,” I said, looking around. “Where’d he go?”
Silence reigned for about five seconds and then we heard yelling and saw a cloud of dust off in the distance.
Ish’s face went white. “Oh no. Not the village.” He took off running and we went after him, following the trail of broken trees and trampled bushes that led back in the direction I’d come from when I left his little hut.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
WE CAUGHT UP WITH THE troll on the edge of the village where he’d found a group of children playing by a well. What we’d thought were screams of pain turned out to be shrieks of laughter and joy. The smallest one of them all, a tike about the size of a four year old, was sailing up in the air, fifteen feet above the troll’s head.
“Me catch! Me catch!” he yelled, his giant, meaty hands opened up beneath her.
“Oh my god, he’s playing with his food.” I didn’t stop to think, I just did what I thought needed to be done to keep an innocent child from being eaten like a piece of popcorn. A shot of pure New Green energy left my hand and hit the girl, putting her in a bubble of protection that stopped and floated just above the troll’s fingers.
“Me catch?” The troll looked at his empty hands in confusion. Then he noticed the bubble and his finger came out.
“No, don’t!” I yelled. But it was too late.
He poked it.
The bubble shot off like it was a rubber ball he’d whacked with a bat. It only stopped when it hit a tree, but then it zoomed off in another direction, going even faster.
The group of children who’d gathered to play toss-the-baby-villager watched with awed expressions their faces, not saying a word.
“Jayne, stop it!” Tony yelled in my ear.
“I’m trying!” My own voice came out as a desperate whisper-scream. It was only a matter of time before the grownups in the village came to find out why it was so quiet; I’d babysat enough little brats to know that when they went quiet, shit was going down. Oh my god, they have no idea of the shit that’s going down right now! We were going to be burned at the stake as soon as they saw, I knew we were.
I couldn’t control it. The New Green bubble I’d created was a thing of glory, made of some kind of super-rubber that bounced off everything. It hit Scrum and still managed to ricochet, even though he was slammed to the ground and stunned by the impact.
“Need some help?” Sam asked, stepping up to my other side.
“Please!” Both of my hands were out in front of me waving around like crazy; I was trying to grab the bubble and rein it in, but it had well and truly escaped me. I was like the idiot in the tetherball game who kept swinging the racket and missing not just the ball but the string it was connected to as well.
Sam started muttering under her breath, one of her hands out. The bubble got bigger.
“Not sure that’s helping,” I said nervously.
“This place has powerful magic,” she said, her voice slightly strained.
“Tell me about it,” I growled. The bubble bounced on top of another kid, but instead of slamming him to the ground like it had Scrum, it sucked him inside. Now there were two kids in there, both of them with their hands pressed onto the sides, screaming with laughter. We couldn’t exactly hear their voices, but they were clearly having a ball in there.
“At least they’re not crying,” Becky said, trying to be helpful.
“Me! Me!” A little boy started yelling. He was jumping up and down, pointing at the bubble that was bouncing off another tree.
Like the damn thing had heard him, it zigged over and bounced on his head, snatching him up too. Three kids were inside now, two of them laughing and one starting to look a little green around the gills. The first bubble girl had reached her limit, apparently.
I panicked. “Troll!” I yelled at the beast.
He looked at me and then pointed to his bellybutton. “Me troll.”
“Yes! You troll! Get the bubble! Get the bubble!”
“Me eat bubble?”
“NO! No eat the bubble. Catch the bubble!” How in the hell do I describe how to catch a bouncing bubble in caveman-troll speak? I had no idea, but did that stop me from trying? Of course it didn’t.
“Stop bubble! Hold bubble! Love bubble!”
His eyes perked up. “Love bubble?”
“Yes!” I shrieked. “You love that bubble, troll! Go get that bubble you love. Cuddle that bubble!” Oops. Shit. What did I just do? “But not too hard. Soft easy cuddle of the bubble!” Obviously I was losing my mind. I could just picture all those angry mothers calling for my head when their squashed babies came tumbling out on the ground. It was like my childhood moments on the playground all over again. Not many moms liked me there. It might have had something to do with me encouraging kids to go down slides backwards and upside down.
The troll started running around with his hands out. “Love bubble! Me love bubble! Come bubble! Me love bubble!”
Just when I thought it was all over, when the bubble was bouncing toward the village and sure to expose us for the wannabe stake-burned fae we were, the troll leaped up into the air like Michael Fucking Jordan and snatched it out of the sky. He landed on his feet with a loud boom and a shaking of the earth, gathering the glowing green mass into his arms and cradling it against his chest.
“Me love bubble,” he said, petting it and leaning in toward it. I didn’t realize his intention until he was already in the middle of it, his lips puckering up and his eyes closing. The minute the slobber from his troll kiss touched the Green bubble, it popped, and all the kids inside tumbled out and landed on the ground in a heap.
There was a five-second pause when no one said a word and not a single breath was taken. And then the troll let loose.
“Wwaaaaaahhhhaa hhaaa haa!” he wailed. “Me love bubble! Bubble die!! Waaaahhhaaa!”
Ish looked at the village, his complexion going even whiter than it already had. “The parents of the children. They are coming. You must go!”
I ran over with the intention of grabbing the troll’s slimy hand. I managed to latch onto his pinky using both hands. “Time to go, troll! Come on!”
“Me hungry. Me sad.” He started walking with me, dragging his feet like a recalcitrant child.
I hauled on him as hard as I could, grateful when my friends went behind him and started pushing on his legs and butt to hurry him along.
“I know, troll. I’m hungry too. Let’s go find you a deer or a dragon egg or something. I’ll make you a great, big omelette.”
“Faster, Jayne,” Spike grunted out. “They’re going to see him.”
“Troll, run!” I said. “We run, Troll!”
“Me run?” he asked, possible signs of enthusiasm coming out in his tone. I probably should have been worried but I wasn’t. I was more relieved than anything that I seemed to be pretty good at this troll communication thing. It was handy when you had a spare troll hanging around causing trouble.
I nodded, pausing for a breath. He was friggin heavy as shit to encourage along. “Yes. We all run.” I pointed to my friends.
He nodded, his bottom lip bouncing with the effort his head was making. “We run. Troll run. All run.”
“Yes.” I was about to say something else, I don’t remember what, but it never happened. I was swept up into the troll’s arms along with Spike, Jared, Scrum, and Tony, and suddenly we were moving. I found myself with my face squashed into the belly button of the troll, and he was running faster than I would have imagined possible.
“Oh my god,” I mumbled past the stink, “I’m going to die.”
Tim was suddenly buzzing by my ear. “This is why we call karma a bitch, Lellemental.” He giggled with the glee of his revenge, which was his second mistake after his first, which was getting too close to me. He was too distracted with his own awesomeness to recognize mine when it was in motion.
I snagged him from the air next to my ear using my kickass ninja snatching skills and held him right next to my face, grinning like a madwoman as the breeze fluffed my hair. His face went pale green with fear and the regret that he wasn’t nearly as badass as I was. “Why yes it is, my little buttnugget. Yes it is.” I forgot that I was buried up to my neck in troll belly button lint and laughed like I hadn’t in years.
Running from angry villagers in the arms of a hungry troll made me a little nutty. I learned that about myself that day.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
WE WENT FAR AND FAST enough to outrun even the most curious villager. The troll finally put us down in an area that was full of trees and had fewer of the scrubby bushes plentiful where Ish’s hut was. Those of us held in the arms of the troll weren’t nearly as breathless as our other friends, but we sure did have a special odor to us.
Tim was busy rubbing himself all over with needles from a pine tree, but I could have told him it was going to be about as effective as the air fresheners they used in the public restroom. Troll stink was seriously potent. I tried to ignore it and focus on our bigger problem instead.
“Ish, do you know where the entrances to your Otherworlds are?”
He was mopping his brow, his face beet red and his shoulders slumped. He’d done a great job of not losing sight of us or the girls and Finn who’d been trying to keep up with the surprisingly fast sprinting troll, but I could tell he’d spent more miles on dragonback than he had on his own feet for a long time by the way he was breathing.
“I do not, but I am willing to ask Othello for this information. He travels the world alone often. It is also possible I have flown over its location without knowing.”
I nodded, looking around at my friends. Jared was the only one who didn’t appear to be suffering the effects of either the run or the stink. Talk about cool. I walked over to him and waited for Tony to join us before sharing my thoughts.
“Operation Find the Entrance to One of the Otherwords. That’s my grand plan. What do you think?”
“I think it’s a good start.”
“Do you have any other ideas?” Tony asked Jared.
“I think we need to discuss our options.” He motioned for the others to join us, and we all sat down in a circle, some of us taking up ground space, and others finding logs or large rocks to sit on. The coolness offered by the tall trees and the slightly higher elevation was a very welcome change from the almost desert-like environment by the village.
“Here’s what I see as potential issues and options.” He pushed on his first finger, looking at me. “We have a prophecy or a hint of some sort, delivered by the witch to Jayne.”
“The one I can’t remember. Great.”
Jared looked at Sam. “I want you to try to get in her head and get that memory out of there.”
I looked around to see if any of my friends were as concerned by that idea as I was, but it appeared as if I was the only one thinking Sam as a brain surgeon was a non-starter. I raised my hand to complain, but I was cut off by Felicia.
“We were all there when she delivered the prophecy, right?”
Everyone looked at me for the answer. “Yes, but you were really out of it. The troll was there too.” Most of the heads in the circle swiveled over to look at the beast. He was on his back, snoring, apparently tired out from his run.
“Sam, do you think you could get the memory out of someone else who was there, even if they were totally out of it?” I asked.
“Why would I bother if you were fully awake and heard the whole thing?”
Hmmm, how to tell her without pissing her off that I don’t want her in my head because I’m afraid she’ll give me an aneurism  …
Jared interrupted my train of thought, taking the heat off me. “I’m not exactly excited about the idea of anyone having their brain picked, so let’s see if we have other options before we decide.”
I nodded sagely, acting like I wasn’t just about to chicken out.
Jared ticked off another finger. “We have Tony who can walk the Gray.” He turned to face our wrathe. “We don’t know if it’s the same Gray that we’re familiar with, do we?”
Tony shook his head. “I don’t. But I think I could just step in for a moment and see what’s there. It wouldn’t take me long to find out.”
“What about astral projection?” Spike asked. “Isn’t that less risky?”
Tony nodded slowly. “Could be. If we assume that the metaphysical rules for this realm are identical to the ones in ours.”
“Which we can’t assume, can we?” I asked. I looked around at all the faces, but my friends didn’t seem as panicked as I was. “I mean, we can’t send Tony into a Gray where he gets stuck for all of eternity, can we?”
“We’re going to have to try something,” Spike said. “We can’t just sit here doing nothing.” Spike put his hand on my leg in an attempt to ease his sharp words, but I brushed him off.
“Is your dragon near here?” Finn asked Ish. “Maybe we could short cut this whole conversation by talkin’ to him.”
“I could call to him. If he is close, he will come.”
Everyone sat up straighter at this news.
“You can call him to you? That’s so cool.” Scrum was obviously a member of the Ish fan club now.
“The question is, do we want him to call the dragon?” I looked around at my friends, thinking they were kind of crazy. “I mean, not sure if you remember, but Tony and Finn lost some serious facial hair the last time they ran into a dragon who wasn’t too crazy about visitors.”
“You can protect us with the Earth or Water elements,” Felicia said. “So can Sam. We can prepare ourselves better than you did before.”
Jared turned to me. “Is there anything you can think of, anything at all, that might help? Something the witch said, something that happened in her house or before that?”
“What do you mean? I already told you about the poem or whatever.”
“Yes, I know, but you’ve time-slipped at least once that you know of.”
“At least twice, actually.”
He nodded. “Okay, so the fae responsible for those time slips either had to be there or had to have left some sort of trace of who they were behind. Think, Jayne. What do you see in your mind?”
I shrugged. “Nothing. I could try some kind of hypnosis thing with Sam maybe, but I’m pretty sure my elements can’t help me with this problem. I mean, normally they have a kind of memory. They keep track of everything and everyone that ever interacted with them in a weird kind of way. I mean, I sense memories there. But the Earth element here is not the same as the one in our realm. It’s younger. Wilder. Fresher in a way. I think this place is before our time, and so the Earth element here does not have the memory in place of what happened to me at the rest stop.” The faces around me were confused, no doubt about it. “I’m sorry if that makes no sense at all.”
“I don’t mind using a hypnosis spell on her.” Sam looked at me. “It’s not a strong incantation if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“Who says I’m worried?”
Tim flew over and landed on my knee. “The unibrow you’re sporting on your forehead says it. Stop frowning so much, you’re going to give yourself permanent wrinkles.”
I acted like I was just resting my hands on my thighs, but at the last second, flicked Tim on the butt, sending him flying out of control across our circle into Scrum’s hair.
“Ahhhh! Incoming!” he screamed, his arms and legs flailing. Normally he would have been able to recover from one of my flicks, but that little crick in his wing made it hard for him to fly in a straight line, I guess.
Scrum rolled his eyes to look up at the pixie stuck in his hair, not moving a muscle otherwise. “Is he going to pixelate me?”
Tim flew out of Scrum’s greasy hair and hovered above him, glaring at me. “Do we have a problem, Elemental?!”
I wanted to laugh, but I was too worried about having Tim as a thorn in my side for the rest of this trip to go through with it. I shook my head and tried to look chagrined. “No. No problem here.”
He flew over cautiously. “You know I don’t like getting flicked. It’s disrespectful.”
“And you know I don’t like you mocking my eyebrows.”
He folded his arms and looked away for a second. Then he looked back at me. Our friends were totally silent, waiting for us to find the resolution they saw coming. Even though they couldn’t hear a word Tim was saying, it was easy enough to read his body language.
“I’m sorry I mocked your face.” His chin went up.
“I’m sorry I flicked your butt.” I held out my hand. “Truce?”
He floated over and landed on my palm. “Truce.” His hand came up, and I gave him a high-one. It was silly, but knowing we were back on track made everything seem much better, and the idea of Sam getting into my skull not nearly as awful.
I raised my eyes to the group. “I’ll do the hypnosis thing. It’s our best option.”
“Great.” Jared stood. “Scrum, you and I will stand guard here and over there. Finn and Spike, I need you at the opposite corners. Becky, I want you checking all the spaces in between where we’ll be standing in an irregular pattern; I don’t want anyone who might be watching to know where you’re going to pop up next.
She nodded. “Stealth mode. Got it.” She got all serious and winked at him and then at me.
I smiled and kept my mouth shut about how this job suited her perfectly; she wouldn’t have to stay in one place for longer than three seconds, so there wasn’t any chance of her having to actually fight anyone. She would be eyeballs, that’s it.
“Tim, if you could hover above everything and help us out with a bird’s eye view, that would be great.”
Tim saluted. “Aye, aye, Captain!” He flew straight up in the air, tooting as he went, each burst of gas sending him faster and faster.
“Felicia, you stand guard by Jayne while Sam does her thing. Anyone who doesn’t belong gets close, you take ‘em out.”
Her smile looked way too fangy for my taste, but I was glad to have her on my side. I knew Spike would never let her suck me dry as long as he was alive, and with her super speed and super suck, no bad guy was going to get me with her nearby.
“And what of me?” Ish asked. “I would like to help.”
“Call your dragon, if you think he would be amenable to meeting with us and not setting us on fire.”
Ish’s exact expression was hard to read, but I got the impression he was holding something back. “I will do my best.” He began to walk off.
“Where are you going?” Jared asked.
Ish paused, but didn’t face us. “I am going to call him to a location that is not too near. Just to be safe.”
“Great,” I said after he left the immediate area. “Now I have to worry about being turned into a barbecued elemental while I’m under hypnosis?”
“You’ll be fine,” Sam said. “We won’t let anything happen to you.”
I knew she meant that and believed it too. The problem was, she had no idea whether her magic would work or be manageable in this realm. I’d already figured out that my control over the elements was haphazard at best, so there was no reason for me to believe it would be different for her. But there was no time to dance around the subject or have a debate about it; we had a portal to find and a dragon to hang out with in the Underworld, and every second I spent whining like a baby about what might happen was another second we moved closer to absolute doom. No way in hell was I going to go down in history as the girl who brought that down on our heads.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
SAM REACHED INTO HER BRA and brought out several small sacks of dried herbs.
“What the hell, man … are we making spaghetti sauce, or what?” I laughed at my lame joke as she opened each one and put a sprinkle of each in a pile in front of her ankles on top of a leaf Felicia had retrieved for her. She was sitting cross-legged in front of me, with our knees almost touching. Felicia was standing next to us, looking around, and the guys were out of sight. Becky popped in once to say all was good, but then she was gone again, and we hadn’t seen her since.
“It works better if I have these things,” she mumbled.
“By all means, work your magic, girl. Don’t shortchange the spell on my account. You know I have no idea what the hell you’re doing.”
“It’s mostly homeopathy for you, not anything for me.”
“Homeopathy? Like medicine?” That didn’t sound good. My worry was back full force.
“Yes. There could be side effects like nausea that I assume you want to avoid.”
I nodded, rolling my eyes when she wasn’t looking. “Yeah, let’s avoid that.”
“I’m also putting a psychedelic in there.”
I smiled. “Sweet. I’m getting high while all of you are working. How’d I get so lucky?”
She glanced up at me, all seriousness. “It’s not like that. It just opens your mind, that’s it. It might not be as fun as you’re imagining.”
I sighed. “Well, thank you, Sam, for harshing the mellow I didn’t even get to have yet.”
A small bit of a grin appeared on her face and then disappeared just as quickly. “I don’t want you coming back and blaming me for any bad trips. Better you know up front what you’re getting into.”
My stomach got queasy over the whole thing. “You know what? I think I’m one of those people that does better not knowing anything … going in blind. Feel free to leave out all the details.”
She shrugged. “Okay, if you say so.”
My palms were sweaty and the faint idea of running away entered my mind when I heard a tiny voice from above. “You okay down there, roomie?”
I nodded and lifted my thumb up above my head. “Stellar.” Somehow he’d known I needed a little boost. Thank the heavens for pixies.
Sam lifted the herbs in front of her face, bringing them up to eye-level. She muttered some words at them, and I could swear I saw the herbs mixing themselves. When she was done, she folded the leaf all around them and handed me the little packet.
I held it in my hand and looked at her expectantly.
She said nothing.
“What do you want me to do with it? Stuff it in my bra?”
“No. Eat it.”
My eyebrows went up. “Eat it? Dry?”
“You want ketchup? Because I’m fresh out.”
“Smart ass,” I mumbled, just before popping the whole thing into my mouth. “Mmm, delicious,” I said around the dry-as-dust herbs. I coughed when some of them hit the back of my throat, but kept them in with my hand against my mouth.
“Swallow them.”
I glared at her. “I am. Jevuff, gib me a mineh.” The whole thing crunched and crackled, getting stuck in every single crevice in my teeth capable of holding food bits. The smell of the herbs went up into my nasal passages. I caught the odors of lavender and mint and something very much like mildew. My eyes started to water and then my head started feeling like there was helium in it.
I swallowed the biggest part and then worked at removing the other bits from my teeth. Closing my eyes eased the lightheadedness. “Wow, that was gross. Yeckh. Stuck in my teeth.” My tongue was doing all kinds of gymnastics in its effort to get my mouth clean again.
“Hold my hands,” Sam instructed.
I started humming. I had no idea why, it just seemed like the thing to do. It was the theme of Rocky going through my head. I pictured myself running up the stairs of a big public monument and then cheering for myself at the top as I jogged in place. “Duh, duh, duh-duh-duh, dun-dun-dun, duh-duh…”
“Focus, Jayne. Listen to my voice.”
I giggled and tried to imitate her. “Listen to my voice.” My eyes went wide when the sound coming out of my mouth was exactly like the one that had come from Sam’s.
“Wow, that was freaky,” Felicia said.
“Wow, that was freaky,” I said, imitating her to perfection, too. I laughed at that one. She sounded scared. When I said it in her voice, I could feel her emotions too. Whoa. This is some good herb or mushrooms or whatever.
“Jayne,” Sam said, squeezing my fingers.
“Sam,” I said, squeezing hers back. My head was really going round and round now. Green and blue were the dominant colors I saw in a swirling cloud that took up my entire vision. Sam was wrong; this wasn’t a bad trip at all. I was having fuuuuuunnnn.
“You are back in the bed and breakfast, in the ballroom with the witch.”
I frowned when the colors in my mind changed. Blue turned to gray and green turned to brown.  Everything went dark and sinister. I shook my head, not happy about being in this new place. “Wanna go back to the village.”
Her hands squeezed mine again. “No. You stay in the ballroom.”
“No. You stay in the ballroom.” I mimicked her to perfection again, trying to show her how bossy she was being, but it didn’t seem to matter to her.
Felicia, on the other hand, was definitely bothered. “Did you hear that? She’s being you.”
“Did you hear that? She’s being you.” When I talked like Felicia, the panic I heard in her words welled up in me, making my chest feel tight.
“Stop talking, Felicia. You’re pulling her out of place. She needs to be herself in the ballroom and relive the moment.”
I was about to mock Sam, but she kept talking, throwing me off. “Jayne, you are standing near the troll. Your friends are not reachable. You are talking to the witch. What does she say to you?”
I shook my head. I could see the witch’s mouth moving, but the words were all jumbled. “I don’t know,” I said, getting annoyed. “It’s a mess in there.” I tried to pull away from Sam, but she wouldn’t let me go.
Sam mumbled under her breath and I didn’t catch what she said until a couple seconds after. Too late, I processed her words: “I didn’t want to have to do this but…”
The colors changed from gray and brown to black and red. There was anger there, and frustration. Maybe a hint of desperation. I was no longer Jayne, I was someone else. It took me a little while to figure out what Sam had done, but by then it was too late to resist. I was caught up in the emotion, the misery, the white-hot anger, and the need to control everything around me…
“Not all things can be fixed, child.” I was speaking in the voice of the witch. A very small piece of me, the only bit of Jayne left in my head, was freaking out. The other part of me that had become a temporary Fate and ugly ass witch felt something else entirely. Frustration. Urgency. Hope. Jealousy. Betrayal. I couldn’t compute all the messy emotions swimming around in my head, so I ignored them in favor of the message I was trying to deliver as the witch.
“Sometimes we must make hard decisions and leave things as they are. Other times we must upset the balance. You will find yourself at a crossroads many times in your life. Will you take the easy path or the difficult one? Or perhaps take neither and instead retrace your steps?”
“Tell me about the prophecy,” a voice said from off in the distance.
I could not locate the source of the demand. I lifted my head and sniffed the air, hoping to catch a trace of her signature in the spirit element swirling around us. “Who are you? Who dares speak to me from afar?” No answer came and no signature was present, so I turned my attention back to the more immediate concern. I stared at the vision that stood before me. Jayne Blackthorn. Mother to the fae. Pawn in the game played by fae who had no business taking part in her destiny.
The little bit of me that was still inside my head got confused. Where am I? Why am I looking at myself? Who have I become? I tried to pull back, but something was holding me in place.
The me I was looking at spoke. “I’ve never taken the easy path in my entire life. And I’ll never go backwards. Never.”
I laughed inside, knowing I was full of shit. I went backwards all the time, never learning my lesson the first time around. “Lie.” As the witch, I leaned forward, something inside me bursting to come out. The piece of me that was this old, angry woman didn’t want these things to be shared. As her, I tried to hold them back, but in the end, I knew I would not be successful. Not with the other forces working against me, pushing me to do what I did not want to do, what I felt was wrong for this young fae girl.
“Pay the toll with the blood of a troll, or pick the path to stay the wrath, choose the first, and dark days you will find, choose another and be gone from time. The cries of many will weigh you down. The cries of one will bring Lycurgus round. The blood of the Mother will bring them late. The tears of the Father will seal their fate.”
A stinging sensation on my face and a nasty taste in my mouth yanked me out of the witch’s body. The witch’s seething emotions muted to zero, the ballroom disappeared, and the vision I had of myself standing there exploded into several shades of red before fading out to a dull gray and then, eventually, black.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
TINY FOOTFALLS ON MY FACE. That’s what woke me up.
“She’s fine. She just needs to recover,” Sam said.
“I don’t like this. Did you see her pupils? Look.” My eyelid was pried up by a pixie standing on my left eyebrow. “Oh. Wait. They’re dilating now.”
I blinked, causing him to lose his balance and fall ass over teakettle onto my cheekbone. “Whoops. Sorry, Tim.” I meant it, too. Having him there playing doctor and sounding concerned after what I’d gone through being in that witch’s head made my soft spot for my pixie roommate even softer than it already was. He was like my two-inch-high papa.
He stood up and dusted himself off as he rose in the air. “No problem. I’m good.”
“Back up, would you? I can’t see you when you’re that close.” I angled my head up to find Spike there. My head was resting in his lap. “Oh, hey, Boyfriend.”
He grinned. “Hey, Gorgeous. You feeling okay?”
I nodded, kind of lying, but knowing he needed to hear me say it. “I’m fine. How about you guys?” I looked around at all the faces hovering over mine. “You guys good?”
“What’s wrong with her?” Scrum asked, looking at Jared with concern written all over his face. “Why is she being so nice?”
“After effect of the herbs,” Sam said. “Don’t freak, it’ll wear off.”
Scrum sighed. “Phew. Good. I was worried there.”
I frowned, feeling a scowl coming on too. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Scrum grinned. “There she is.” He walked away, leaving me confused and vaguely pissed off.
“Can you sit up?” Jared asked, walking over and leaning down with his hand out.
I took it and grunted out my answer as I sat up. “Yup.”
Spike helped me get situated on a large fallen log, and we waited for everyone to gather around before Jared began speaking. I noticed the sun had gone down quite a bit and the air was a lot cooler than it had been before I’d gone off into La La Land.
“Sam and Felicia, if you could explain to us what happened, that would be a great place to start, probably.”
I looked at Sam and she seemed normal. Felicia, on the other hand, looked a little weird. Every time she glanced at me, she looked away again really quickly. When I stared at her, she got up and moved closer to Tony, almost hiding behind him.
“What’s her problem?” I asked Tim out of the corner of my mouth.
“She’s scared of you for some reason. What’d you say?”
I shrugged. “No idea.”
Sam stood.
“I guess we’re going to find out, though.” Tim floated down to rest on my knee.
Sam began speaking while looking at Jared, but then quickly shifted her gaze to me. “I tried to put her under as herself, but it didn’t work. She couldn’t remember the words said to her.”
“So, you didn’t succeed, then,” Jared said, sounding supremely disappointed.
“I didn’t say that.” Sam’s words were sharp, causing everyone to look up and then around at each other. No one knew what the hell was going on, except maybe Felicia, and she was turned almost with her back to us at that point.
“I’m sorry. Please proceed with your explanation.” Jared rested his forearms on his knees and rubbed his thumb around and around on his opposite palm. It was the only hint I had that he was worried about something.
“As I was saying, she couldn’t remember anything when back there as herself.”
“Do you know why?” Tony asked gently.
“I think someone was blocking her memory. Her ability to go back, actually.”
“Who would do that?” Spike asked. He reached out and took my hand, and I was glad to have it. I felt safer with his skin against mine, as crazy as that sounded.
“I think it was the witch at the B&B. She didn’t want Jayne to be able to hear it again.”
“Continue,” Jared said, standing. He paced while Samantha talked.
“I didn’t have a choice. I had to get the information she was trying to keep from us.” Sam looked around nervously.
“Just tell them,” I said, figuring she just needed some encouragement. They were kind of putting her on the spot. “It’s not a big deal. Trust me, I was there.”
“What do you remember?” Sam asked.
I shrugged. “I went to the ballroom and …” I had to think about it for a few seconds. “Uhhh ….” Bits and pieces of memories started floating in, but every time I tried to focus on them, they flitted away just out of reach.
“Good. Just …” Sam waved me off. “Try to keep your mind empty like that. I’ll tell the story.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “Jayne went back into the ballroom, but not as herself. She went back in as the witch.”
My heart stopped beating for a few seconds. Did she just say what I think she just said? I didn’t need to ask the question out loud, because I already knew the answer. Of course she did that. We told her to accomplish a mission, and she did it, just like Sam always does. Anyone who ever wanted to accuse me of flying by the seat of my pants and taking big risks better talk to Sam first. She kicked my ass in that department. Must be something in our DNA…
“That was a great risk,” Jared said, censure in his tone.
Sam’s face went really red, but before she could respond, I stood. “Hey! I don’t want to hear any of that shit!”
Everyone looked at me in shock, Jared included. I held out my hands to help calm myself down. “Listen, we told Sam to do something, and she did it. She shouldn’t have to apologize for her methods.”
“But…,” Scrum tried to interrupt, but I cut him off.
“No buts. We know what she does, we know she has the power, and we can’t question her when she uses it for us or she’ll get to a point where she won’t do it anymore. And I’m pretty sure none of us want Sam to cut us off from that or from her, right?”
Everyone nodded, including Jared.
I looked at Sam, my next words for her. “I trust you, Sam. You did the right thing. I was nervous going in, but I did what I did because I knew you had my back.”
A sad smile twitched up the corner of her mouth, but I knew her misery ran too deep for my platitudes to fix. Fucking Jared. As soon as we got back to the Here and Now, I was going to have a little talk with him about breaking hearts and creating home-grown terrorists. All people like Ben and his ilk needed to win Sam over would be a little bit of respect and some well-faked love and she’d probably fall for it hook, line, and sinker. She was done with having her heart broken, and I didn’t blame her for her bitterness. Hell, I was half the reason it was there in the first place.
“What did you find out?” Jared said, his voice much softer.
Sam stared at the ground as she spoke. I would have gone over and held her hand, but she probably would have punched me in the face if I’d tried. “The prophecy was delivered by the witch, but I’m not sure if she wanted to deliver it.”
“She didn’t,” I said, remembering that part suddenly. “She tried to stop the words from coming out, but she was forced to share them. I think she’s the one who kept me from returning to myself with Sam’s spell here. She didn’t want me to get a second chance.”
“A second bite at the apple,” Tony said, thinking hard about something.
“Yeah. Whatever.”
“So what was it?” Finn asked. “Don’t hold us in suspense.”
Sam turned to Felicia. “You memorized it. I know you did.”
Felicia sighed and slowly turned around. “I did. How did you know?”
Sam shrugged. “Spell.”
Felicia rolled her eyes. “Great. Thanks.”
“Good job, babe,” Tony said. “We can work on this one together.” He gave her an encouraging smile that removed some of the unhappiness from her expression.
Felicia stood and put her fingers in the top of her pants pockets. Swaying back and forth, she recited the poem like she was in front of a classroom and getting a grade for it.
“Pay the toll with the blood of a troll, or pick the path to stay the wrath, choose the first, and dark days you will find, choose another and be gone from time. The cries of many will weigh you down. The cries of one will bring Lycurgus round. The blood of the Mother will bring them late. The tears of the Father will seal their fate.”
“So after you heard that is when you cut your arm?” Becky asked.
I nodded. “Yeah. I thought about cutting the troll, especially when I thought Tim was in its belly, but then I just couldn’t do it.”
“I think you made the right decision,” Scrum said. “Killing someone who’s innocent isn’t the right thing to do no matter what.”
“It’s not always that simple,” Jared said distractedly. “Let’s think this thing through. Tony, help me out.”
Tony nodded.
“The first thing mentioned is a toll. Do you think that means to get to the portal?”
“To it or through it, possibly,” Tony said, his eyebrows drawn together in concentration. “But the alternative, not using the blood of the troll, stays the wrath.”
“That’s a good thing, right?” Becky asked, hiding behind Finn a little. “We want to avoid wrath.”
“Who’s wrath?” I asked, but nobody had an answer to that one.
“Choose the first and dark days you will find,” Felicia said. “That was the next line.”
“Which she didn’t do,” said Tim. He flew up to give me a high-one. “Good job, roomie.”
I smiled. “Thanks.”
“Jayne chose the second path,” Jared said. “How did you know it was to cut yourself?”
I opened my mouth to answer, but Felicia beat me to it. “The blood of the Mother will bring them late.”
I shrugged. “That’s pretty much it. I know it didn’t make much sense, but I figured if blood paid the toll and my blood was mentioned too, maybe it was the better option. At least I wasn’t hurting anyone innocent against his will.” I imagined the guilt I would have felt slicing the troll open and not finding Tim inside; that would have haunted me for the rest of my life. It’s one thing to cut the nutsack off an orc trying to kill me; it’s a whole other thing to gut a fat troll baby. I glanced over at him, but he was still snoring away. For some reason, he was looking cuter to me. Maybe because all kids looked cuter when they were asleep. Or I was still high on that herb.
  Jared ran his fingers through his hair, making it stick out all over. He was clearly frustrated, and I felt bad about that, but there was nothing I could do. I’d made decisions under pressure, which is never a good thing with me. I would have been happy to have his advice at the time, but it wasn’t being offered. “So we’re guessing about a part of the prophecy and we have the other half still unsolved.”
“It mentions Ben,” Felicia said, kind of cringing when she saw the look on my face. I wasn’t happy about him and me being mentioned in the same breath from the mouth of a witch. I wanted my past with Ben to stay in the past and never be part of my present or future again. “The tears of the Father will seal their fate.”
“And the blood of the Mother will bring them late,” added Sam.
“What about that part about crying? And Lycurgus?” Tony asked. “Is Lycurgus a person or a place or something else?”
Felicia obliged him with another partial reading. “The cries of many will weigh you down. The cries of one will bring Lycurgus round.”
Something was tickling the back of my mind. “Uhhh…” I tried like hell to remember what it was, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.
“What’s going on?” Spike asked, linking our hands together. “You okay?”
I nodded, feeling desperate, like I had to tell them something important. “I, uhh… I … shit. I can’t remember.”
Tony was about to say something, but whatever he was going to share was drowned out by the sound of a ship’s sails going by. I frowned. I’d heard that sound before recently. When was it?
A shadow passed overhead, and I suddenly remembered where I knew these things from; it was when Ish had found me on my back in the dust, when I first appeared in this realm. I heard a ship’s sails, a burst of hot wind that blew dust into my eyes, and then his footsteps in the grit. I looked up as the form of something massive soared overhead, and it all came together for me.
Dragon! Othello was here.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
EVERYONE GATHERED INTO A TIGHT circle, the guys on the outside and the girls sandwiched in the center.
“Isn’t this kind of sexist?” I asked, trying to see over the back of my boyfriend. Everyone was faced in the direction we’d seen Othello fly.
“Vulnerable targets in the middle, expendable, stronger assets on the outside, Jayne.” Finn said. “You know how this works.”
“Pfft, please. You don’t even have your bow and arrows.” I called to The New Green and pictured a bubble of power around us, imagining the fire from a dragon coming at us and bouncing off. Keep that fire element way the hell away from us. A quick, excited pulse in the element’s connection had me believing it understood what I wanted and was looking forward to doing my bidding. It was kind of unnerving to deal with an element that was so humanlike. I much preferred the more staid, almost boring presence of the Earth element back in the Here and Now.
“I can still put a hurtin’ on anyone trying to touch my girl,” he said.
Becky hugged him from behind. “That’s my brave man.”
I rolled my eyes. “You know your girl is just going to disappear into thin air if a bad guy gets anywhere near her.”
“Shhh, Jayne! Stop being so mean,” she said, pinching me.
I pinched her back, but didn’t say anything.
Tim came flying toward us from the direction the dragon had gone, out of breath. “He’s here! The dragon’s here! And he’s a big one, too.” He landed on my shoulder, gasping for air.
“Why are you so out of breath?” I asked.
“Too much sulfur. Had to hold my breath while I was near. Hard to be aerodynamic without proper oxygenation.” He grabbed onto my hair and leaned over by my ear. I could feel little puffs of his breath hitting my lobe. “The kid’s a freaking master, I’ll tell you that. Got flamed for his trouble, but didn’t stop him. He threw up a shield and boom, still had his hair after.”
“A shield?” I asked. “Where’d Ish get a shield from?”
“Don’t know. You can ask him yourself. He wants you to come.”
I had to work at swallowing the glob of spit in my mouth. “Are you sure?”
“Yep. Good luck.” He patted me on the head and flew over to sit on Jared’s shoulder.
“You’re not coming?”
Tim shook his head. “Nah. Gotta hang out here. Keep an eye on the peeps. Make sure they don’t get themselves in trouble. Keep my ears open. You know. Spy stuff.”
“What’s going on?” Tony asked, turning to face me.
“Tim says the dragon wants to see me.”
“You can’t go alone.”
Jared turned next. “I agree. You can’t go alone.”
I wished I could just go along with what they were saying and agree that I should have at least five escorts with me, but I knew better. I’d seen what those dragons could do to someone they didn’t like: entire dwarf skeletons in a pile of dragon poop? Yeah. No thanks. Not a fate I had in mind for my friends. “None of you have armor or weapons to protect you. I have a bubble around you, but I can’t guarantee it’ll hold up if he’s determined to fry your butts.”
“Are you sure he can’t fry yours?” Spike asked, putting his arms around me from behind.
I rested my hands on his tattooed forearms, loving his solid presence at my back. “Dragon fire has never hurt me before. And I have this now.” I held up my hand, glad to see it didn’t have an eyeball in it. That little episode was weird, and probably something I should have let Tony and Jared analyze, but it was a little late for that now. I’d get to the bottom of it later, hopefully with all my body hair still attached to me and unsinged.
Footsteps interrupted our conversation and Ish appeared from among some trees. When he stopped in front of Jared, I stepped between the guys to face him.
“Othello has agreed to meet with one of you.” He looked down at me. “The one who bears the mark of the dragon.”
I held my hand up. “That’s me.” I tried to put on my brave face, but I wasn’t feeling particularly courageous at that moment. I just wanted all of this to be over so I could move on with my life. Do my duty to the fae and continue my training as their elemental Mother. I wanted to earn that moniker and do them proud. That goal was the thing that put one foot in front of the other and got me next to Ish when everything in my head was telling me to run the other direction.
“I don’t like that she’s going alone,” Spike said.
“She is not going alone. She is going with me.” Ish’s chin lifted. “I will keep her secure.”
“No offense, but you ain’t no match for a dragon,” Finn said.
Ish glared at him. “How that is not meant to offend, I am not certain. But I assure you, I know Othello well, and he is loyal to me. If I ask him not to hurt this girl, he will not hurt this girl.”
“Unless he’s hungry enough,” Finn said.
I turned to glare at him. “Would you relax? I can handle this.”
Finn shrugged. “Fine. I’m just sayin’…”
I nodded. “I hear you and I get it. But I have to do this, and you know it. So watch my back and if anything happens, get the girls to the portal, wherever it is.”
“You got it, Mother.” He put his fist to his heart and bowed.
For once I didn’t feel like punching him after hearing that.
I put my hand on Ish’s arm. “Come on, let’s go. Take me to your dragon.” I turned my head to look at my friends over my shoulder as I started walking, trying to tell them with my eyes that I was going to do the best I could and try not to piss the dragon off. All of them looked like they were saying goodbye forever. It didn’t kick up the confidence any, that was for sure. I sighed, facing front again.
Ish led me through the trees, speaking softly as we went. “When you approach, do not stare the dragon in the eye. He will take that as a sign of disrespect. Wait until you feel his acceptance before you do that.”
“Okay.” Whatever the hell that means.
“Watch out for his talons. He knows where they are and he has precise control, but he also has a sense of humor that most people would call wicked. He is not above taking a pound of flesh in jest.”
My footsteps slowed. “A pound?”
“It’s just an expression. He wouldn’t take a whole pound. Not in one slice.”
I hurried to catch up to my guide. “Nice. He sounds like a laugh riot.”
“He can be.” The softness in Ish’s voice was hard to miss. “He has been my closest companion for a long time.”
“Anyone ever tell you you need to get out more?”
He smiled. “My cousin Dalys. He says I am too dragon-centric. But I don’t know any other way to be.”
“What about a girlfriend? Don’t you want one of those?”
“I cannot have one. Not until Othello finds his mate.”
“That doesn’t seem fair. Why can’t you have one first?”
“Because. For now, I am his companion. He needs my constant attention. When he doesn’t have it, he becomes …”
“Cranky?” I offered.
“Yes.” He smiled down at me. “That is exactly what he becomes. Moods take him places sometimes that I do not understand.”
For the first time ever, I felt lucky to be Biad’s companion. She only needed me twice a year. How lucky is that? Guilt niggled the back of my mind as I compared my situation to Ish’s. Is that true? Does she only need me twice a year or would she want me to be there more often if I could be? I quickly shrugged off that line of thinking. No way in hell was I going to turn this thing into a full time gig.
The stink of sulfur got stronger as we continued on. “How did you find Othello?” I asked. “How did you know you were going to be a dragon-rider?”
“I was a very small child of five cycles the first time I saw a dragon and flew through the air.”
“Wow. That’s young. Your mother was okay with that?”
“No, she was not. But when a dragon picks you up by the short pants and takes you away, there is not much a mother can do to stop it.”
“Did he take you forever? Have you been with Othello that long?”
“No, he brought me back. But over the years I saw him more and more. Eventually I went with him and didn’t go back for a long time.”
“You ran away?”
“You could say that.” He sighed. “I did not fit in with others my age very well.”
“Huh.” I thought about that for a few seconds, hopping over some fallen branches in my way. “I guess it sucks being a teenager no matter what realm you live in.”
“It is not easy, our life here in Kenrack. There are wars, famine, promises that are not fulfilled. Sacrifice is expected of everyone. I am one of the lucky ones.”
“You said you’re a dying breed, right?”
“Yes. Dragon-riders used to be plentiful. But so many of them have been killed due to warriors killing their dragons or by their own stupidity.”
“What do you mean, their own stupidity?”
“There is much to know about being a companion to a dragon. I learned the hard way, but I survived the process. Many do not.”
My heart skipped a couple beats as I realized he could be talking about me. I had zero training. Why had I assumed it would be easy? Am I insane?
“So … this dragon know-how. Do you think you could train someone? Like, teach them everything you know?”
He shrugged. “I suppose I could. Most dragons are similar in behavior and nature. They all have their individual personalities, of course, but a dragon is a dragon.”
“I have to go be a companion to a dragon I’ve only met once. I could probably use some of that training.”
He smiled. “But you are leaving my realm.”
“Yeah, but not right away. I mean, we probably have a day or two here before we find the portal.”
He looked like he was thinking about it. The smell of sulfur started to burn my nostrils. I amped up the Earth element just a tad to keep it from getting worse. I didn’t want to block everything out, just anything wanting to hurt me. I wasn’t sure that sulfur qualified, but I wanted to have a clear head when I dealt with this beast who could take a pound of flesh out of me as some kind of sadistic joke.
“I think I would enjoy teaching you the things I have learned. You seem relatively intelligent and I can see you are eager to learn.”
I frowned. “Thanks. I think.”
He stopped walking and held out his arm to keep me from passing. “One last thing.” He turned to face me, looking down to stare into my eyes.
I looked up at him, waiting for him to continue.
“Othello is very … possessive of me. Try not to get too close, or to let him see that you admire me.”
A bigger smile than I allowed tried to sneak out. “Okaaaay. I’ll try to resist your charms as best I can.”
He seemed like he wanted to say something else too, but instead, he turned and left me standing there in the trees. I hopped up and jogged after him, not wanting to be caught out alone where a random dragon talon could snag me from above. As I rounded the corner of a pile of boulders, a big blast of hot, egg-stinky air hit me in the face and warmed me to the core. At first, I saw nothing but smoke and steam, but then it started to dissipate and everything came into focus.
“Holyyyy shiiiiit,” I said in a panicked whisper.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
I KNEW HE WAS GOING to be greenish-blue in color because I’d seen the scale in Ishmail’s hand. But seeing one scale was a lot different than seeing an entire dragon body covered in them. He reminded me of a sea monster from the bottom of a sparkling ocean in an exotic locale. The armor on his face was smaller, the scales more tightly packed together. The ones shielding his belly and sides were bigger, thicker looking. A double row of blackish-green spikes ran down his spine and finished at the end of his tail. His eyes were swirls of black and gold, the pupils vertical slits that were focused on me. Two sets of eyelids, one of the bottom and one on the top, moved toward one another, meeting in the middle slowly before opening again. His nostrils were huuuge. He could have fit two of me standing up inside those suckers.
Othello huffed a smallish puff of smoke out of both of those nostrils, and I took it as a greeting.
I held up my hand with the scale in it facing him. “Hello, there, Othello. Nice to meet you.”
He was so big, I expected his movements to be slow and deliberate; they were anything but. One second he was lounging on his elbows and knees, reminding me of a horse resting out in a pasture, and the next he was leaning in my face, his eyes narrowed and his mouth open, rows of razor-sharp teeth gaping out at me.
I am not ashamed to say that I did pee a little.
“Heeeerrrrrreeehhhh!!” The sound of a really loud train whistle exploded around my head at the same time a giant wall of flames came out to engulf me. Othello was trying to barbecue me, or possibly even cremate me. The fire coming from his mouth was green and blue like his scales, the kind of heat you see at the bottom of a fireplace — the hottest part.
The faint sound of Ish yelling his dragon’s name in a blind panic came through with the other sounds of a pissed off dragon, but I ignored it. I should have been dead, but I wasn’t. Not even close. In fact, after standing in the cool mountain air and suffering the temperature drop of the sun setting, the warmth from this fire bath was pretty nice. I smiled and rubbed my arms a little, glad to feel my circulation going back to normal.
The fire stopped all of a sudden and I was surrounded by smoke. It stunk.
“Thanks, Othello. That was nice. Except for the rotten egg finish. That I could have lived without.” I coughed to rid my lungs of the acrid smell.
His head backed up and he stared at me. I stared right back, until a movement out of the corner of my eye distracted me. Ish was crunched up into ball small enough that I considered it almost magic for his large and lanky frame; a shield made of dragon scales was over him. He was peeking out at me and whispering loudly, sounding a lot like an old lady.
“What you doing?! How are you still alive and unscathed?! Do not stare him in the eye!”
I shook my head. Now I wasn’t so sure he was the best trainer for me. He functioned under fear mode. I, on the other hand, functioned under the you-ain’t-as-tough-as-you-think-you-are mode.
I went back to staring at Othello, in the eye of course. “So … that the best you got?” I folded my arms over my chest, tapping my toe on the ground. Just to be safe, I ramped up my Earth element bubble. Please don’t let him cut me or eat me. I knew anyone watching would have considered me totally off the range, but somewhere deep inside me, something was telling me this dragon needed to see what I was made of.
Othello tipped his head back and let out a stream of fire into the sky about twenty stories high, lighting the place up like it was the middle of the day. His head swayed a little, causing the fire spout to curve to and fro, tangling around itself. I had to admit, it was pretty damn impressive. Maybe a little too impressive. My friends were going to poop their britches and then probably come running to save me. I had to stop this nonsense now.
“Hey!” I yelled, nudging him with my element to get his attention. “Othello! Knock it off!”
Apparently my Here and Now language expressions were understandable by this bad boy because the fire fountain stopped in an instant and his head swung down to face me. Slowly, slowly he lowered his head until it was even with mine. His body shifted as he turned to face me fully.
“I’m sorry, Jayne,” Ishmail said, his voice trembling. “I said I would keep you safe, but you have provoked him and now he will not be reasonable. Please accept my apologies.”
I waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got this.” I held my hand up, palm out, so Othello could see my dragon scale. “Othello, I am the companion to Biad. Flame me again, and you’re going to be sorry.”
One of his giant, scaled eyebrow bones went up and a huff of smoke came out to surround me. I waited for it to rise up and away before continuing. “And if you could keep your nostril smoke to yourself, I’d appreciate that too.”
He huffed me again.
“Or not. Whatever.” I waved my hand in front of my face a bunch of times to make it go away faster. “Anyway, I need you to tell me if you know where the portal to the Underworld is.”
His entire body lifted up as he flexed his front legs and shifted, moving so that his head was faced the other way and I was looking at the side of his neck. I looked over at Ish for guidance.
“He’s pouting,” Ish whispered.
I sighed, hanging my head. Just what I needed. A brat dragon.
I spoke louder so he’d hear me. “I hear you’re looking for a mate, Othello.”
His tale stopped swishing, so I figured I had his attention.
“I know some dragons. Chick ones. Cute chick ones.” I held up my hand. “This scale comes from one of them.” I wasn’t going to include the fact that she already had a companion in the Underworld with her; he was dead, after all. Maybe Othello didn’t know he existed. Maybe dragons could have more than one mate, like a dead one and a not dead one. I figured it was worth a shot.
His head tilted in my direction.
“I could put a good word in for ya.”
His wings opened up, surprising the crap out of me. I ducked, my arms flying up to cover my face, which was silly. Either the Green bubble was going to help me or it wasn’t; no amount of duck and cover was going to change the effect.
Othello was there, and then he wasn’t, his giant, muscled legs launching him up into the sky with one leap. I watched him follow a flight path up to the top of his mountain until he became a speck in the night sky, the tiny flames from his mouth making him easy to track until some clouds got in the way.
Slowly, Ish stood, his dragon scale shield dropping to his side. He was staring at me with the weirdest expression on his face.
“So … that went well.” I tried to smile.
When he started to talk, the words didn’t exactly come out. He had to clear his throat a couple times before his voice would work properly. “You … you … errhh … you consider that to have gone well?”
I shrugged. “I’m still alive, right? I consider that a win, sure.”
“Is it okay to come over?” came Tim’s voice from somewhere behind me.
“Yeah!” I yelled. “Othello’s gone!”
First I heard Tim’s wings, and then the rest of my friends traipsing through the dried leaves and pinecones on the ground.
“We saw a lot of fire and smoke,” Scrum said. “You look okay, though.”
I patted him on the back. “Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself.”
Scrum was confused. “Thank you?”
Something about facing down a dragon and surviving it put me in a good mood. I slapped my hands together and rubbed them. “So, what’s next?”
“Did you find anything out from the dragon that could help us?” Jared asked.
I shook my head. “Nope. Not a thing, other than he definitely does not like being looked in the eye.”
“I tried to tell her that before she arrived, but she didn’t listen.”
“Welcome to our world,” Finn said, grinning. “The one where the girl supposed to be the Mother of the entire race don’t listen to a dang thing she’s told.” I reached out to punch him but he jumped out of reach. “Keeps life interesting, that’s for sure.” He ran over to stand behind Becky.
I shook my head. “Nice. Hiding behind a water sprite. New lows, Finn. New lows.”
He shrugged. “Hey, I ain’t low. I’m smart. I know very well you won’t touch her.”
I zapped him in the butt from behind with a spark of New Green power, getting the distinct impression the element enjoyed being used for that purpose. Finn yelped, leaped a foot in the air, and then spun around. “Who’s there?” he hissed.
Becky started giggling and then she fell into snorting, shaking her head.
Finn turned back toward me, his gaze narrowing. “You did that? From over there?”
I shrugged. “Maybe it was a fae with powers of invisibility biting your butt.”
Finn looked over his shoulder suspiciously, but I left him alone after that. Let him wonder what snapped his ass, stupid green elf. It would give his brain something to be occupied with rather than focusing on advertising my failings to our new friend.
Ish was still staring at me, and it was starting to get uncomfortable. “So where’d he go?” I asked, trying to distract him from whatever was going through his mind.
“He … he is going to his cave.”
“Does that mean he’s done talking to me?”
Ish shook his head slowly. “I do not know. He could be shunning you, he could be merely resting in the place he finds most comfortable. There is no way for me to know.”
“Don’t you talk to your dragon?”
“Not in the way you and I speak, but we communicate, yes.”
“But Othello doesn’t speak English.”
“What is English?”
Oh boy. “English is the language you’re speaking right now.”
“No, it is not. I am speaking Futhark.”
I looked over at Tony. “Sound familiar?”
Tony stepped forward. “Do you write? Do you have a written language?”
Ishmail scowled. “Of course we do. We are not savages.”
Tony held up his hands in surrender. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. I didn’t want to make assumptions though, since your realm could be completely out of time from ours.”
“A different history, you mean?” Ish asked.
“Yes. A parallel time, maybe. I don’t know, I’m just guessing.”
“What’s your alphabet look like?” I asked, more curious now that I’d just been introduced to a word both Tony and I had never heard before. It was difficult to stump Tony, so when it happened, I paid attention.
Ish leaned down and grabbed a stick. Writing shapes in the ashes by my feet, he said, “wealth, game, giant…” He looked up. “Do you want to see more?”
“No, that’s fine,” Tony said, staring down at it. I had a feeling I was going to have to force him out of this realm. The idea that he could study something totally foreign in a somewhat safe and familiar environment was probably giving his brain a giant boner.
“So, you speak what we call English but have an alphabet that’s really different. How is that possible?” Not that I really cared, but since the dragon was gone maybe for a long time, it wasn’t that we had anything else to do but shoot the shit.
“Our written language is rarely used for expression of anything but ideas. We prefer the spoken word to express our history. It is handed down from generation to generation through word of mouth. Stories are more interesting when told by a person rather than written in symbols.”
Tony was tapping his finger on his lips. “If you had Latin, you might change your mind about that.”
“Latin? What is Latin?”
Tony finally looked up. “Latin is the language at the basis of all modern languages from our realm. The English that we speak comes from Latin.”
I jerked a thumb at Tony. “He got straight As in Latin all through high school. Trust me, the dude is practically a thousand years old in his head.”
Ish stared at him. “Is this true? Are you one thousand years old?”
Tony shook his head. “No. But if you want, I could teach you the Latin alphabet and show you how they used it to record speech in a way that made telling stories very clear and interesting. They would write like I’m speaking right now.”
Ish’s eyes opened wide. “I would like to see this. And to learn your way of speaking. It is similar to mine, but different.”
“Just hang out with this group for a while and it’ll start to rub off,” Jared said. “Trust me.”
I pointed at our fake camp counselor. “He’s a couple hundred years old, and he talks like he’s twenty, so there you go.”
Ish looked like he thought he was being punked. “You are not that old.”
“I am that old. Fae live longer than humans.”
“Why? How can that be? The oldest in my village has lived thirty-four cycles, but it is rare to live such a long life.”
“Thirty-four?” Becky asked, her eyes getting watery. “I’d hate for that to be considered old age.” She took Finn’s hand. “I want to live until I’m at least a thousand.”
“One thousand cycles?!” Ish was blowing a gasket. “That is not possible. You would be walking dead.”
“They have zombies here too?” Scrum asked.
“What is a zombie?” Ish was back to being confused.
I saw Scrum about to launch into an explanation that was sure to scare the shit out of Ishmail and very possibly dissuade him from wanting to help us out, so I held up my hands to stop that train on the tracks. “So! Enough about the walking dead, let’s talk about dinner.”
Everyone nodded, and Scrum rubbed his stomach.
Ish looked around. “There is game on this land. We are free to hunt it.”
Everyone exchanged glances before Finn spoke. “I’m kinda useless in the hunting department without my bow and arrows.”
Ish grinned. “Do not worry. I have traps.”
“Are they here?” I asked, looking around on the ground, for some reason thinking I was going to see one with a giant nametag on it. Hello. I am an animal trap. Clearly, the lack of food was making me stupid. More stupid than normal.
His face fell. “No.”
I shrugged. “Normally, I use the Earth element to help me out, but I’m kind of opposed to using it to hurt innocent beings. Sorry about that.”
“I do not understand.”
“Never mind. It’s not important. How about vegetables? Do you have any of those around here?”
Ish nodded. “We have vegetables and roots that are common fare in this area.”
I rubbed my hands together. “Well, all right then. Show us where to dig.” I could have eaten a raw potato at that point, I was so hungry. Something about being flamed by a dragon brought out my appetite like nothing else.
“Follow me,” he said. “We passed a grove of edible plants on the way here.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
WE SAT AROUND A FIRE, a blackened pottery bowl Ish found somewhere in the middle of it, filled with weeds soaked in water.
“Yum,” said Scrum. “This reminds me of being home with my grandma.” He was happily munching away on his share of the green things.
“This reminds me of when Theresa and I lived in California.” Felicia wasn’t nearly as enthusiastic as Scrum was, but she wasn’t complaining, either. “Wheatgrass juice and all that.”
Jared nodded, silently stuffing folded up clumps of the California salad into his mouth, staring at the fire as he ate.
Personally, I didn’t think it was all that great a meal, but it wasn’t completely completely terrible.
“Fireweed, pennycress, and dandelions,” Finn said, making a funny face after biting into a glob of it. “Good for the soul food, I guess.”
I held up a limp, slightly boiled version of what he just ate. “How do you know what this is?”
“Took a botany class at the local community college.” He shrugged.
“But I thought you were in high school when you left for Miami,” Becky said, her pile of edible weeds mostly untouched.
“I was.” He ate another bite and then talked while he chewed. “But I took college courses too.”
Tony perked up. “Were you in a special program?”
Finn shrugged. “You could say that.” He was looking off into the distance, obviously not interested in elaborating.
I put my hand on Tony’s arm as his opened his mouth again. I knew that look on his face; he was about to get to the bottom of Finn taking college botany courses because it was tickling that part of his mind that told him things weren’t adding up. Of course we all thought Finn was a little soft in the grey matter department, but once I thought about it, I realized it was because he talked like a redneck. It wasn’t because he’d done anything brainless in all the time we’d known him.
When Tony looked at me for an explanation, I just shook my head. Tony looked back at Finn and then at me again, finally putting two and two together. He nodded and lifted some weeds to his mouth. “Well, whatever they are, I’m grateful for the meal.” He only winced a little as he chewed.
“Yes, thanks,” Spike said, holding out a few weeds at him in some sort of toast. “Good stuff.” He smiled as he ate it, even though I knew he was hating every bite. He would have much rather sucked someone’s energy, but I had to give it to him; he hadn’t mentioned it once. Neither had Felicia.
“It is my pleasure,” Ish said, tossing his empty leaf-plate into the fire. “I know it is not very filling, but it will give you the energy you need to continue your quest.”
“Are we sleeping here tonight?” Felicia asked.
Everyone looked around at one another, but no one had any answers. Personally, I’d been hoping we’d already be gone from this realm by bedtime, but it didn’t look good for that at this point. Night had fallen, and the only reason we could see anything at all was due to the fire in front of us. The stars hadn’t come out yet or were covered in clouds.
Ish poked the fire, making it flame up higher. “It will be colder here than down below in the valley. But there are animals there you might not want as bedfellows.”
“Snakes?” Becky asked, moving closer to Finn on the log they shared.
“Yes. And scorpions. They seek warmth just as we do, and they are not shy about sharing a bedroll with a human.”
I raised a finger. “I vote we stay up here.”
“Seconded,” Tim said. He was lying on his back next to me, a flat-topped boulder his bed. He wasn’t suffering at all in this realm; his stomach was full of berries he’d found nearby. He assured me they were safe to eat, but I kept a close eye on him anyway. All I needed was a hallucinating pixie on my hands.
“I’m fine with staying up here,” Jared said. “We can gather close together for warmth, but before we call it a night, I’d like to decide on our plan moving forward, if everyone here is in agreement.” He threw his plate into the fire and stood. “I’ll be right back.”
Everyone but Tony, Tim, and I filtered away, looking for a spot to do their business before going to sleep. I had more pressing matters on my mind. “So, what do you think, Tones? Are we going to get out of here?”
He shrugged. “I’d like to think so. But so far, I haven’t seen any promising signs of that.”
“Why are we even here? I mean, what’s the point?”
“I suppose the point is to keep you from your goal. To keep all of us from that goal of going to the Underworld and hanging out with Biad.”
“But why? What difference does it make?” I had my own theories, but I wanted to know what his were without tainting his ideas with mine.
“I’ve been thinking about it all day, and the only thing I can come up with is that someone or someones want to keep you from acting as companion to Biad. Which means they want an unhappy dragon at the Underworld portal. So that tells me they’re either inside the Underworld and want to come out, or they’re outside the Underworld and they want to go in, or they’re outside and they want someone who is inside to come out.”
I felt a little charge in my gut at the last option. “I’m going with Option C. Or was it Option D?”
He smiled. “Which one?”
“The one where there’s someone in the Underworld, and someone in the Here and Now who wants to get that person out.”
“Tell me why you think that.”
“Because. The stuff that’s been happening to us is coming from the Here and Now. It has to be. Biad is in place and the portal is closed, so no one from the Underworld can get out and manipulate things the way someone has been.”
“Possibly.”
“What do you mean, possibly?”
He shrugged. “It is theoretically possible for someone in the Underworld to be present in the Here and Now, even with the portals sealed shut.”
“How? And what’s the point of having the dragons at the portals if that’s true?”
“Black magic. Demons can be summoned.”
“Okay, fine. But that still means there’s someone on the outside in our realm pulling strings.”
“Yes. It would appear that way.”
“Okay, so who is it?”
He shrugged. “I have no idea.”
“My money’s on Leck. And Maléna too.”
Tony thought about it for a while and then sighed. “I suppose they’re as likely as anyone else.”
“No, they’re more likely. They hate me. They hate that we put the dragons in place.”
“That’s true. But they were … dealt with. After what happened.”
“Dealt with? What does that even mean?”
“They were punished. Put in a position to not do any more harm than they already had.”
Of course my curiosity was piqued; how could it not have been? “What exactly was their punishment?”
Tony stood. “I have to use the bathroom. Be right back.”
I grabbed his hand and forced him to stay. “No way, dude. You’re telling me now.”
He shook his head. “I can’t.” Pulling himself free, he walked away.
His abrupt departure while I was still hanging onto him caused a slicing pain to move up my arm from the bandaged area. I cradled it against me, hoping for the throbbing to stop, as my brain went a thousand miles an hour. What could have been so bad or weird about the punishment Leck and Maléna got that he wouldn’t tell me? We were best friends and trusted each other implicitly, weren’t we? Didn’t we? I was imagining all kinds of crazy things the council could have ordered as their punishment: the stockades, prison on a pixie colony, drawing and quartering. The possibilities were endless, and probably none of them good enough in my opinion.
Felicia came back alone and I stood. “Hey, could you show me where you made a potty? I need to do the same and I’m afraid to go out there alone.”
She grinned and I could see her teeth in the dark. “You sure you want me to show you?”
My heart skipped a beat, but I pretended like it hadn’t. “Sure. I’m not afraid of you. I know you won’t hurt me.”
She cleared her throat. “Jayne, weeds don’t satisfy my hunger. You know that.”
I glared at her, even though she probably couldn’t see it. “And you know that if you try to put those fangs on me, I’ll comasize you and leave you here to become dragon poop, so come on. Let’s go.” I started walking off, confident she’d follow. Jesus, just what I need right now. A pain in the ass succubus thinking she can mess with my head. I was regretting my agreement to let her even come on the field trip to the Isle of Skye. I really only did it to make Tony happy.
“You think I could get a little somethin’ somethin’ from that Ish guy?” she asked, taking long strides to catch up to me. I’d already given up on her guidance in the dark. Besides, the stars had started to glow so I could see well enough.
I shook my head. “No, I do not think you can get a little somethin’ somethin’ from him. Come on, he’s our only contact here. You can’t go sucking the life out of him now. He’ll never speak to us again.” Hey! What a great idea! How about I try to kill the only guy in the entire realm who’s being nice to us right now! Stupid cube-eyes. Always thinking about themselves.
I could hear the sly smile in her voice. “Au contraire, my dear. He’d be more than happy to help us out if I sucked some of the life out of him. I promise.”
I ground my teeth for a few seconds before I could answer without punching her in the head. “No. Too dangerous.”
“Too sexy, you mean.”
I sighed. It was pointless arguing with her and her giant succubus ego. “Fine. Yeah. You’re too sexy. He’ll blow his wad and be useless to us, so back off. If you need some juice, talk to Tony. I’m sure he’ll provide.” Maybe I should have been more worried about that suggestion, but they seemed to manage just fine in their relationship. He never looked sick or worn out to me.
“A succubus cannot survive on the energy of just one fae, Jayne. Even you should know that.”
“Even me? What’s that supposed to mean?” My temper started heating up even more once she made the conversation personal, and it sure didn’t seem like she was too worried about it. It was more like she wanted to piss me off for some reason.
She continued, her tone mocking. “Even you, the most ignorant fae of them all.”
I stopped suddenly, squaring my body for a fight. “Are you friggin kidding me?”
She stopped too, her hip stuck out in what looked like a suggestive pose to me. It didn’t make sense. I was about to punch her face off and she was trying to look sexy? “No. I’m serious.” She hooked her fingers in her waistband, pulling it down at little. She gestured at me with her chin. “Look at you, standing there with your righteous attitude, and all the while you’re just stumbling around in the dark, clueless. You have no idea who you are, where you’re going, or what you’re going to do from one minute to the next.”
She was obviously picking a fight, but I couldn’t figure out why. Regardless, it was only because she was my best friend’s girlfriend that I held back from delivering the boob punch of all boob punches that she totally deserved.
“Yeah, so? Is that supposed to be news to me?” I tried to sound tougher than I was feeling. “Everyone knows I fly by the seat of my pants. So what? I’m still standing, aren’t I?”
“For now.” She took a step forward. “But for how much longer will your luck hold out?”
I quietly pulled up some of my Earth element into me, telling it I wanted it to repel anyone who had bad intentions toward my person, including succubi who might think I look a little too tasty in the moonlight.
“Hey, Jayne? You out here?” Tim’s voice was coming from my right, and I turned to answer him. It was in that brief moment of inattention that Felicia thought she saw her window.
“Oh, there you are, you …,” he started to say.
And then a giant green spark lit up the night around me, a shower of sparkly bits flowing over me like a slow-motion fountain.
When I looked back, Felicia was on the ground in front of me, motionless.
“What in the hell…?” I said, the green fireworks fading out to nothing in seconds.
“Whoa nelly, did you see that?” Tim was buzzing around Felicia’s head. “Woo hoo! You just zapped the crud out of that succubus, Elemental!” He flew up and turned to face me, keeping his distance. “I’d come over there for a high-one, but I don’t like flying into bug zappers.”
“You’re not going to get zapped,” I said, holding up my finger. I couldn’t stop staring at her. “Is that what just happened?” My brain was having a hard time piecing everything together, it had gone down so fast.
Trampling sounds came next and then suddenly my friends were there, Jared at the head of the group. “What’s going on?” he demanded to know, his gaze going from me to Felicia. She was still out cold.
I shrugged. “She just … came at me.”
Tony walked over and bent down, leaning so he could feel her breath on his cheek and then her pulse by her neck with his fingers. “She’s still breathing. Pulse seems elevated but not dangerously so.” He looked up at me. “What did you do to her?”
The criticism in his voice was impossible to miss. “What did I do?” I snorted. “How about I tell you what she did.”
Spike’s response was the worst of all of them. “Jayne?” His brow went up and he just stood there, expecting me to bow my head and apologize or something insane like that. Something cracked in my chest; I was pretty sure it was my heart.
Becky walked over and stood next to me, putting her hand in mine. “Don’t worry, Jayne. We understand.”
I shook her off. “You understand what? That I’m a friggin idiot fae? Short bus rider?”
She looked up at me confused. “What? No, I didn’t say that.”
I glared at my friends and the guy who was supposed to love me no matter what, suddenly seeing them through different eyes. Had they always looked at me and seen a big idiot standing in front of them? Had I fooled myself into thinking they actually respected me and appreciated my efforts at trying to do the right thing? Had I always loved Spike more than he loved me back? It was heartbreaking to think I’d been wrong about all of that. I wanted to cry, but I was too pissed to let them see that.
“You know what? Screw you guys.” I stormed off, moving through the bushes and trees as fast as my feet would take me. I had no idea where I was going, just that I wanted it to be as far away from them as I could get.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
 
I’D BEEN CRASHING THROUGH THE landscape for a good half hour or so when I heard his voice. “Hey! Wait up, roomie! Where’re you going?”
I stopped immediately, trying to stand perfectly still, hoping he’d fly by and miss me entirely. But he wasn’t that easy to get rid of; he kept coming, his voice moving closer and closer. “You’re getting really far from the camp. You sure you want to do that?”
I gave up on being incognito and continued on my way, the moon and stars lighting up a nice path in front of me. “Go away, Tim. I want to be alone.”
“Phooey on that. Who wants to be alone after hanging out with a succubus? No one I know. You need to reconnect, preferably not with someone who wants to suck the life out of you.” He finally caught up and buzzed along beside me, ignoring my cold shoulder and occasional swat in his direction.
I’d thought walking briskly off in the opposite direction of my friends would make me feel better, but the farther I got, the more determined I was to escape. I didn’t want them to come after me and find me, to tell me they were sorry and didn’t mean those horrible looks they were giving me when they thought I’d hurt Felicia. She asked for it. She did it to herself. I did nothing but protect myself.
“That was awesome, by the way,” Tim said. “The way you shocked the bejeesus out of that cube-eye.”
“I didn’t shock her. She shocked herself.”
“Well, obviously.” He snorted. “She should have kept her greedy little hands in Tony’s pants instead of trying to get into yours.”
I stopped walking, wondering if he was just messing with me. “Exactly.”
Tim was hovering in the air, hands on hips. “I mean, who is she kidding, right?” He snorted. “Oh, let me show you to the bathroom, Jayne. I’ll watch your back. As if.”
I felt a little guilty at that point. “She didn’t offer to come. I asked her to come, and she actually kind of warned me.” I squirmed, not comfortable with the fact that I was at the point of accepting some of the blame for what happened. Why did everything always have to be my fault? For once, I wanted it to be someone else’s. That made me angry at her all over again. Stupid succubus. I should have stabbed her with my sword.
“So? Does that make it okay, then? She warned you she might come after you and you told her you trusted her not to and then she just does it anyway? Not cool, Jayne. Not cool. She owes you a big, fat apology.”
I trudged on, not nearly as fast as I had been, though. “You think so?”
“Of course. She was in the wrong. The Green put her in her place. But that doesn’t mean she shouldn’t be sorry. She crossed the line and she knows it.”
“How do you know she knows it? Did she say that?”
“Uh, no. She’s unconscious. But when she wakes up, she’ll know it.”
“What if she doesn’t?”
“She will. She’s just knocked out. Stupid cube-eye. Those fae are trouble, I’m tellin’ ya. We should have left her behind.”
“What about Spike? Should we have left him behind too?”
“Maybe. But then you probably would have gotten all goobery, crying about missing your boyfriend, so, yeah. He kind of has to come, but at the same time, it would have been better if he hadn’t.”
I pictured Spike and Felicia running through the forest together, sucking each other’s energy or having energy sucking parties with co-victims or whatever it was they did out there, and it made me sick with jealousy. Absolutely, positively sick. I wanted to kill them both just thinking about it. Kill and maim. With pain.
Spittle flew out of my mouth as I relived our conversation. “She said a cube-eye couldn’t live off just the energy of one fae for the rest of their lives.” I was dropping into fully depressed and enraged mode at a rapid pace. Had Felicia said these things to educate me about her or about Spike? Was she trying to tell me something she thought I should hear? Maybe Spike cheated on me, and this was her way of letting me know gently.
“She’s probably right,” Tim said. “She would know.”
I stopped suddenly and faced him. “So what the hell does that mean for me and Spike?” I couldn’t keep the tears out of my voice since they were now flowing freely down my face.
“Hey, hey, what’s with the waterworks?” He flew to my face and tried to brush a tear away, but it almost took him down. Giving up, he patted my nose instead. “Easy there. You know your eyes get all puffy when you cry. If you want to keep your man, you should probably avoid that look.”
“Tim!” I swatted him away. “That’s not helping!”
“I’m kidding, kidding … lighten up. You look fine with puffy eyes. Now, the dripping nose, not so much, but…”
I didn’t stick around to hear any more. I left him there elaborating about how ugly I get when I leak body fluids. It was the perfect ending to a perfect night, or would have been if he’d stayed back there where he belonged in my rearview mirror. But of course he didn’t. He was back to pestering me in less than a minute.
“So where are we going?” he asked.
“I’m going up. You’re going away.”
“Up? Up where?”
I pointed, only realizing as I answered where I was headed. “Up to the dragon’s lair.”
“Ohhhh, so we’re on a suicide mission. Gotcha. Maybe I should hang back here and watch your six.”
“Yeah, you do that. Watch my six.” I wished I had some gas for that six, but of course my intestines weren’t cooperating. Why should they? Nothing else in my life was.
A few minutes later, I could feel the buzz of his wings near my head again. “My six is behind me. Way behind me, Tim.”
“Yeah, but I decided I don’t like watching your six. Too risky. I’d prefer to watch your twelve.”
“There’s a mean dragon in my twelve,” I said, going breathless with the climb. The path was much steeper than I’d imagined it would be. I had to grab tree limbs and exposed roots to keep going up. Luckily, there was still a vague type of path leading the way.
“I’m faster than any old lizard, don’t you worry about me. If I were you, I’d be more worried about myself. What’s your plan, Stan? You just going to walk up to that lair and introduce yourself?”
“I’ve already introduced myself. I’m going to go up there to ask that lizard where the entrance to the Underworld is.”
“Then what?”
I indulged in a little fantasy at that point. “Then I’m going to jump on his back and tell him to take me there, pronto. I’m outta this place tonight.”
“Ohhh, okay. So you’re just going to leave all your friends behind in this no man’s land, is that it?”
“No. Yes. Maybe.” I was totally confused at that point. My lack of sleep and the aching wound on my arm were not helping the situation one bit, either.
“Harsh. What did Felicia say to you back there that made you so sad?”
“Nothing.” I couldn’t even remember what she said. Did it matter? I knew what they thought about me.
“Did she say anything?” he asked experimentally.
“Of course she said something.”
“Then what was it?”
“None of your damn business, is what it was.”
“You can’t remember, can you?”
I stopped suddenly enough that he banged into me. I didn’t bother holding out my hand to catch him. Instead, I watched him fall into the dirt. A second or two later, he stood up and brushed himself off. It was so tempting to step on him, but I didn’t. I kept seeing images of Abby and Willy crying over it.
He brushed his arms and legs off, sighing. “Yep. Just as I suspected.”
I walked off, not interested in hearing his bullshit.
He was back in my face in no time, of course. “Elemental, listen up. You’re infected.”
“Go away.”
“No, listen. I’m not going away. You have to hear this.”
I waved my arm out, trying to make contact and send him to the moon. “I don’t have to listen to anything you’re saying.”
“Yes, you do. Roommates’ code. You have to listen to everything I say at all times.” He zoomed in from out of nowhere and went for my eye, poking me right in the middle of it.
I grabbed my face, the stinging under my lid unbelievably painful. “Ow, goddammit, Tim! What the hell!”
“Sorry, but it had to be done!”
I pulled my dagger out of its sheath and started waving it around blindly. “Come over here so I can stab you!” I seriously meant it too; I was ready to kill him.
“Ho boy, no thank you on that! I’ll skip the stabbing and go right for the making up part. The part where you thank me for saving your life and all your friends’ lives too.”
“Shut up!” I screamed, desperately wanting him to stop talking for some reason. Tim was always annoying, but this was outer limits. I felt like if I heard another word, I was going to explode.
“You’re infected, Jayne! The demon sword has infected you! You shouldn’t have cut yourself!”
I screamed with rage, slicing and dicing for all I was worth. I could only see out of one eye, but it was enough to catch glimpses of my roommate flying around me. Just a little closer…
“You’re going to force me to do something I don’t want to do!” he yelled, sounding like a stern father.
“I doubt it!” I screamed, trying to open my eye. Tears were streaming down my face, the sad ones mixing in with the painful eye-poke ones.
“You know I mean you no harm, so that bug zapper better not zap me!”
I had no idea what he was talking about, so I just kept swinging the sword around, hoping it would keep him away from my other eye. He was getting kicked out of my room as soon as we got back to the fae compound. Him and his whole stupid pixie family.
My arm got tired really quickly. All of a sudden the demon sword was so heavy, I couldn’t lift it anymore. It fell to the ground, taking my arm with it. I was standing in a clearing with cut branches and sliced up leaves littering the ground around me, and the prettiest sparkles were raining down on me. It was like the sky had fallen and the tiny pricks of starlight were right there above my head. I looked up, expecting to see a sky full of snowflakes, since everyone knows stars don’t fall from the sky. Instead, I saw a spinning, twitching pixie lit up like he was covered in Christmas lights.
“What are you doing, Tim?” I was too exhausted to be mad anymore. All I wanted to do was rest.
“I’m dusting your ass. You needed to calm down. That demon venom was starting to take over.”
I smiled vaguely. I had no idea what he was talking about. “Okay.” I looked ahead of me on the path. I needed to get up there. I couldn’t remember why, just that I knew I needed to go.
“Where are you going?” he asked. His voice was really high. He reminded me of an old lady when he talked like that.
“I’m going up there.”
“To see the dragon? Still? My dust should have cured you of that.”
I giggled. “I’ll see you later, Tim. Have a nice day!” My energy came back full force and I started skipping when I realized it could get me to my goal a lot faster. This was fun! Way funner than resting! I practiced singing that song about walking on sunshine, because that’s what it felt like I was doing and because the sound of my voice ringing out into the trees was magical. The air was filled with color and a cool breeze, someone was calling me from high up on that mountain, and I had boundless amounts of energy to get me up there.
“I’m coming!” I sang, laughing as I skipped to my lou my darling…



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
 
IT SEEMED LIKE HOURS AND hours later that I reached the big, black entrance of the cave I’d been staring at during my climb. It yawned ahead of me, just three more steps up from where I was. The voices that had been following behind me all night shouted louder and louder, but I ignored them. They wanted to stop me, and that was a bad idea. Stopping was bad. Going and going and going was good. I threw out a couple hip shakes just for good measure. “I got the moves like Jagger, I got the … I got the … moves like Jagerrrr.”
My bandaged arm brushed against my side, making me wince, stopping my awesome moves immediately. Pain was not on the program for tonight, only fun. I looked down at the limb that was hurting me, burning from the inside, and noticed the whole side of the wrappings were black. I paused in my climb to remove the rest of the bandages, throwing them on the ground behind me.
“There. Let that thing breathe,” I said, looking at the gaping wound in my skin. It glistened weirdly in the starlight, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. I had to get to the cave. Someone was inside there who I needed to talk to right away.
I tripped over a big rock and when down, but then rolled over the last few yards of my trek into the entrance of the cave, because I can do that shit; I can stop, drop, and roll, baby, when my feet decide they don’t want to work anymore. I came to a stop in a groove of the flat surface. Giggling, I lay on my back for a little while, staring up at the night sky. Most of it was blocked out by the roof of the shelter, though, so it was kind of boring. A weird smell like boiled eggs wafted over me. It made me smile and then yell, “Egg salad sandwich, anyone?!” My voice echoed around and then back to me. “Egg salad sandwich anyone?!!!” I shouted even louder. It sounded like a tiny me responded from far away. “Egg salad sandwich anyone?”
I couldn’t stop laughing. It took me forever to get on my feet because of it. It became easier, though, when I heard those voices behind me again — the ones trying to stop me from having all the fun. The fun police. They’re coming! I ran. I picked the darkest tunnel branching off from the entrance and ran there. I ran and ran and ran.
“Hello! Hello! Hello!” I yelled as I went, my original calls getting tangled in the echoed ones coming back at me. “Hello! Hello! Hello!” I had to stop every once in a while and hold onto the wall while I tried to breathe and laugh at the same time. “Egg salad! Egg salad! Egg salad, this way!” I loved that one. The echoes made me feel like someone was calling me to dinner, and I was damn hungry. My mouth tasted like weeds for some reason.
I took turns and rounded the corners that had the strongest smells of eggs to them. I didn’t know why, exactly, it just seemed like a good idea to find the source of the picnic. I was going to have an egg salad sandwich very, very soon. I was convinced of that.
Finally, a greenish glow appeared down near the end of a very long and wide tunnel. I tried to run to it, but I kept tripping over things. Once I fell and landed right next to a skull of some kind of beast. It looked like a large cow. I pushed it with my finger to turn it around so I could stare into its eye sockets. “Mooooooooo.” It didn’t moo back, so I got up and kept going.
“I’m almost there…,” I said, gasping for air. “I’m almost there…” I held onto the wall just where it curved, hoping I’d have enough oxygen to get to the picnic. “Egg salad, here I come.” I tripped over more stupid cow bones as I went around the corner and ended up on my knees in the entrance of a very large chamber.
“Oooooh,” I said, my voice dropping down to very hushed tones. I couldn’t help it. Something in that room was stealing my breath from me. It wasn’t eggs, though. It was something yellow. And green. And red. And purple. And … and…
A deep and rumbly voice came from somewhere and then a sound of chinking … coins slipping around on top of each other? Chains? I couldn’t be sure. “You have come.”
I brushed my ratty hair off my face and licked my very dry lips, trying to pull myself together enough to have this conversation. “Yep. I’m here. Where’s the egg salad?”
“You speak of Biad.”
I frowned. “Actually, no, I speak of egg salad.” Obviously this guy had a hearing problem, so I slowed down and enunciated better. “Egggggg. Saaalaaaad.”
“You smell of pixie.”
Wow. That was embarrassing. It was like I’d walked into a church and farted the way he said it. “Sorry about that. Pixie got me back there. I tried to cut him up, but he was too fast for me.”
I heard more rumbling, more metal things clinking together, and then a movement caught my eye. On the far end of the humongous chamber was a lizard. Cool. A lizard. A big one. He was moving toward me. As he got closer, he became even bigger, to the point that he was impossibly large when he was looming over me. I had to strain my neck to get my head to go back far enough to see all of him.
“You are one big daddy lizard, you know that? We have lots of lizards in Florida, but not this big.”
“Give me your hand,” he said.
I looked down at my hands. “Hey, look,” I said, smiling and immediately happy, “there’s an eyeball there.” It blinked at me, this eyeball set in red. I tapped it with my fingernail. It was hard, like plastic, kind of. “Why is there an eyeball in my hand?”
A giant talon came at me, but stopped just below my hand. Slowly, it drew upward, making contact with my skin. Words were stolen from my mouth as I watched in awe. The lizard raised my hand up and maneuvered it so my palm was facing him. He stared at my palm for the longest time, and then started purring. A huge huff of stink air came out and hit me in the face.
I smiled. “Mmmm, egg salad…”
“Jayne!” One of the voices was behind me again, and it was close. Dammit! I’m almost to the picnic!
“Go away!” I said sharply.
The dragon came out of his happy purring state and looked behind me. “Who is there?”
I waved my hand around. “Don’t worry about them. They’re just following me. It’s no big deal.”
“Be gone!” he yelled, a giant ball of flame bursting out of his mouth and rushing out to the space behind me.
I turned around to look and saw the edges of the rock behind me turning red and then fading out to yellow and black again after he was done blasting it with his hot breath.
“Wow. That was awesome. Can you do that again?”
He blinked at me once and then roared, doing the whole flame throwing thing all over again.
I jumped up and down and clapped my hands. This was way better than a picnic. This was better than anything. “Do it again!”
I stood there, facing the voices I’d heard, waiting to see an ocean wave of flame come again, but nothing happened. When I turned around to see why, he was gone. I hadn’t even heard him go.
“Hey, that’s no fair. I didn’t even get a sandwiiiiiich!” I screamed that last part when I found myself being lifted up into the air. I sailed through the massive chamber, dangling and swinging away. From this bird’s eye view, I could see everything below, including the passage I’d come through and the tiny little bug that was hovering in the entrance of it. A bug wearing clothes? Hmmm. Weird.
I screamed with happiness and laughed and laughed as the wind blew through my hair and the sparkly things flashed by my vision. When I looked up I saw the underbelly of the lizard and realized he was carrying me in one of his great big claws and we were going somewhere.
“Yay!” I yelled, clapping my hands with glee. “I’m flying!” My stomach flipped over several times, but not in the barfy way … more like in the awesome roller coaster way.
We landed at the top of a golden mountain, on a ledge that I could see had been used as a dining room many times. The bones of several beasts were scattered around us, and a big pile of old branches and leaves formed a kind of nest on the back part of it. The dragon put me down in the branches and stood off to the side, looking at me. His head went all the way down to the ground, putting him at eye level with me when I climbed to the edge of the nest.
“Hello, Lizard,” I said, smiling at him.
“Hello, Elemental.”
My hair fell into my face, so I tried to brush it away, but that wasn’t working, so instead I blew spit and air up toward it, hoping that would be enough to get it under control. My hair moved back for a second, but then just flopped right back down. I was going to chop it off as soon as I could. Looking down, I suddenly remembered I had a knife with me. I took it out of its holder and grabbed the offending chunk of hair with my free hand.
“What are you doing?” the lizard asked.
“I’m giving myself a haircut.” I sawed and sawed at the hair until it finally gave way. I threw the clump of it over my shoulder into the nest and put the sword back in my belt. “There we go. Problem solved. Now, back to business.” I climbed out of the nest, dropping the last few feet from my hanging position above, and walked up to the lizard. “Where’s the picnic?”
“You have pixie dust all over your body.”
I looked down. “No, I don’t. I have clothes all over my body. That’s totally normal for non-lizards.”
“I will remove the pixie dust. We cannot discuss your future without clarity.”
“My future? What are you talking about? My future is so bright, I have to wear shades, baby.” I looked up to the top of my head as best I could. “Where are my shades, anyway? Have you seen them?”
Suddenly I was covered in greenish, gold colors. They swirled and fluffed over me, bringing that smell again. “He’d better not be hiding those sandwiches,” I said mostly to myself. “That’s not cool to hide perfectly good sandwiches from girls who are hungry.”
Then he was back again and the colors were gone. I was starting to get frustrated. “What are you doing?”
“Burning the dust off.”
I opened my mouth to say something about that, but never got a word out. Once again I was covered in colors and hot air and stink. It was starting to make me sick. “Hey!” I yelled. “Knock it off, would ya!”
The colors stopped. The lizard was there, smoke wisps coming from his nostrils and mouth.
Why in the hell am I standing so close to a dragon’s fangs? I backed up a step. My stomach growled. Egg salad? Why do I want an egg salad sandwich so bad?
The colors appeared again. I was being engulfed in flames spewing out of the dragon’s mouth. By the force of it, I’d say he was dragging that firepower from all the way back in his ass.
I pulled the Earth element into me and pictured wrapping it around me like a winter cloak. It probably wasn’t the best metaphor I could come up with, since it was already a little toasty roasty in that flame bath, but whatever. I needed protection from all the crazy stuff going down. I had no idea how long I was going to remain fireproof, but I doubted it would be for much longer.
The flames finally stopped, and I backed up until I hit a wall of tree branches behind me, eyeing the dragon suspiciously. “How did I get here?” I looked around me. “Where am I?”
“Good. You are fully here.”
I looked around me. Yep. Two arms, two legs, one head. I’m fully here. “Uh, yeah. It’s all me. All here.”
“You had pixie dust on you. I removed it and its effects.”
I looked closer at my arm, but didn’t see anything but a nasty cut. “I don’t see any dust.”
“I removed it,” the dragon said, slower this time.
“Jayne! Are you okay?” It was Tim, shouting from somewhere below me.
“Yeah! I’m fine!” I looked back at the dragon who’d turned and was looking downright evil mad.
“Better stay away, though! I don’t think he likes visitors!”
“Oh! Okay! I’ll wait down here!”
I smiled. Never fear, Tim is here. Kind of.
I turned around to face the dragon. “Okay, so you got me to your lair. Now what?”
“I did not get you here. You came without invitation. It is my right to kill and eat you now.”
I frowned. “Why would you do that?”
“To enter a dragon’s lair is to wish to see him dead.”
“Since when?”
“It has always been. Humans have killed dragons since they were first made aware of one another.”
“What about Ishmail? He comes to your lair and he doesn’t want you dead.”
“He does not come to my lair.”
“Why not?”
The dragon actually shrugged. It made me laugh.
“Stuck in the past, are we?” I sighed. “Take it from me. Change is good. I should know. You should invite him up for coffee or whatever. He’d probably bust a nut for the privilege.”
“Why are you here?” he asked.
“An excellent question,” I said, moving over toward the edge of the ledge we were sitting on. I was about to elaborate, but my breath was stolen from me by all the shiny things below. “Whooooaaa, duuuuude.” I turned around to look at the dragon, my mouth hanging open.
“You are impressed,” he said.
“Are you kidding? Of course I’m impressed. You have, like, a billion dollars’ worth of stuff down there.” I looked again. There were coins that shone silver and gold and maybe bronze too, busts of people’s heads in metal and marble, carriages with jewels embedded in the sides and material hanging from the window openings, chandeliers with crystals dangling, cups, plates, bowls and all manner of other things, all very fancy looking, all in one, giant mega-pile.
“I like things that shine.”
“Me too, but man, I don’t have that kind of stuff.”
“Does Biad have a treasure?”
I turned around, the mention of my dragon companion bringing me back to the real world. Or the world as real as it could be right then. “I don’t think so.”
“You do not go to her lair.”
“I do. I did. Once. But I’ve only met her once, and I only saw one of her rooms. It was more of a passageway than a room, really.”
“Tell me the story.”
I sighed. “Do you have about a year? Because that’s how long it will take.”
“I have many years.”
“Hmmm, you’re right. You probably do. But unfortunately, I don’t. I have just a few minutes.”
“I will keep you here. For one year. You will tell me your story.”
I shook my head. “No, no, no-no-no, that’s not happening. I’m leaving here very soon — as soon as I have the information I want. You can’t keep me against my will.” At least I hoped that was the case. I started to get nervous. My emotions were finally coming back online and acting normal again. I suddenly had to pee, and it wasn’t because I’d drunk a bunch of water, either.
Holy shit. I’m in a dragon’s lair, standing ten feet away from him, and he’s telling me I’m his prisoner. What. The. Hell.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
I DRAGGED A BIG, DRIED out skull over in front of the dragon and sat on it, crossing my legs and acting as casual as I possibly could, all things considered. “Okay, dragon, how about this … how about I tell you some things and then you tell me some things? We can do a little quid pro quo storytelling. Does that work for ya?”
The dragon turned, curled itself into a semi-circle and rested its head on its front legs facing me. “We shall see.”
“Fine. Be that way.” I bounced my leg up and down on the other one to hide my nervousness. “So, this whooole thing started back when I was just seventeen years … cycles … old. I was living as a human being in the Here and Now, completely oblivious to the existence of fae or dragons.” I leaned in closer. “How did it start for you?”
“I was an egg.”
I nodded, realizing then that this guy wasn’t going to give me a single friggin inch in this game. But I wasn’t ready to give up just yet. I kept my sword holstered. “Fascinating.” I cleared my throat. “Anywho, I was recruited to be a fae, and as it turns out, I’m an elemental!” I threw my hands up and grinned. “Lucky me!” I leaned in. “And when did you know you were destined to be a dragon partner, hmmm?”
“When I saw him, I knew. He was mine. He will be mine forever.”
“A little possessive, are we?” I winked. “Hey, I get it. I have a boyfriend. Name’s Spike. So hot. With a nice personality too, which is really a rare combination in my world. Plus, he has these tattooooos. Hoo, boy, wow.” I waved my hand in front of my face. “Is it getting hot in here, or is it just me? Anyway, let’s not go there. Now’s not the time.” I fluttered my hand out toward the dragon, trying to distract him from the fact that I was fast forwarding my story. His eyes blinked a few times, so I felt like my moves had been partially successful.
I continued. “We had a little trouble in fae town after I joined up, what with some sneaky demons sneaking into our realm from Hell and all, so we had some arguments amongst ourselves, threw some spells around, picked sides and all that … but eventually, we came together and sent everyone back to where they were supposed to be, and all was well that ended well.” I picked at my cuticles, trying like hell to act cool. Just channel Jared. That’s all you have to do. You can pull this off. “Problem is, it looks like some of those demons are getting nutty again and trying to come out of the Underworld and back into our realm.” I rolled my eyes. “Crazy right?” I dropped the cuticle-fixing act and just let my hands flop around as the mood struck. “So anyway, I came out to this place called the Isle of Skye, you know, to hang out with my dragon-partner Biad, shoot the breeze, chat about the status of all the demons and such, and then I was going to head home. But some crazy witch got it in her head to throw me into your realm, to keep me from hanging out with Biad, so here I am.” I grinned really hard.
“You are not from this realm,” he said.
I pointed at him. “Exactly. Couldn’t have said it better myself. So the deal is, I need to get back.” I acted like I was bored out of my mind. “Back to my realm, back to my life, back to my dragon. You know the deal. Being here is great, I mean your lair is — whoo — awesome. Of course. But it’s just not me, you know? Not my style. Too ostentatious with all the gold and sparkly things. Biad’s more … casual, you know? She prefers dwarf skeletons and so on. She’s not much for jewelry.”
“You will stay.”
I jumped to my feet and cleared my throat, trying to slow my simmering anger. “Actually, much as I’d love to, I can’t.” I was no longer interested in story hour, and this grown-up, mature, patient person act clearly wasn’t getting me anywhere. “I need to find an entrance to your Otherworlds —Overworld or Underworld, I could care less at this point— and I need to go in there and back to my realm. And I need to bring my friends with me.”
“No.”
I laughed at the ridiculousness of it. “Yes.”
“No.”
“Why not?!” I almost stomped my foot, I was so mad.
“Because, I have chosen you.”
My chin went back into my neck. “Chosen me? Chosen me for what?”
“To be my mate.”
I just kept blinking over and over. I could have sworn I heard him say mate, but that couldn’t have been right. Mate? As in … a ship’s mate, right? Matey? The word for buds in Australia?  Relief rushed through me when I realized he had to have meant the other kind of mate. I smiled and heaved out a sigh. “Ooooh, yeah. Mates. Good’day mate!” I gave him a happy sideways fist pump. “Throw another shrimp on the barbie, mate!”
When I saw the look in his eyes and felt the heat from his breath wash over me, I knew I was hoping for something that just wasn’t happening on his end. “But … I’m not even a dragon,” I said lamely.
His talon came out and flipped my hand over, and my fingers opened all on their own. There in the palm of my hand was that goddamn dragon eyeball looking up at me.
I held it up in front of me, facing him. “What? This?” I snorted and frowned. “It’s just a single scale. One eyeball. And I don’t know what planet you’re from, but nowhere in this solar system does one scale and one eyeball make a dragon.”
He got up from his sitting position and moved toward me. I backed up until I couldn’t go any farther, my heels dangling over the edge of the ledge. His big claw came out toward me and stopped against my lower back a moment before he used it to pull me close to him. His body curved into a semi-circle again, and I was drawn into the center of it, my back eventually resting up against his underbelly. It was covered in scales, but they weren’t nearly as hard as the others, and the warmth was the perfect temperature to keep the chill from the cave away. I could have totally stabbed him and ended my little problem right there, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I left those troll’s guts alone, and I had to do the same for the dragon. I just didn’t have the murdering gene in me. Niles would have called me a sucker and a failure, but funnily enough, I didn’t feel like either one of those things. I was just … tired. Too tired to figure things out.
“Sleep,” he said in a deep purring voice. “Biad, sleep.”
I slid down onto my butt and hung my head, utterly defeated. “Oh for chrissake,” I sighed out. “How in the hell am I going to get out of this realm now?” I’d had my share of epic screw-ups to date, but this one really took the cake. I could already imagine an entire assembly hall of all the fae in existence, laughing their asses off at me as the announcement was made that I was claimed as a mate by a dragon. A dragon’s mate! For life!
Ha! And how was that supposed to work, anyway? We didn’t even have the right body parts for it. And I’d thought demon junk was going to be a problem; demon junk ain’t got nothin’ on dragon junk.
It was too ridiculous not to laugh at. I fell asleep half laughing and half crying to the sounds of a dragon purring out a mesmerizing drone that for some crazy reason made me feel as if I were as safe as I could ever be.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 
SOMETHING WAS DISTURBING MY SLEEP. A noise. A buzzing, annoying noise. An alarm clock, maybe? It was going off too early; I needed another two hours at least. I moaned, rolling over, hoping it would go away or that someone would shut it off for me. Where was Spike, anyway? He was always good for pressing the snooze button as I snored into my pillow.
The hard surface I was lying on made it impossible for me to block out those sounds, and apparently Spike was running around in the forest somewhere. I was too damn uncomfortable to sleep at that point, anyway. I cracked an eye open. Hard surface? Where’s my bed?
A dim, golden light came from off in the distance, but where I was, it was pitch black. Someone had turned the heat up, too. Damn, why is it so stuffy in here? And why does it smell like I took a bath in a sulfur spring?
Memories came rushing back as I woke further. The last bits of my fantasy where I was waking up in my bed back at the fae compound disappeared like pixie fart smoke into the darkness around me. My body froze as I tried to figure out whether I was still cuddled up to my new dragon boyfriend.
“Jayne!” came a loud whisper from over in the direction of the dim light.
My heart leaped in my chest. I’m not alone, thank all that is holy! “Yeah!” I whisper-yelled back.
“It’s me! Tim!”
I smiled like a loon, wondering what in the hell made him think I didn’t already know that. “Yeah! I got that!”
“You need to get out of there!”
“No shit, Sherlock.” I crawled forward, feeling my way along the ground while trying to avoid having the worst of the rocks jab into my knees and shins. Every crunch and slide through the dirt made me cringe. The dragon was right there next to me, sleeping but probably not deeply enough. Every few seconds, a huff of hot air came out of his nostrils along with a curl of smoke.
“Are you still pixelated?”
“No, no thanks to you, butthead.” I was almost to the dragon’s face, so I clamped my mouth shut and held my breath. Getting up into a crouched position, I was able to move faster, tiptoeing as gingerly as possible over the ground just in front of the dragon’s sleeping head.
“Hey! That’s called a rescue from certain death, so you’re welcome. You can give me a foot massage thank you later.” Tim had a special little device that looked like a mini hairbrush that his wife tapped on the bottom of his feet at night before bed. He said it was pure reflexology, designed to make him relax. I wouldn’t have been one bit surprised to find him harboring that thing in his fanny pack. Pffft. The day I give a pixie a foot rub is the day I’m smoking a cig after a bout of hot dragon sex. I shuddered, the very image of that jumping right into my brain in full technicolor. Holy giant dragon junk. Yikes, I need to get out of here.
When I got to the ledge, I looked down. Tim was hovering in the air just below me. I lifted my eyes to the space beyond. It was impossibly huge, impossibly far down, and impossible to cross when not being held in the claws of a dragon. The pile of coins and other crap went almost up to the edge of the ledge, but I knew if I tried to climb down on them, they’d turn into an avalanche of metal and cover me in seconds; I’d die under their weight. I was completely and totally screwed.
“Just go, Tim,” I said, feeling sadder than I could ever remember feeling. Not only was I stuck in a realm where I didn’t belong, I was locked inside a dark cave with a dragon who had a crush on me.
Tim flew up even with my face, his expression confused.
My hands went up to my hips. “What?”
He didn’t say anything. He just stared at my forehead.
“What are you looking at?”
He started to smile. “I’m looking at your new hairstyle, actually. It suits you.”
My eyes rolled up in an effort to see what he was talking about. “What new hairstyle?”
He waved his hands around. “Oh, never mind. Let’s talk about how we’re going to get you out of here.”
The idea that Tim would try to distract me from something he found amusing about my appearance made me instantly suspicious. I reached up to feel my hair, expecting to find a giant knot or something equally ugly, but when my hand first touched nothing, and then touched something prickery, I yanked it back. “What in the hell…?”
I touched it again. Where I used to have bangs, I had nothing — just stubble about an inch long. “What happened to my hair?!” My voice echoed out into the big chamber, and the dragon huffed out a big puff of smoke and moved in response.
“Jayne! Shhhh!” Tim hissed. “You’ll wake him up!”
I gritted my teeth together and slowly turned, expecting to see a giant eyeball bearing down on me. But the beast remained asleep, and for the moment, I still had time to contemplate my doom in peace.
“You have to go, Tim. If he sees you here, he’ll fry your butt.”
“Why can’t you just leave?” he asked, sounding desperate. “You’re not pixelated anymore. You can clearly see this isn’t your home.”
My eyes were practically bugging out of my head with the effort of not yelling my response. “Yeah! You think I don’t know that!” My hissing voice echoed all over the place, making it sound like there was steam escaping a pipe somewhere. “But he’s decided that I’m Biad, and Biad is his mate!”
Tim’s head backed up. “Say what?”
“Yeah! You heard me right! I’m his girlfriend now or his wife or whatever, so he says I have to stay forever.” I folded my arms across my chest.
Tim looked up at my head again. “Wow. Who would’ve thought that this was the hairstyle it took to reel in a big fish like that.”
“Stop fucking around, Tim! This is serious!”
“I know. How is that going to work exactly? I mean … the proportions…” He looked down at my nether regions and shuddered.
I dropped my face into my hands. “Please let’s not talk about dragon junk right now. I can’t take it.”
He was up on my shoulder in no time. “Okay, roomie. No dragon junk talk. Let’s talk escape plan. How about that?”
I took a deep breath and lifted my head, feeling strangely calm. “That would be awesome. Let’s dream about that. How about … I grow some wings and fly away?”
“Orrrr … you could slide down that rainbow right there and meet me at the bottom.” He flew out in front of me and pointed to the heap of coins that ended near my feet.
“Excellent idea, so long as you don’t mind me be squashed under a ton of gold at the bottom.”
“Hmmm … you might have a point. How about this…” He flew off and came back very slowly and with great effort, holding onto a silver tray, dragging it up the pile of coins.
I cringed as each inch of progress was met with the sound of several coins falling loose and sliding down the pile. A glance back at the dragon told me he was a heavy sleeper, but I had no idea how long that was going to last. I laid down on my stomach and reached over the ledge, grabbing the tray as soon as it was close enough.
Tim’s flight path after I grabbed it wasn’t exactly straight. He practically fell over my shoulder onto his stomach and lay there gasping for air for a while. I worked on getting the tray up on the ledge as quietly as possible while he recovered from his rescue mission. When it was secure, I got up from my stomach and sat with my legs crossed, looking out over the treasure. “Okay, so now I have a silver platter. I can offer the dragon my virginity on it. Sweet, idea, Tim. Thanks for that extra bit of awfulness.”
Tim got up with the help of a clump of my hair. He leaned on my ear while he talked. “First of all, how many virginities is one girl allowed to have? And second, this is not for offering anything. This is your surfboard.”
I stared at the platter for a few seconds as my brain computed what he’d said. I choked out a semi-laugh. “You actually think I’m going to stand on this thing that’s just barely big enough to fit my two feet on, so I can slide down this pile of coins? Now I know you’re insane.”
“No, dummy, you’re supposed to sit on it, hold onto those handy-dandy handles there, and slide down on your big fat butt.”
“Where are my feet supposed to go?”
“I don’t know! Out to the sides! Tucked under! Do what you think is best, but do it soon, because I think sleeping beauty over there is going to wake up any second, and we need to get everyone out of here.”
“Everyone? What do you mean, everyone?”
He snorted. “You didn’t think you’d run off into the forest and your friends wouldn’t come looking for you, did you?”
I tried to remember what I’d been thinking over the past few hours, but I couldn’t bring a damn thing to mind. “I don’t know. Why did I leave them in the first place?”
“It’s a long story that I will really enjoy telling you another time. Just not now. Come on. Put your big butt on that thing and let’s ride.”
“But what if I get buried in gold coins and die under the weight?”
“And what if your dragon boyfriend wakes up and tells you it’s time to do the nasty?”
I nodded. “You’re right. Lesser of two evils wins.”
“Yeah. Ixnay on the agon-dray unk-jay, that’s what I always say.” Tim flew in front of me as I positioned the tray on the edge of the ledge. “Okay, roomie, now first, before you go, I think you should put one of your amaza-bubbles around you just to be sure. Make it a bouncy one.”
“Okay.” I nodded, pulling some of the Earth element into me. When I noticed more than a tiny bit of it made the dragon twitch, I eased off until there was just a hint. Apparently it wasn’t just pixies who felt The Green in their wings. “Done.”
“Second, tell me out loud that if you die, I can stay in your suite of rooms with my family for as long as we live.”
I frowned. “Why do I have to say that out loud?”
He held up something tiny in his hand. “Recording device. For posterity. In case any of those jealous wannabe pixies back at the compound think they can move in on my territory when you’re gone.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “You’ve thought of everything.”
“I’m a Sagittarius, Jayne. Comes with the territory.”
“Fine. I, Jayne, Mother of all fae and Earth and Water elemental, hereby say that Tim and his family can stay in my pad for as long as they all shall live.”
He grinned, looking surprised. “Well done, Elemental.”
I reached out to push him away. “Move. I don’t want to pixie splat you.”
“I’ll be right here with you,” he said, taking a position on my shoulder.
“Awesome.” It made me feel just a little better about not dying. At least I wouldn’t go down without a witness to my fate, anyway.
“Unless you start to biff, then I’m outta here.”
I laughed. “Of course you are.”
“You ready?” he asked after I’d settled my butt onto the too-small platter and took up the handles.
“As ready as I’m ever going to be, I guess.”
He patted me on the head and took a clump of hair in hand. “Well, giddyup, then, Donkeh! We’ve got a wave to ride! Woo hoo!”
I shook my head as I used my feet to drag the tray closer and closer to the edge. “You seriously need to work on your rallying cry.”
“Fine, you don’t like Donkeh? How about … Hang ten! Bust a nut! Ride that bull, cowgirl!”
“Oh, God,” I said, the tray teetering on the edge. “Here we goooo!” I tried not to scream on my way down. I really did.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
 
THE FIRST PART OF THE slope was really steep, and there was no way I could keep my mouth shut. “Aaaaayyeeeeeee!” Coins went flying everywhere — off to the sides, up onto my legs, several of them hitting me in the face, chest, and head.
As I got to the center of the pile where the curve moved more parallel with the ground, I slowed, but then larger items of treasure tried to jump on my bandwagon. First a bowl of some sort hit my kneecap and then a big, heavy cup leaped up after being banged by my foot, hitting me right in the chin.
“Oooph!” My head snapped back and the thing landed in my lap. “Holy shit, that hurt.” As my surfing tray reached a spot that was fairly level, it slowed. I took that moment to use my tongue to feel around in my mouth. One of my front teeth was loosened from the impact of the damn cup.
The sound of a thousand metal things clanking around slowly finished out as my silver surfboard came to a stop in the midst of a bunch of furniture. I rolled off the side of it, my body too battered and bruised to do any better than that. The cup that had been in my lap came with me, rolling until it landed just next to my face. I was on my stomach looking at its strange green surface when the dragon woke up.
A blast of fire rose up from above the ledge.
“Uh-oh,” I whispered, my bladder threatening to let go.
Tim was suddenly there next to my face, his hands cupped over his nuts. “We’re doomed!” he squeaked out, staring up at the dragon’s ledge.
“What did you expect?” I hissed at him. “You told me to slide down a noisy coin slope on a metal platter!”
“Hey! That was a good rescue plan and you know it! And it would have worked if you’d kept your big mouth shut and not screamed the entire way down!”
He had a point. “Okay, fine. What do I do now?” The edge of a dragon wing and the tip of its tail appeared at the ledge.
“Run.”
“Run?” I looked behind me as he flew off and left me lying there.
“Yeah! Meet you outside! Bottom of the mountain!” I heard his tiny voice echoing through the corridor behind me. “Run, everyone! The dragon’s awake! Run! Don’t just stand there looking at me! Go! Go! Go!”
I prayed my friends noticed the panic on Tim’s face and just ran away without being able to hear him, because there was no way to stop this freight train from going down this track. The dragon’s head was now peering over the edge of the ledge, and his eyes were busy scanning his treasure.
I couldn’t decide what to do. Should I just wait for him to complete his scan, hoping he’d miss me and fly off, giving me a chance to sneak out? How well could dragons smell a scent? Were they like bloodhounds or birds? Could he see even the slightest movement like an eagle? My horrible lack of dragon knowledge was a serious hindrance to me coming up with a decent escape plan. It made me wish I’d attended some sort of training program with Ishmail. If I ever saw him again, I was going to recommend he start doing that — training idiots who were going to come into contact with these beasts.
The dragon spouted off another round of fire, and this time, I was looking at that stupid cup that had hitched a ride on my surf platter. It glowed red for a few seconds and then quit when the flame stopped and went back to green. When it was lit from within like that, I saw the relief of a man carved on the side of it, and he had vines wrapped around his neck that were definitely not there to give him a hug; they were strangling him. It struck me as completely familiar to my own life, how the vines I communicated with through the Earth element had been there to both hinder and help my enemies and friends. I reached out slowly and took the treasure, pulling it toward me. You’re coming with me, cup. Hopefully the dragon didn’t do inventory and wouldn’t miss this tiny thing. It was no bigger than the lump of crud under his talons, so I doubted he’d mind.
“Biad!”
His deep voice resonated in my bones. I wasn’t entirely sure it wasn’t just an echo, either. I really felt like he was inside me somehow. Oh, shit. Did I have sex with a dragon while I was sleeping?!
Are we like, One, now? Spike’s going to be pissed.
“Come to me, Biad.” It was like Darth Vader talking or something. There was no way to deny him.
I sighed really deeply. It wasn’t like I felt compelled to answer him, the way I did it to people in my dreams. Nothing was pulling me to him or making me think I’d better listen. It was just that the scale in the palm of my hand started to glow, and the eyeball was there again, and it looked so sad. I got the distinct impression that if I walked away, I would be causing irreparable harm to the dragon who I’d sworn to be a companion to.
Goddammit, this is confusing. I got to my feet and held up my glowing hand. “I’m over here.” I had the cup behind my back. “Fell off the ledge while I was sleeping.”
The dragon leaped from the ledge and soared down to where I was, landing on a giant, ornate horse carriage to my left. It started to sag under his weight. “You tried to leave me,” he rumbled.
“Well, I’m here, aren’t I? I could’ve stayed hidden, but I didn’t.”
“You cannot hide from me. We are bound.”
That made me kind of mad. “Did you have dragon sex with me? Because if you did, I’m going to be pissed. I don’t know how it works in Dragon Town, but where I come from, you ask and you get a yes before you proceed to the deed.”
“We slept together. We shared a dream. We are bound.”
I had to think about that for a minute. We dreamed together? Did that happen? A hazy memory started to come back.
The dragon reached out when I was distracted and took me into his big claw, but he didn’t hurt me. As we made contact and I was brought up to his head, visions assailed my mind.
Dammit. I did dream when I was sleeping. I dreamed of … clouds. Of clouds and rainbows and warm air billowing out around me. I was flying, and I was doing it from the back of a dragon.
“Oh, shiiit.”  I think I did have dragon sex.
Othello placed me on his head, between the two big horns that were there, both of them about as big around as a decent-sized log and curved toward his back. I held onto one with my hand and gripped the cup with the other.
“Hold onto me. We will fly.” He started walking out of the big chamber and into the hallway Tim had disappeared through. The stagecoach he was standing on cracked and fell apart when he left it, but it just felt like a gentle bump in the road to me. Dragons are awesome shock absorbers.
“I, uh, can’t.”
He stopped, his eyeball rolling up to look at me.
I held out the cup. “I want to keep this with me, and I don’t have any way to hold onto it if I’m holding onto you.” I felt better already, admitting to stealing something from him. The truth shall set you free. I thought of Céline who had said those words to me a long time ago, and realized then how much I missed her. I missed everyone, and I wanted to go home.
“My treasure is yours.” He reached out and hooked something with his talon from his pile of gold. It was leather, a satchel that would easily fit over my shoulder. It rose up to me, showing me just how limber a dragon’s legs are. Impressive.
I took it from him and smiled a little. “Huh. That’s handy.”
“It is from Ishmail. My human-partner. I like to take things from him. It is a game we both enjoy.”
My smile faded. “He’s not going to like that I’m using it.” Ish was super possessive of his dragon, that much was clear, and this felt like a second girlfriend wearing the first girlfriend’s shirt or something.
“He will understand. You are my mate.”
“Uh, Othello? We need to talk about this mate thing.” He re-started his trip through the cave corridors as I adjusted the satchel over my body and slid the cup into it. It fit perfectly. “You see, I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m a girl. A fae girl. And you’re a dragon. You’re not even from the same species as I am, and that doesn’t even address the issue of size differential.” I was totally channeling Tony in that moment with my awesome math vocabulary and it made me miss him with the fury of a thousand dragon flames. “It could never work between us.”
“Love knows no bounds, no enemies, no hurdles, no size differential.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but I really didn’t have any fuel for that. He was right. If he wanted to love me, who was I to say that he couldn’t? Love is love. I’d learned that as a fae.
“Okay, so you love me, which is seriously flattering, especially considering the fact that you haven’t even smelled my morning breath yet, but … um … not to be mean or anything, but I love someone else.”
“Love knows no bounds, no enemies…”
“Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time. But the thing is … I’m kind of a one-man type of girl. And that position has already been filled by this fae named Spike, who you’d really like, not only because he’s nice, but he’s also a great musician. Do you like guitar?”
“I will eat Spike.”
I shook my head vehemently. “Nope, you can’t eat him. No enemies, remember? My love is your love.”
He huffed out some smoke, his great lumbering form not slowing. “I will not eat Spike if it would displease you.”
“It would more than displease me. It would make me stab you with my sword.”
“Love does not know violence.”
“See, that’s the thing…” I leaned down and patted his gently undulating head. “I like you, Othello, I really do. But I don’t love you. So if you make me do it, I will kill you.”
“We are mated. You will not kill me. You cannot.”
I shivered. “Please don’t say mated.” I shivered again. “That implies some sort of copulation, and I am not okay with that.”
“A mating of the minds is not the same as the physical type. It is deeper.”
Deeper? Aaaand the shit just keeps getting worse. “How about we change the subject, ‘kay? Let’s talk about … me getting out of here.”
“We are almost to our destination.”
“We are?” I grabbed both horns and leaned out far, catching a glimpse of light just ahead. “Wow. How long did I sleep?” It looked like full sun outside the cave, but I distinctly remembered arriving in the dead of night.
“Long enough.”
“Oh boy,” I said mostly to myself, “I don’t think I like the sound of that.” As we got closer and closer to the entrance to the cave, my panic rose higher. “Listen, Othello? I feel like I should warn you … I have friends outside who might not understand that you’re not going to hurt me. And I don’t want anything to happen to them.”
“If they do not try to harm us, they will not be harmed.”
“Yeah, see, that’s the thing … I can’t guarantee they won’t try to harm us. They might misunderstand this mating thing.” I swallowed with difficulty, forcing myself to move on and sound casual about the whole affair, even though inside I was feeling very vomity with the stress. “So even if they try to hurt you … us … I want you to give them a pass. Don’t hurt them. Don’t flame them or smoke them out or anything.”
“You are my mate. I will obey you.”
“Obey me?” Now we’re talking. For the first time in what felt like hours or days, I felt some hope. “You mean, you’ll do what I say?”
“Yes. Mates are loyal to one another. Loyalty includes being willing to sacrifice my will for yours.”
I frowned. “Then how come when I said I wanted to leave, you wouldn’t let me?”
“We are leaving. Just as you asked.”
“So that means we … uh … mated, while I slept?”
He didn’t say anything, and I was kind of glad for that. I wasn’t ready for any of the details.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
 
THE SUN WAS BRIGHT, WHICH meant I’d slept at least six hours. What had my friends done while I was gone? Had they worried? Panicked? Celebrated? I knew I’d been paranoid and hateful earlier. It must have been the demon cut making me feel so negative about everything, like Tim said. That didn’t change the fact that I felt bad about it. I hoped I’d have a chance to apologize.
I looked down at my arm expecting to see the evidence of my stupidity glaring out at me, but the wound seemed better than before. It wasn’t oozing anymore, and the edges were closing together, the beginnings of a pink scar forming. Flexing my hand and elbow, I realized it was less painful too. An after-effect of dragon mind-screwing or something else? I didn’t know and would probably never find out, because as soon as this dragon let me out of his cave, I was gone. Gone-ski. Gone-o-Rama. Gonesville. Gone like the wind. Gone girl. Gone…
“Hey! Jayne!” Tim yelled from off to my right. “Over here!” He was hiding behind a boulder, just his head peeking over the top of it.
“Hold on a second, Othello.” I tapped him on the head with my foot. Using the two horns to steady me, I leaned out toward the bottom of the mountain and yelled as loud as I could. “Friends! Fae and Ish! Listen up! Do not hurt or kill the dragon, okay? He’s with me! We’re just going to do a little flyover, and we’ll be right back!”
“Jayne!” It was Spike’s voice, coming from some trees not far below where I was.
Guilt assailed me. Did he know? Did he somehow sense that I’d cheated on him? Could I convince him I hadn’t meant to do whatever I’d done? I wanted to cry with the unfairness. I still wasn’t even sure what I’d done or not done, but it all felt wrong. It was like someone else had taken over my life and steered it in the wrong direction, which really sucked because I was totally capable of doing that all on my own; I didn’t need help.
“Jayne!” His voice was strong. Proud. Fearless. “Are you okay? Do you want me to come up there?”
I thought about it for a few seconds. Did I want him up there? Hell yes, I did. Did I want to risk his life by having him come up there just to make me feel better? Hell no, I didn’t. I searched my mind to determine if my motivations for keeping him back on the ground were entirely unselfish. I didn’t want to think that somewhere deep inside me, I wanted to be alone with this beast — with Othello, the seriously misguided dragon who thought I was his mate. He said love knows none of that garbage he listed, but jealousy was a pretty strong emotion. Would he sense how much I loved Spike and want to lash out? Maybe. If I were him, I would, and that made it not worth the risk.
“No! I’m okay! Be right back!”
“I’ll be your wingman,” Tim said, flying up high enough to be visible to the dragon. “Just tell him not to try and sizzle me.”
“Othello, my pixie friend wants to fly with us. Please do not harm him.”
“He put his dust on you. I should eat him.”
“No, he did that to save me from this demon sword cut on my arm. His heart was in the right place.”
“Pixie dust will not heal that wound.”
I looked down. “Seems to have done a pretty good job.”
“That was my fire that took the venom from your veins.” He huffed out some black smoke. “Hold on. We are leaving.”
I opened my mouth to respond, to ask where exactly we were going, but the quick takeoff stopped that from happening in a hurry. My stomach leaped up into my throat as we went from ground zero to five thousand feet of altitude in about three seconds.
“Holy elevator up,” I said, my voice coming out breathless with panic. I looked around me, freaking out and shaking all over. “Shouldn’t I have some ropes holding me down?”
“I will catch you if you fall,” Othello said, banking left.
“Ahhhhhhhhh !!! … Eeeeee !!! … Ayyyyeee !!! … Ohhhhh !!! …” At this rate, I was going to work my way through all the vowels and then pee my pants at the end. I stopped screaming and took several really quick breaths in and out to try and regulate my oxygen flow. I was dizzy, inhaling way too much carbon dioxide as I tried to keep a handle on my emotions. “I’m gonna fall, I’m gonna fall, I’m gonna fall.” One of my feet slipped on the condensation that was building on Othello’s head. “Aaack!” I grabbed onto one horn with both arms, hugging it like my life depended on it, which I was pretty sure it did.
“Relax. Feel the flow. You cannot fall.”
I was crying, not even sure when I’d started the waterworks. I squeezed my eyes shut. “No. No flow. No flow. There is no flow. Only death. Splat. Me go boom.”
“Hey, roomie!” came a cheerful voice on my right. “What’s up?”
“Oh my god, Tim,” I whisper-whined, “I’m going to die.”
“You look pretty alive to me. What’s in the bag?”
“I’m only alive because we’re flying straight. The minute he turns, I’m going to slide off and die.”
“Uhhh, hmmm…” He laughed, but didn’t sound very humored. “You may want to crack those lids just a teensy bit.”
“Why?”
He didn’t say anything, and I wasn’t even sure he was still there, but I was too curious not to listen. I cracked one eyelid, but as soon as I realized what I was looking at, I closed it again and screamed even louder than before.
“Whaaaaaaaaa!!” We were flying upside down and my head was pointed at the Earth. I felt myself falling victim to gravity and lifted my feet up so I could wrap my entire body around that horn. My legs clamped on like I was taking Triple H down in the ring with the scissor hold of death. “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod.” I whispered and cried at the same time. “I’m too young to die, please don’t let me die, please don’t let me die…”
“You are safe.” The dragon flipped over faster than I would have imagined possible, and we were flying straight again, the planet once more beneath my feet where it belonged. I could feel the shift in the force of gravity that I’d missed when we turned the first time; it was too subtle to be possible, though. The laws of physics apparently didn’t apply to dragon flight.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you.” I opened my eyes and slid down the horn. When my feet made contact with his head, I spread them apart, trying to get the best grip possible.
“We are bound. You cannot fall. Let go. Feel the flow between us.”
“Let go? Let go?! Like … me take my hands off your horns?! You’re insane. I’m not doing that.”
“Please.”
“No!” Dragons are crazy. If I ever made it to the ground in one piece, I was going to tell everyone who’d listen that these beasts are certifiably insane so no one would ever make the mistake that I had and climb up on a dragon’s head for a ride. A ride. Hah! Talk about false advertising! More like a flight of death!
He dipped his head and then brought it up really fast, making me lose my footing. A quick flap of his wings jerked my feet out from under me completely, and I fell backwards.
“Aahhhh yeeee!!” I sounded like an Asian lady about to deliver a hell of a karate chop, but unfortunately, I wasn’t all badass like that; I was a klutzy ass and I landed half on my butt and half on my back on top of the dragon’s neck.
I should have fallen to my death, but I didn’t. I should have been speared by one of his spine spikes, but I wasn’t. The ones near me folded down under the weight of my body, and there was something inside that damn dragon that was holding me onto it.
Is that the flow he was talking about?
Damn. It is pretty … flowy.  Now that I was paying attention, I could feel some sort of force binding me to him. It was like one of my elements, but not something I was controlling.
Spirit, something said inside my head.
Pushing with my hands behind me, I slowly sat up, the satchel that had remained strapped to me sliding over to rest between my legs in front of me.
“What. The. Hell.” The wind was sliding through my hair and cooling me off with the help of all the sweat that covered every inch of my body. “I’m not dead.”
“No. You are not dead,” Othello said.
“I’m feeling the flow.”
“As am I.”
A cloud of depression descended on my head. “Spike is going to be very jealous and very sad.”
“Who is Spike?”
“I told you already. He’s my man. My boyfriend. The one I love.”
“No. Who is Spike?”
“Is that a riddle?”
“No. It is a question.”
I had to think about it for a while. The wind whistled past my ears as I thought really strongly about the words. Who is Spike? To me or to the rest of the world? I realized that my previous answer had been more about who Spike was to someone looking at us from outside. A label. So I decided this time to answer the question from inside my heart.
“Spike is the other half of my whole self. The one who makes me want to be a better me. He’s the one being in the world who loves me exactly as I am and who will stand by me no matter how much I screw up and no matter how many bad choices I make. He denies who he is so he can be who I need him to be.” My heart both sang and cried at that definition of my man. It made me feel selfish and like I was taking advantage of his love. And it made me twice as determined to get down off this dragon’s back and be with him. I had a lot of love to share with that incubus and not enough time in one life to share it.
“He may come with us,” Othello said.
“Seriously?” Apparently, dragon love was also cool with threesomes. Sweet.  I had a very strong feeling Spike wouldn’t mind. “Where are we going?”
“To the portal.”
I scrambled up to the horns on my hands and knees and looked down into Othello’s eyeball. “You mean it?” I was too afraid to hope. Too afraid to believe.
“Yes.”
I wrestled with my conscience. Should I tell him when I get there that I’m going to leave him behind? Tell him I was kind of using him? I wanted to answer my question with a big, fat no, but that didn’t seem right. And since he’d cured me of my nasty demon boo-boo, it only seemed fair.
“Othello, I have a confession.”
“No, you do not.”
“Uhh, yes I do.”
“I already know what is in your mind and in your heart.”
I swallowed hard. “Say what?”
“You intend to bring your friends to the portal and leave me behind in this realm. You are battling with your nature. Part of you wants to tell me. Part of you wants to hide your desires from me.”
“Ah, excuse me, but I’m not sure I’m okay with you crawling around in my brain like that.”
“Then you should shut the portal to the channel between us.”
“How am I supposed to do that when I didn’t even know there was a portal or a channel?”
“You will learn. For now, you know that I will not be left behind. You and I are mated. Where you go, I will follow.”
“But what about Ishmail?” I asked, feeling really shitty about stealing his dragon away.
“Ishmail will find his mate and we will be together as one family. This is how the dragon-human partnership works.”
“Oh.” I had to noodle through that a little. “So, you get your dragon mate, I get my human mate, Ish gets whatever mate he’s going to get, and then we all hang out together? Making babies and all that?”
“In a manner of speaking.”
I bit my lip, wondering if I should say aloud what I was thinking. It seemed kind of porno-ey, but there was no stopping my brain when it got on that track. “So who’s going to be having your babies?”
He didn’t answer, and I didn’t have time to quiz him on it more because Tim was suddenly there and he was showing off his aerodynamic skills. And clearly, I was expected to admire them, loudly and with flair, so rather than find out the details about the birds and the bees dragon-style, I focused on my roommate, my brilliant friend, pixieman extraordinaire, Tim. Damn, I was so happy I’d picked up that bell jar that day…



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
 
TIM WAS FLYING UPSIDE DOWN and backwards with his hands linked behind his head and his legs crossed at the ankles, and he was doing it all while going about fifty miles an hour.
“Damn, pixieman, you are busting it on that flying stuff right now.”
“I know, right? These dragon wing currents are something else. Watch this one.” He dipped into a backbend, for a few seconds just hovering, and then suddenly with a slight tilt further back, he zoomed past me in a blur, suddenly at the back of the dragon. “Woo hoo! You see that?!” He stopped at the dragon’s tail, standing on the last spike with just one foot that was pointed so only his big toe was making contact. His arms were out at his sides, making him look like a totally fruity ballerina.
“Swan Lake ain’t got nothin’ on you!”
“I know, right? That’s what I was saying!”
Suddenly the dragon’s tail swooshed really hard right, sending Tim into a cartwheeling spin.
“Whoa-oh-oh-oh-ohhhhhh!” He disappeared into a puffy cloud, leaving a hole in it behind him.
I gripped the horn I’d been holding onto lightly, even though I really didn’t need to anymore, and my knuckles went instantly white with the pressure. “Tim!”
A weird sound came from a distance and got louder and louder until suddenly he was there again. “WoooooooOOOOOHHHH HOOOO!!!” He flew by me, lying on his side, arms outstretched Superman style. “Yeah, baby! Yeah!” He banked right and flew around the dragon’s back end, giving the end of its tale a wide berth. “Can’t touch this!” he yelled at Othello.
“Just ignore him,” I said in a low voice to the dragon.
“I am trying.”
I giggled. What a cool dragon, not killing my roommate even though any other dragon probably would have. I felt powerful and liked. Maybe even loved, which was weird, because like I said, Othello hadn’t even smelled my morning breath yet.
When Tim disappeared into another cloud at our side, I looked down. The landscape had changed. There were more trees here and even flowers. Huge hillsides were covered in their colors. At a cliff in front of us, a giant waterfall fell from hundreds of feet in the air, and Othello banked steeply upward, running parallel to it until we reached the summit. There, we could look out over a valley on the other side of this mountain filled with trees, meadows, and wildlife running in herds.
“Whoa, what is this place? Is it the Elysian Fields?” I’d been there once before, and I’d had a kind of allergic reaction to all that beauty. Hopefully dragonfire was good for that illness too, otherwise I was screwed. Sam and her magic were a really long way from here.
“We are near the portal to the Overworld.”
I sighed in frustration. “Oh. Okay.”
“Why does that displease you?”
“Because. If it’s the same Overworld I know, there’s a real turdbasket waiting at the door for me.”
“What is a turdbasket? I feel the emotion but do not know the word.”
“It’s a guy who thinks he’s the universe’s gift to all the realms but who really isn’t at all. He’s more like a curse.”
“I will eat him.”
I sighed with the heavy responsibility of doing the right thing. “No, don’t eat him. He has a dragon companion and she’s pretty badass. She’ll probably kill you for it.”
“Who is this dragon?”
“Heryon? Ever heard of her?”
He said nothing. He just angled his body downward, and I held onto the horn to keep from having to lean back too far. My hair flew out above me as we went down at a steeper and steeper angle. We were almost to the point of being totally nose-down when Othello finally straightened and leveled out over a valley. There was a nice flat spot to land on, and at the end of the green field there was a big tower of rock, a cliff face of sorts. A dark triangle marked an entrance to what I could only assume was another cave or maybe even the portal itself.
“Is that it?” I asked, staring at it, wondering if I could see anything inside from where I was … like maybe Ben’s big, fat head blocking out the view of the fire from his dragon standing behind him.
“Yes. This is the portal.” Othello moved forward on four legs from that point, each one making his whole body undulate left and then right, up and then down. I could have fallen to sleep to that rhythm it was so soothing, except for the fact that I was suffering from panic at level nine out of ten by this point. Ben. Overworld. Portal. Shitstorm.
When he stopped about fifty yards from the entrance, I cleared my throat, suddenly very nervous. “I, uh, think maybe I should wait for my friend. The pixie.”
“He will not come.”
“Why not?” I looked behind me, sure I would see the tiny speck that was him breaking through the clouds any second.
“He is not permitted.”
“Not permitted by who?”
“By Heryon. The portal guardian.”
“Ohhhhh … so you do know her.”
“Yes.”
“And you know Biad too, then.”
“I do know Biad. She rides with me today.”
I sighed. “I’m not Biad, Othello. I told you before; I’m Jayne the elemental. Remember?”
“You must enter without me.”
I let go of his horn. “Really?”
“It is how she wants it.”
“She, Heryon or she, Biad?”
He didn’t answer me again, and it was starting to get really frustrating.
“I thought we were a team,” I said, freaking out that I was expected to do this thing alone. A dragon wingman sounded like a great idea right about then. It probably shouldn’t have come as a surprise to me that talking about entering a portal from afar and actually doing it felt very different when it was going down.
“It is how she wants it.” He dipped his head so I could slide down the side of his face. Fearing his next step would be to shake me off and send me flying, I slid down the groove behind his eyebrow and landed on my feet in the soft, loamy ground. The smell of fresh grass filled my nostrils. Normally that would have made me feel happy, but today it just made me more nervous. It reminded me of all the battles that had been fought in beautiful meadows around the fae compound.
I thought about all those battles and what we’d been fighting for. Freedom to be who we were. The safety of our people. Our very futures. Nothing had changed, really. I was still fighting for the same things today. I patted him on the face, resigning myself to the fact that this was a done deal; I was going to the portal, and I was going alone. “Thanks for the lift.”
“When you want, as you want, where you want. I am always there.”
I felt a surge in my heart, of warmth and dedication coming from this beast of a dragon. It was nice. Not quite enough to ease the fear completely away, but it was enough to make it possible for me to put one foot in front of the other and advance toward the darkness that lie ahead — toward the entrance to the Overworld.
“Wish me luck,” I said under my breath, taking one last glance over my shoulder looking for Tim. I wanted the dragon to be wrong, but all I saw was empty sky.
“You do not need luck. You have everything you need with you.”
I don’t know how I did it, but I did; I kept on walking, never once pausing or turning around, all the way across that last stretch of valley and into the entrance to the Overworld. The darkness closed in around me and shut out the day behind. For the first time in a long time, I was totally and completely alone.
“Hello?” My voice sounded like I’d spoken into a thick blanket. No echoes in this cave, I guess. “Hello? Heryon? Ben?” It was a sad day in the world when I was looking forward to hearing that guy’s voice.
I moved farther inside. Warm air blew up from my ankles, but it made me shiver. I had no idea where it was coming from or what it was coming from. For all I knew I was inside the mouth of a dragon. “Yoo hoooo … anyone home?



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
 
I WALKED FOR A REALLY long time, and that struck me as completely inconvenient and rude. “Who makes the entrance into heaven a long, boring, dark road? What happened to the light at the end of a tunnel?” It was only a weird glow from my dagger that made it possible for me to see anything. The tunnel was small, not something Othello could have fit through. No wonder he told me I had to go alone. The walls were slick and black, as was the floor. I walked carefully to be sure I wouldn’t slip.
“Hi ho, hi ho, it’s off to work I go…” My whistled tune came back to me slightly off key, which made the whole tunnel even more creepy, so I stopped. Reaching up to wipe the sweat from my head, my hand made contact with the tuft of hair that used to be my bangs. “Oh shit.”
I hated Ben, which is why I didn’t want to give him any fuel to fire the mockery I knew he’d come at me with. I slowed down as my fingers busied themselves with trying to hide my horrible hair accident. Hair that should have been hanging down on the sides of my head was moved to the front; I tried to weave it in with the bang stubble to make it look like I meant for it to be that way. Maybe he wouldn’t notice. I snorted. And maybe he wouldn’t notice monkeys flying out of my butt too. A girl could only hope.
The path in front of me lit up more. I thought for a moment it was some sort of light shining from up ahead, but then realized it was my sword, glowing even brighter as I moved on. “Uh-oh.” It was never a good sign when a demon sword got excited. I took the dagger out of the small sheath and watched as the blade got longer and thicker. “Go-go gadget boner sword,” I said softly, my heart filling with dread.
This made no sense at all, but arguing about it in my head wasn’t going to change anything. I had a choice now; I could turn around and run back, or I could move forward and find out why a sword that was supposed to only glow when demons were around was shining like a beacon in the dark of an Overworld portal.
Errrgh! Why me? Why can’t I be the one stuck over by Othello’s cave, clueless about what’s going on?  For once, I selfishly wanted to let someone else enter the danger zone instead of me. But when I tried to think of who I’d choose to do that, the only names I could come up with were Leck, Maléna, and Ben … and for sure none of them would volunteer to take an arrow for me. So that’s it. It’s me. Just like it’s always been and always will be, because I don’t let other people do my dirty work for me.
“Time to pixie up and find out what the hell is going on.” I took a deep breath and moved forward, but now with my back against the tunnel wall on my right. No need to make myself a big, fat target right in the middle of the hallway, right? I can be smart about this. I think.
I walked diagonally, crossing one leg over the other. It took a lot longer to get where I needed to go moving this way, but I felt like I had a better chance at stabbing someone before they stabbed me. I kept on going for what felt like ten minutes but was probably only two. That was when I started to hear more than just my footsteps.
The sounds hit me before the visuals did. At first I thought someone was building something out of metal inside the Overworld, but then as I got closer, I realized it wasn’t construction I was hearing; it was fighting. Steel on steel. Sword on sword. People were crying out in pain and anger.
“What the fuuuudge…,” I whispered to myself. Since when do they have battles in the Overworld? I instantly became furious when the answer came to me. Ben. “Motherfucker!” I hissed. You give the guy one job. One job! And this is how he manages it. He’s there less than a year, and he’s already managed to get the angels wanting to tear each other’s heads off. Totally typical. I knew it was a mistake to let his sorry ass into the Overworld. That fae council was going to get an earload from me when this was all over, that was for sure. Assuming I made it out of this mess.
I paused, resting a hand on the wall. Did I really want to go in there? Join the fray? Hell no, I didn’t. But what else was I supposed to do? Go back and tell Othello I wimped out? Go back and tell him I didn’t find anyone, that heaven was empty? He’d light me on fire for the first story and not believe the second.
I hadn’t been a fae for long, but I knew somewhere deep inside me that a fight in the Overworld was not something I was supposed to walk away from. I had a duty as a dragon companion and a member of the fae community to at least see what was going on, so I could report back and get the reinforcements necessary to make things right. Fucking Niles. Fucking Robin. Fucking fae always making me feel guilty for wanting to run away. I seriously thought about quitting faedom that day, but then I remembered sitting in the vice principal’s office with Brad Powers in the waiting area next to me, and I changed my mind. Being extraordinary meant making extraordinary sacrifices, and that was what I was going to do.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
 
I STEPPED UP TO THE end of the tunnel and peeked around the corner. I had heard the sounds, but that little bit of information was not enough to fully appreciate what I was dealing with. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of beings were involved in the mess that the Overworld had become. Angels with wings of white and black were spattered with blood. Dwarves and elves, pixies and ogres, fae of every kind I’d ever seen in the Here and Now were on the ground fighting, both with weapons and in hand-to-hand combat. Everywhere I looked, I saw anger and hate and the use of force, one fae against another.
“Fuck me sideways and inside out,” I whispered to myself, taking it all in. I had to get back. I had to tell Othello to fly to the others so he could explain to them what was happening. We didn’t just need reinforcements; we needed the entire fae community over here to fix this crap.
A giant beast of an ogre punched this smaller fae and sent him flying. They were the closest fae to the tunnel, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when the body came right at me. I jumped back into my hiding spot just in time to keep from getting flattened.
I stared at this ass-kicked fae for a few long seconds, shocked at what I was seeing. His body was broken and bleeding, his face swollen. When he opened one eye and looked at me, I nearly vomited when recognition triggered deep in my brain. The word didn’t want to come out of my mouth. “Ffffff….”
He lifted his head. “Jayne?” My name was just a whisper on his lips, and it ended with a moan.
The brain-farting stutter I had for a second there left me in a flash. “Falco, oh my god!” I ran over and dropped to my knees, ignoring the pain of the stone digging into my skin in favor of staring into the face of one of the sweetest green elves I’d ever known — one whose life had ended way too soon and for the stupidest of reasons: a great, big, fat misunderstanding.
He smiled. “You came.”
I looked at him and then over at the entrance of the Overworld. Just one step inside this tunnel and anyone would see me, any of those marauding demon-possessed maniacs. Do I dare risk dragging him farther back? The injuries I saw seeping blood said No. Not worth it.
“What the hell is going on out there?” I asked, desperate for him to answer me.
He took his time, experiencing difficulty with keeping his eyes open. “Invasion. Angry dragons. Couldn’t fight them off.”
“Do you mean the portal guardians?”
“Others too,” he said, his eyes closing.
“Falco!” I shook his shoulder, not wanting to hurt him, but needing him to stay awake to talk to me. “Don’t go to sleep.”
“Not sleeping. Dying…”
My eyes bugged out of my head. “Dying? How can you die? You’re in heaven for shit’s sake!”
“All is fair in love and war.” He smiled slightly.
“Oh, hell no. Hell to the no on that!” I was touching his body all over, trying to find the source of his pain, of what was draining the life out of him. I kept telling myself that if I could find it, I could fix it.
“Water,” he croaked out, his hand flopping around by his side.
I looked where he was struggling to get and found some sort of canteen, but when I disconnected it from his belt, it started leaking everywhere. There was hardly anything left in it by the time I’d worked it free.
“No! Why?!” I screamed at the canteen. “Hasn’t he suffered enough?!” Then I remembered my cup — my dragon treasure cup that I had in the satchel at my waist. I tipped the canteen away from its leaking end to try and preserve whatever was left and scrambled around with the leather of my bag, trying to open it up and get the cup out. I found it blind, my eyes glued to Falco, and brought it out over his chest. “Just hold still, Falco. I’ve got some water for ya.” My hands were trembling like mad, but I was able to wedge the cup on the ground between his arm and his ribs, holding the leaking part of his canteen over the vessel. “Just one more minute.”
“Jayne?”
“Yep.” My eyebrows were cramping from all the frowning I was doing. There was almost no water left. Just ten drops if I was lucky. Why I thought that little bit of water was going to make a difference, I didn’t know, but all I could hear in my head was me saying that Falco didn’t deserve to be dying and thirsty. Everyone should be comfortable when they died. He’d already gone out once with an arrow to the chest during a fight; a second time of that crap seemed really unjust to me.
“It’s okay.” His hand came up and rested on my arm.
I nudged him off. “No, it’s not. Stop moving and stop being so nice. You’re going to tip my cup over.” I threw the useless canteen off to the side, and it bounced off the wall making a really loud noise. Grabbing the cup, I held it up over him. Staring at it, I noticed as my hand with the scale touched it, it glowed red again instead of green. It gave me an idea.
I sat on my butt, wanting to put as much of me in contact with the ground as I could. Please don’t let me fuck this up. Time to bust a rhyme…
“Earth element, come to me here. And bring that other element that I hold dear. Together you work to bring this man life. Together we work to end this strife.”
A rumbling came from beneath me, something I was sure the entire fighting mass outside the portal tunnel had also felt; it was too much like an earthquake to be missed. Then the cup started to shake, even though I was holding onto it really tightly. The water level inside rose.
“Quick! Take a drink!” I said to Falco when the level had almost reached the rim.
His eyes opened wide and he struggled to sit up. I put my free hand behind his head and lifted as best I could. Some of the water dropped onto his chest and he gasped.
“Drink! Hurry!”
He closed his eyes and tipped his mouth toward the cup. I lifted it to his lips and pressed it against them, the liquid sliding forward.
“What are you doing?!” boomed a voice from the entrance to the tunnel. I could see the outline of a small figure there, bent over and holding a cane.
Words leaped to my lips and flew out as I tried to focus on both her and the cup at the same time. “Bubble shun! Bubble shun! Put it on us, let it be done!” Water splashed into Falco’s mouth at the same time a Green bubble of protection came over us both and turned our little world the color of the grass in the valley behind me.
Everything went in slow motion from there…
Falco’s throat moving up and down as the water traveled from his mouth to his stomach.
A flash of white light coming out of that old lady’s cane and sizzling toward me.
Screams emitting from Falco’s mouth as his body bucked up once, twice, and then a third time.
A brilliant green and blue glow bursting out of every one of Falco’s wounds, blinding me and making me fall backwards where I hit my head hard on the stone.
The cup falling out of my hand and rolling away, spilling water as it went.
And then blackness.
A dark void came and surrounded me so deeply and so completely, I was sure I was going to fall and fall and fall into it, never to return.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
 
IT WAS THE SOUND OF crickets that brought me out of sleep. I smiled, wondering how I got so lucky to have nature’s alarm clock waking me inside my room. Abby had really outdone herself this time. I was going to have to thank her…
“Uhhhhh,” came a moan off to my left.
I frowned, my eyes scrunching up in my half sleep as I tried to figure out why Spike was on the wrong side of the bed and why he was groaning. When I couldn’t figure it out, I opened my eyes and turned my head.
“What the fuck?” I said softly.
I was outside. That was the first thing really wrong. The other thing really, really wrong was the fact that a strange fae guy was lying next to me and he was so pale he looked nearly dead.
I sat up in a hurry. “Hey!” I punched him in the arm
“Ow, that hurt,” he said.
His voice did it. Falco’s voice — a sound I thought I’d never hear again for as long as I was alive as a fae. Everything came flooding back to me … the fight in the Overworld, the dragon, my friends stuck somewhere I didn’t even understand where.
“Oh my god!” I jumped to my feet, taking off running toward the fae compound. I was in the Infinity Meadow, under the tree where my mother had been buried.
“Hey!” came a weak voice from behind me.
“Oh shit,” I said, making a u-turn and going back. I bent down and grabbed Falco’s hand, yanking on it for all I was worth. “Come on!”
His body spun around and now his head was at my feet. He looked up at me. “What’s your hurry? We just got here.”
I kicked him in the shoulder. “Get up or I’m leaving you out here!” I let his hand go and ran. I pulled some of The Green up into me as I went, reaching out for Robin’s signature in the network. I found him there, his presence steady and strong. Also possibly asleep.
Wake up, Robin! Emergency! Alert! All hands on deck! I left off the connection and picked up the part of my connection that I knew would get Aidan and his friends awake. Those werewolves just loved it when I howled at the moon like that.
Shifters! Everyone! Emergency! Emergency! Meet me in the assembly room of the fae compound!
Tell Dardennes and Celine and the rest of the council! I knew every single werewolf in the entire forest would be running around in circles wolfing out and holding their ears, but there was no time to be subtle. I had to get a rescue posse together and go save the planet.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty
 
 
FALCO CAUGHT UP TO ME when we reached the door that led from the Infinity Meadow to the fae compound. I pushed it open and dragged him through. He could walk but he seemed too mystified to do it fast enough for my taste.
“What’s going on? What happened? Where are we right now?” he asked, looking at the walls as we jogged by.
“No time to explain,” I said, running out of breath. The adrenaline rush was killing me, sucking the energy out of my lungs or something. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
I imagined the big double doors leading into the assembly hall, and they soon appeared on my right. I burst through them expecting to see at least half the fae population there, but instead I found nothing. Crickets.
“What the fuck,” I said, coming to a standstill, my chest heaving as I tried to get enough oxygen into my brain.
Falco walked to the first row of seats at the back and sat down. “Wow, I’m tired. When’s the assembly going to start?” He yawned really loudly.
I was standing there scratching my head when the first person walked in. It was Aidan, and he was extra hairy and super puffy with lots of juicy muscles. He looked left, right, and then straight at me. His voice came out all growly. “Jayne. Are you all right?” He stopped in front of me and gripped my upper arms really hard with hands big enough to palm my entire head.
I shrugged him off. “I’m okay but no one else is. I need everyone in here, stat. We have an emergency.”
His arms fell to his sides and he tilted his head at me. “You called all the fae here because … you had a bad dream?”
I looked at him like he was nuts, which he obviously was. I never realized before how stupid werewolves were when they first woke up. “No, I didn’t just have a bad dream. Don’t be an idiot.” I blew air up into my face, trying to ease my sweating situation. It was getting bad.
His eyebrows went up into his hairline, but he got cut off from saying anything by the doors flying open and Céline coming in wearing a dressing gown.
I leaned out sideways so I could see around Aidan. “Uhhh … Céline? Why are you in your pajamas?”
She made an effort to smooth down her hair as she clutched the edges of her robe together. “I was sleeping.” She looked quizzically at Aidan. “What’s going on here?”
He backed away off to the side and held his hands up. “Beats me. Talk to the elemental.”
My hands went to my hips when I realized I was being kind of mocked. “Hey! Watch it with the attitude, okay? It just so happens that this is a damn emergency and I don’t know why it’s taking all of you so friggin long to get here.” I looked past them at the doors that remained shut. “Where is everyone?”
“They’re sleeping,” Céline said, moving in slowly toward me. “As you were. Did you sleepwalk here?” She looked over at Aidan. “Perhaps she needs a glass of water.”
I backed up. “I don’t need a goddamn glass of water, Céline, I need a posse! I need a big friggin band of warriors and every single spell caster you have on staff in this place!”
Aidan was opening his mouth to say something when the doors opened again. This time it was Dardennes and Niles coming in, and the only one standing there looking like he was ready to go kick some ass was the dwarf.
I gestured at him. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Thank you, Niles.”
Niles stared at me and then looked at Céline. “Is this a joke?”
That was it. I’d had enough of their ridiculousness. Obviously this was an emergency, otherwise why would I be back from my companionship duty so soon? Idiots! I walked over and grabbed the back of a chair and started yanking on it while I growled. “Eeeerrrrgh, I friggin hate this place sometimes! Grrrrr!! Errrrrr!” The damn seat just rocked back and forth a little; it was totally unsatisfying when it didn’t come unbolted from the floor so I could throw it across the big room.
“Jayne, please sit down,” Dardennes said, using his nicey-nice calm voice. The one that totally gets under my skin.
I let go of the seat and backed up some more, keeping all of them in my sights. I pointed to Falco. “Take a look at this guy and then talk to me.”
I waited as all their gazes moved over to where I was pointing.
Then they all looked at each other and then at me.
“Jayne. Sweetie. You’re sleepwalking,” Céline said taking a short step toward me.
My jaw dropped open. I looked at all of their faces, but all I saw there were expressions of confusion and pity. Then I looked over at Falco. He looked confused too. “Oh my god,” I whispered at him. “They can’t see you.”
His face went whiter, and he swallowed loud enough that I heard it. “I’m a ghost,” he whispered. And then a tear appeared and tracked down his face.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-One
 
 
I RAN UP TO THE front of the room, taking the stairs up to the raised platform, afraid someone was going to tackle me and keep me from saying what I had to say. Aidan had a weird look in his eye, and the vibes coming off him had turned slightly aggressive. I pulled a buttload of Green power into me and let it know as best I could that under no circumstances was anyone allowed to touch my person. Bubble shun, bubble shun, if anyone touches me, act like a stun gun. It would be just like these idiots to put me in jail when all I was trying to do was save their sorry butts.
“Okay, you guys need to listen up.” My voice echoed around the room.
“Jayne, please come down from there,” Dardennes said as the doors opened behind him.
“Send them away,” he said to Niles, barely glancing toward the new entrants.
“No!” I screamed. “Don’t you dare send anyone anywhere!” I pointed at the doors and glared in concentration as I spoke to my favorite element. Open sesame is what I say, keep those doors ajar all damn day! They flew open and glued themselves to the walls, the power of the Earth element holding them there as if they’d grown together into one big piece of wood.
I smiled. “There. Now everyone can hear my story.”
Dardennes sighed heavily and looked at Céline. She shrugged her shoulders as if to say they were going to indulge the spoiled brat one more time before they had a hot toddy and went off to bed again.
Idiots. They were going to be really sorry they didn’t listen to me faster. Another ten angels had probably just died in that Overworld clusterfuck as a result of them not taking me seriously.
Fae started filing in, but I got started when I saw a couple more council members show up. They took the front row of seats, just below my feet.
“Okay, so apparently you guys are not aware of the fact that our little trip to the Isle of Skye got bamboozled and completely hijacked.” I looked out over the group hoping to see worried expressions, but all I saw was confusion. Again. It was getting seriously annoying.
I glared at Dardennes. “Why is this no big deal to you? I don’t get it. I’m telling you our trip is in the shitter, and all you’re doing is crossing your eyes at me.” My arms flew up and banged down at my sides. I’d never been so at a loss as I was at that point.
“Jayne, you aren’t leaving on your trip for another several hours. You were supposed to leave at dawn.” He looked down at his wrist. “It’s two in the morning.”
Panic hit me like someone had clubbed me with it. I had to put my hand on my chest to keep my heart inside it, since it felt like it was trying to escape. “Are you kidding me?” What fresh horror is this? Is there a second Jayne asleep in my bed? If I see her, will I be thrown out of time and lost to my elements? I wondered then if I shouldn’t just run out into the Infinity Meadow and keep going until I disappeared into an ocean or something.
I shook my head. No. I’m not there. I’m here. There couldn’t be more than one of me. The earth would tilt off its axis and explode. “We already left,” I said, my mouth so dry the words hardly came out. I had to clear my throat three times before I could try again. “We left yesterday or the day before.”
Céline and Dardennes exchanged a look. Red the witch frowned at me as he gripped the arms of the chair he’d chosen to sit in. Niles put his hand on the head of his axe.
“Please listen to me.” I’d resorted to begging; that’s how desperate I was to be believed. “Our whole group left here a couple days ago, and when we got to the Isle of Skye there was a trap there waiting for us. At the bed and breakfast where you told us to stay.”
Celine stood, looking first to Dardennes and then at Red before she looked at me. “Jayne, we understand you’re upset. It’s clear to us that you believe what you’re saying right now.” She had her hands out at me like it was supposed to calm me down.
“Go look!” I screamed, pointing at the doors. “Go look in my room! See if I’m there!”
She smiled patiently. “Of course you’re not there. You’re here in the assembly hall with us.”
More werewolves appeared in the doorway looking very frazzled. When Aidan noticed them, he waved them over to him and they stood together in a group. He motioned for them to stop talking so they could listen.
I wanted to cry with fury and frustration. Everyone was patronizing me and wasting precious time. I was going to lose my friends forever, not to mention the entire Overworld too.
“Go look for Tim. If Tim’s here, you can lock me up and throw away the key.” I was breathing so fast and hard, I was starting to get dizzy. I had no idea what to expect. Would Tim be there, sleeping, cuddled up with Abby? Would he fly in and look at me funny and tell me I’d been dreaming everything?
Was I? Was it possible to dream with that much clarity? With that much detail? I glanced down at my arm and a wave of relief washed over me. Holding up my arm, I yelled. “Look at this!”
Everyone’s eyes swiveled over to the stage.
“This happened to me in another realm!” I looked up at my demon blade injury along with everyone else and noticed how much it had healed. Now the only thing showing was a pink line.
“Jayne, you’ve been in many battles,” Céline said. She sounded like she was begging … begging me to sit down and shut up.
I pulled the demon sword out of my belt and pointed it at the group. “Someone go right now and look for Tim, or I’m going to start stabbing people. I’m not kidding.” It probably wasn’t helping my situation to act like I was going postal on my friends, but I wasn’t exactly thinking with my rational mind at that point. Desperation causes people and fae to do really fucked up shit.
“I will go,” Aidan said, taking off at a jog without another word.
I nearly swooned with relief. This elemental had no quarrel with the wolf, that was for damn sure. Thank the universe for werewolves. I nodded, trying not to let my relief show. Niles would take it as weakness and a sign that it was time to come after me. I could see in his eyes he wanted to tackle me to the ground and put me in irons. They’d probably put me in Moriah’s old cell, the unbelieving bastards.
“While Aidan’s gone, why don’t you tell us whatever else is on your mind,” Red said, folding his hands over his stomach.
I couldn’t tell if his smile was happiness over the fact that I was about to bury myself deeper or meant to encourage. Regardless, I had the green light to spill my story, and I wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. For all I knew, Tim was going to come flying into the room any second complaining that I’d interfered in his beauty sleep.
“Like I said, we left for our trip yesterday. Or two days ago, I’m kind of lost on the time.” I reached up to scratch the front of my head and realized that my hair accident was right there for everyone to enjoy. Goddammit, no wonder they don’t believe me. I probably look like an escaped mental patient. I fluttered my hands around at my sides, hoping to distract them from my upper body, but it wasn’t working. Everyone was staring at my face and probably my hair too.
I sighed out long and loudly before I continued. “Anyway, we got there in the middle of the night …” I paused, holding up a finger. “No, wait. Other stuff happened on the way, I forgot.” I hated that my mind felt foggy. “On the way, we stopped at a rest stop, and when I went into the bathroom…”
“Are we really here to listen to your story of how you used the toilet on your supposed trip?” Red asked, his eyebrows up in his hairline.
I pointed at him with my sword. “I will cut you, old man. I’m serious. This is important. It’s not a joke.”
He blinked once but didn’t say anything. Now I was mad enough to fuel the fire in my brain and the story came in clearer. “We experienced some time slips. Someone tried to drown me in the bathroom, but I got out of it using my elements and this handy dandy dragon scale,” I held it up for them to see. “When I got out, though, no one had noticed anything.” I knew I was telling things out of order, but it didn’t matter. They just needed to know the basics and believe me about it so we could get the hell out of here and over to the portal. “In the car at a rest stop I had the same conversation with Tim twice, but he didn’t notice it.”
“He was probably drunk on dandelion nectar,” Niles said, earning himself a few laughs from the crowd.
“NO! He wasn’t drunk on anything!” I knew I was slowly falling down into a rabbit hole with a huge group of fae as witnesses, but I couldn’t seem to stop it from happening. “That’s not what it was! He was sober and he didn’t realize we were re-living the same moment a second time. It was a time slip!”
“What do you know of time slips?” Red asked suspiciously.
“Exactly!” I yelled pointing at him. I started pacing the stage. “I knew nothing about them until they started happening. And then when I explained what had happened to Jared and Tony, that’s what they called it.”
Red and Dardennes exchanged a look that I took as a positive sign.
“So we were on the alert after. We stopped using rest stops. We peed on the side of the road instead.”
Niles shook his head, dropping it into his fat, little hand. I ignored him.
“We arrived at the bed and breakfast and there was a witch there. A Fate. Her name was Judith.”
At that, Red sat straight up in his chair. “You lie!”
I screeched at him. “No! I don’t lie! That’s what I’m trying to tell you!”
Red stood. “You have heard that name before and you are using it now to manipulate us!”
I threw my arms up. “Why in the hell would I do that? What purpose would it serve?”
There was a commotion at the doorway and suddenly Aidan was there. He was out of breath. “The pixie is not there. His wife has not seen him.”
I wanted to cry with relief. I pointed and jumped up and down. “See?! What did I tell you? He’s not there. None of them are.”
Robin came in the door behind Aidan.
I pointed at him and screamed. “Robin!” I might have also hit him with a little blast of The Green. He jumped back and held his chest.
“Yes, Mother,” he finally said.
“Call to Finn! See if you can locate him!”
Robin looked first at Aidan and then at Dardennes. Dardennes merely inclined his head, that cool motherfucker. I totally wanted to brain him with the hilt of my sword, but I resisted.
Robin closed his eyes and remained serene for about ten seconds. Then he looked lost and confused. When his lids opened again, he shook his head. “He is not there.”
“What do you mean he’s not there?” Niles asked. He sounded pissed.
“I mean simply that. He is not there.”
“Not reachable? Not awake?” Niles kept pushing, probably hoping Robin would say Finn’s friggin phone was off the hook, but the elf didn’t comply.
“The only time a green elf cannot be reached is when he is no longer in this realm.”
I ran off the stage toward Robin, my feet on fire. I had to get through to them. I had to make this happen. I came to a halt in front of him as he put his hand on his bow.
“Robin,” I said, gasping for air, “I need you to do something for me.”
“What may I do for you, Mother?” he asked, his eyes full of questions and if I wasn’t mistaken, compassion.
“Call Falco.”
His eyes went dark. “I don’t understand.”
Tears rushed to my eyes and my heart ached. I knew I only had one shot at this thing before someone tried to grab me and the Earth element made them sorry for it. “Just do it, Robin. Call Falco.”
“But he is …”
I shook my head and turned around, facing the fae who I’d seen die once and almost a second time, sitting in the chair in front of us. “Just do it.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Two
 
 
ROBIN CLOSED HIS EYES AND took a deep, cleansing breath, letting it out as his face relaxed. Everyone was staring at him, waiting to see what would happen. I sensed that all of them expected him to open his eyes and give the verdict that I was too gone from sanity to be saved.
His eyebrows screwed up. His lips quivered.
“I read you loud and clear,” Falco said so I could hear it, a smile covering his face. It was the first time since I’d discovered him in the afterlife that he looked truly connected to what was going on.
Robin’s hand came up, and I took it. His fingers were trembling, as were mine, so we made quite the pair. We looked like addicts detoxifying together or something.
“I don’t understand,” Robin whispered. A tear slid down his cheek, but he didn’t move to wipe it away.
I let go of his hand and grabbed him, hugging him really hard and not giving a single crap about what the protocol might be for embracing elves as their Mother. “Thank you, Robin. You just saved me, I think.”
His body was stiff at first, but then it softened. I pulled away and his eyes opened. He was sad. “I don’t know what is happening, but it cannot be good.”
“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Red said sarcastically. “What happened?”
Robin looked around, confused. “Falco is here. But he is not here.”
I gestured to the chair that held the green elf ghost. “He’s sitting right there. You can’t see him?”
Robin moved closer, staring and staring at the chair. “No. I see nothing but an empty seat.”
I motioned at Falco. “Come over here. Please.”
He stood and walked toward us, stopping next to me. I took him by the hand.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked me. He looked nervous, and seeing a ghost look nervous is really weird. A part of me thought a phantom should be above those very human-like emotions.
I shrugged. “No.”
“What are you doing?” Red demanded, striding over from his spot, his cloak swirling around his legs.
“I’m going to connect them together. Through the Earth element.”
“No!” he yelled, stopping on my other side, next to Robin.
“Why not?”
“Because. You do not know what will happen.” He said it like it should have been obvious, and I was the dumbest girl on the planet not to have realized that.
He had a point there.
Robin’s hand came up to stop the conversation from going further. “I want to do this. Please. Connect me to my brother.”
I had no idea whether he meant literal brother or just brother-in-arms, but I took his hand anyway. Now I had one of each of them and I wasn’t letting them go no matter what Red said. Robin had been nothing but loyal and kind to me since the day I’d met him — except for that one time where he ordered everyone to kill me, but that wasn’t really his fault. I owed him this.
“You got it.”
Red tried to reach for me to karate chop our hands apart or something, but the Green bubble I had around me ended that little plan in a hurry. A spark flew out between us, and he bounced off, falling onto his ass on the floor, his cloak coming up to cover his head.
As several fae rushed to his side, I closed my eyes and started my poem…
“One here, one there, brothers torn apart
Bring them together here and mend their elven hearts…”
A bolt of energy came up from my feet and shot out of my hands into the elves, the one in this realm and the other with a foot still in the other. Their eyes grew wider and then Robin’s nearly bugged out. His form started to fade at the same time Falco’s complexion gained some color. When I realized Red’s warning was turning into one of those I-told-you-so moments, I let go of the connection, forcing The Green to go back into the earth and leave us all without any elements involved.
Robin collapsed on the floor at my feet as everyone stared open-mouthed at the elf who’d just returned from the dead, right before their very eyes.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Three
 
 
I WAS SITTING IN THE council meeting room, rushed there in a crowd of fae and dumped unceremoniously inside the door by the ones not permitted to enter. The chair that used to be for Ben remained empty, as did the one for Maléna. A sadness descended on me when I realized I was missing the little weight on my shoulder that should have been Tim there taking his rightful place at the council’s table.
“Tell us the story, Jayne,” Céline said, “and please accept our sincerest apologies for not listening to you sooner.”
The old Jayne would have savored that moment a little while longer, but the new Jayne, the girlfriend of Othello and bringer of ghosts into our world from the afterlife had better ideas.
I leaned in. “Okay, here’s the deal. Someone out here wanted to keep me from going to the portal, so they tried some time slips, tried to trap us in the Hotel California up on the Isle of Skye, and then sent us with a troll to another realm.”
Red sighed and banged the table. “Does anyone understand anything she’s saying now?”
“Shush!” I shouted. “Just listen!” I focused my attention on the silver elves and the werewolves in the room. They seemed to be the only ones capable of using their brains today. Red and Niles could just catch up later as far as I was concerned. “There is a witch named Judith at this bed and breakfast. She put spells on us a couple times. They were meant to make us forget why we were there and to keep us from going to the portal. She didn’t want Tim there, so she put a spell to keep him out, which is why I didn’t go in and get caught right away.”
Dardennes nodded and I could tell he was on the edge of his seat. I hated taking precious time explaining everything, but I knew it was the only way I was going to get buy-in for the plan that was forming in my head.
“When I was trying to leave, the witch or fate or whatever she was said a rhyme.”
“A rhyme?” Niles asked gruffly.
“A poem. A prophecy, whatever. Anyway, I didn’t remember all of it, but it sounded to me like she was giving me a choice to either cut the troll open to rescue Tim…” I paused to sigh and explain. “I thought the troll had eaten him, but that didn’t actually happen…” I shifted my gaze to Céline. “Anyway, the other option was to shed my own blood, and since the troll was frozen and hadn’t done anything to me, I felt bad about killing it, so I cut myself instead.”
“You felt bad about killing a troll?” Niles asked, like he thought I was joking. “Have I not taught you anything?”
“Yes, Niles, you have! And thank you for that because I did do pretty well out there, if I do say so myself! But I wasn’t about to gut a giant troll because it was the easy thing to do, now was I?”
He rolled his eyes and hissed out disappointed air, but Céline and the old witch lady were nodding, so I kept going with a little more confidence. “So anyway, I cut myself with my sword and it hurt really bad, so I fell down and then I woke up in another place. Everyone was pulled over with me too, including the troll.”
“What place?” Red asked. Clearly I wasn’t telling the story the way he preferred it be told.
“Another realm. I’ve never heard of it. It’s farther back in time from us. There was a dragon-rider there named Ish. Ishmail, actually, is his whole name and his dragon is Othello.”
Jaws dropped, and you could have heard a pixie fart in there even without the listening amplification spell Maggie was crappy enough to bestow on me.
“Did you say … dragon-rider?” Niles asked.
“Ishmail Windwalker?” Red asked, his tone slightly reverent.
“What?” I looked around. “You guys know him?"
Dardennes stood. “Someone get Gregale in here. We need to talk to the gray elves right away.”
Aidan jumped up and ran to the door. He was gone before another word was said.
I sat back in my chair trying to read the expressions around me. My heart calmed down little by little as Dardennes sat and faced me. All traces of exasperation and humor were gone. “Jayne. My humblest apologies for not trusting you or believing you.” He placed his hand on his heart and bowed.
I nodded all regal and shit. “You are forgiven.” I looked over at Red with my eyebrow up.
He bugged his eyes out at me, wiggled his second chin a couple times, and then looked away.
I smiled. “You’re forgiven too, Red.”
Red ignored me, looking at the rest of the fae around the table. “So what are we to do now?”
I held up my hand.
Everyone turned their heads to stare at me.
Dardennes had the tiniest smile on his face. “Jayne? Do you have something you want to say?”
“Yeah, duh, that’s why I had my hand up.” I rested it on the arm of my chair. “Just thought you’d like to know that I haven’t even told you the worst part yet.”
“This ought to be good,” Niles said, leaning forward. I could swear, I saw bloodlust in his eyes then, and I couldn’t say as I blamed him. Just thinking about it made me get pissed all over again.
“I met Othello, the dragon. He took me to his lair, we took a nap, and when I woke up he said we were mated. Then he flew me over to the Overworld portal, and I went inside by myself, and unfortunately, right now it’s full of angels and fae fighting a huge battle. There’s blood flying everywhere, that Fate Judith is there, and that’s where I found Falco. I gave him a drink from my special cup that the dragon gave me —kind of like a wedding present maybe— and it brought him back to life. Judith sent out this bolt of lighting at us while I was doing it, and I think that’s what sent me back here to this realm to the time before we left for the trip in the first place. Another massive time slip.”
Red’s face went stark white, and every single person there including him slumped back in their chairs, their stunned gazes dropping to the table.
“What?” I looked around me waiting for an explanation. “What’d I say?”
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