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      For Moragan

      May your fire shine beyond this world and into the next, but above all, I hope you rise.
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      The water on the docks reflected the light of the only working streetlight. Light rain disturbed the pool, sending ripples that made the light seem to wobble. I pulled the mask that Nick had given me up around my nose. It made me look like a common criminal. The alcove I’d chosen for my watch sat across from the Orefeo.

      We had tracked the container ship’s movements through the world using my Uncle Levi’s network which was built by a former mob boss. We, being agents of the Otherworld’s version of law enforcement.

      The Fairy Bureau of Immigration.

      I told Nick, my boss, and my mom, my other boss, that it was a stupid name. I was pretty sure that the F.B.I. as an organization was already taken. However, they believed it would give us a good cover if there were ever any questions. We had even gone so far as to have badges made just in case we ran across the human authorities. Nick claimed he’d seen it work on a television show as if that were really going to work for us.

      Movement at the end of the dock caught my eye. Another shadow moved in the darkness along the edges of the containers stacked beside the river. I hoped it was one of us. Nick had ordered a high-tech communication system to use with little pods to wear in our ears. Boys and their toys.

      Two men walked along the edges of the boat. I couldn’t see their guns, but I knew they were armed. Our intelligence indicated that the crew of the ship would be moving a shipment of fairy slaves through the port tonight.

      After months of tracking their movements, we finally had our chance to catch them in the act. They had proven to be difficult to track, and we had other outside interference. We weren’t the only things hunting the fairy traffickers.

      A group of Sanhedrin controlled the streets in Steelshore. Their leader, whom I’d met once in a dark alley, was the granddaughter of Caiaphas. He once led the faction of the Sanhedrin that had hunted my mother, Grace Ann Bryant, Queen of the Exiles and the Winter Realm. They had reconciled before his death.

      Unfortunately, his great power passed to his heir, Reyna Havlin. The kicker? Caiaphas’ name in the old world was Merlin, the great wizard of Arthur. To complicate things further, King Arthur became King Oberon of the Winter Otherworld and my mom’s father. It was a twisted and complicated story which had no relevance for the moment.

      I hoped we had gotten to this information before Reyna’s crew did. I’d hate to have to show her my power again.

      Moving down the edge of the building, I ducked into an alley between it and the containers and bumped into a body. I spun around lifting my hand with a ball of purple fire. Kyrie slapped his hand against mine, dousing the fire.

      “Watch it there, Wildfire,” he grinned in the darkness. His eyes glittered like starlight. We’d discovered that his magic counteracted mine in strange ways. Kyrie Babineau hailed from the city of New Orleans which in many ways was a lot like Steelshore. It was steeped in ancient culture, surrounded by swamps, and contained a large shipping industry.

      Kyrie and I had grown up together, and I liked him. However, we managed to get into a heap of trouble from an early age. But I knew one thing for sure, Kyrie accepted me for what I was.

      I was Wynonna Jones Riggs, daughter of Dylan Riggs. I’d inherited his Phoenix when he died. He’d given his life up to save mine. The power passed even though I was his adopted daughter thanks to a little concoction made by my adopted mother to turn me into a fairy. I’d gotten a touch of her Winter power in the process which wreaked havoc on my fire.

      A black cat ran across the alley behind Kyrie. He turned to look at it. Its bright yellow eyes stared at us from the shadows, then darted away. When it did, I saw another cat jump from a container to join it.

      “Cat,” he said.

      “Let’s just hope it was a cat and not an omen.”

      “Or a fairy,” he added.

      “Sometimes both.”

      “You look sexy in your robber mask,” he said, referencing the mask that Nick had given us to keep us anonymous from any human surveillance systems.

      I slapped him on the arm. “We are working. And it’s a stupid mask, but it’s warm,” I huffed. Peeking around the corner, I looked to see if there had been any movement on the ship. Kyrie took the opportunity to wrap his arms around my waist and pull me closer to him.

      “I’ll keep you warm.”

      “Phoenix,” I muttered.

      “With a side of Winter,” he added.

      “Don’t throw my shortcomings at me right now. They are moving,” I said, nodding to the gangplank leading up to the ship. Two men carried a long wooden box. Two other men flanked behind them. A dark form darted behind them on the ship.

      Dominick Meyers, our leader, was a wolf shifter. A particularly deadly one, and a pain in my ass. He saw himself as my Uncle Levi’s cosmic brother, which meant he was kind of an uncle to me, too. He “looked out” for me per my mother. I had too many keepers. Even this far from home, I was constantly watched.

      “We gotta take them before they get in the vehicle,” Kyrie said, switching to his business tone. He was a flirt, but he knew our job. Sometimes he took it seriously. I think he did it to make me happy. I was thankful to have him here, because he was always on my side. No matter what.

      A howl pierced the air. Nick’s signal for us to move in. Kyrie swooped up into the clouds above me, and I stalked around the corner in the darkness toward the figures. Sucking in as much of the warmth around me, which was a task in itself, I built up my fire to strike.

      Nick dashed down the plank to the men, hitting the rear one the left, knocking him to the ground. The second man rounded on them with a gun, but he was knocked to the ground by Kyrie who had dropped out of the sky.

      I darted toward the two carrying the box. They had picked up speed but found it difficult to run with the large crate. I threw a blazing fireball at the rear carriers’ feet. He squealed like a girl and picked up the pace. I threw more fireballs, hoping he would eventually drop the box.

      Running after them, I looked back to see Nick and Kyrie holding their own. The box carriers stopped when another figure appeared at the end of the alleyway.

      “Leave the box, and we won’t harm you.” The male held his hand up to show a crackling ball of lightning. My brother, Aydan, had inherited our father’s Thunderbird side.

      The men looked around for help, but it wasn’t coming. Kyrie stepped up next to me. His twinkling aura surrounded him. Nick ran up, too. His lips curled back showing his canines. The low growls rolling from his throat filled the alleyway.

      The men took their chance with Aydan which turned out to be an electrifying experience for them both. Aydan unleashed his lightning, striking them both simultaneously. Their bodies shook, but my brother, being the good person that he was, released them. The jolt knocked them out but didn’t kill them. I ran up to the box and pulled on the lid.

      “It’s nailed shut!” I exclaimed.

      The others ran up with me. Nick had shifted back to his human form, and he was promptly met with a cloak to cover his naked ass. Wolf shifters. I’d had my fill of them. He was given the cloak by our final two participants, Malphas and Echo, a pair of ravens who had sworn allegiance to my mother and her throne.

      Echo walked next to me and signed for me to move. He was mute, selectively. If he wanted to speak, he would do it in your head, which was pretty freaky. I moved out of his way as he stuck his hands between the gap of the lid and the box. His talons outstretched, cutting a way through. He loosened the lid enough for us all to get our fingers in-between the pieces of wood. With an effort, we lifted the lid.

      Tiny winged fairies flew out into the night. Brownies and pixies.

      “Wait! We need to talk to you,” I said, but none of them listened.

      “Um, boss, that blanket moved,” Aydan said, looking down into the mostly empty crate. The blanket shook as the creature under it cowered in fear.

      I lifted the blanket to reveal the deep-set eyes of a very young girl. She shivered with cold and fear. Her clothes were threadbare, and she muttered nonsense. I pulled the mask down so that she wouldn’t be afraid of me.

      “Hey, I’m Winnie. What’s your name?” I asked softly.

      “We need to get out of this alley,” Kyrie hissed.

      “I agree,” Nick said.

      Echo reached down to pick her up, but she whimpered and moved away.

      “Just give her a minute,” I huffed. I stepped into the box with her. “May I sit with you?”

      She didn’t speak, but she didn’t shy away.

      “Nope. I’m not carrying the box,” Aydan said.

      “Pick up the damn box,” I hissed. Kyrie chuckled and bent down to grab one end. Echo and Malphas picked a spot. Finally, after a bit of eye-rolling which I’m sure he got from our mother, Aydan filled the last spot.

      “I’ll lead. You guys follow.” Nick hurried along the alley to where we had parked our surveillance van. My four escorts grunted carrying the box, but I think most of it was horseplay. I wasn’t heavy, and this girl couldn’t weigh more than a leaf. She looked hungry and tired.

      I laid down next to the girl. She kept her eyes on me but didn’t seem afraid. I reached out to push strands of hair out of her face. Her eyes widened and flicked from black to green. She was definitely fairy, of some sort.

      “You are warm,” she whispered.

      “I’m the Phoenix, and I’m going to help you,” I replied. The smile that flirted along the edges of her mouth warmed even me.
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      Much to my protest, we dropped the girl off at the office. Soraya was there, and the girl had taken to her as she did me. We’d been watching the boat for days, and I’d had very little sleep.

      Kyrie walked with me back to my apartment. He didn’t speak until we stepped inside the lowest floor.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’m fine. I’m glad we freed them, but I know there are more. There are probably more on that ship,” I said.

      He smiled, then reached up to touch my hair. Today it was a golden brown with purple highlights.

      “You can save them all. Just not all at once. We did good tonight, and I consider it a victory. I know you do, too,” he said. I kept waiting for him to tell me how to feel, but he didn’t.

      “Goodnight, Kyrie,” I said, walking toward the steps. The elevator had a sign on it that said “Closed for Repairs.” It had been that way since I moved into the old place.

      “I could walk you upstairs,” he offered.

      He knew how to make me smile. I reiterated my words with a little force. “Goodnight, Kyrie.”

      “Goodnight, Sunshine.” He didn’t hesitate. He just turned on his heel and walked out like I hadn’t shot him down for the hundredth time.

      My feet slogged up the stairs to my third-floor apartment. The building featured leaky faucets, wood paneled walls, and floral wallpaper. It was also protected by some of the strongest wards I’d ever seen. Everything was quiet in the hallway as I dug out my keys. I almost fumbled them.

      “Geez, I’m tired.”

      “Hey!”

      I jumped out of my skin. Spinning around, I barely held back my fire that wanted to jump to my aid.

      A young man stood in his flannel pajama pants and washboard abs. He scratched his unruly hair, but his eyes were bright blue and his smile genuine.

      “Oh, hey,” I responded.

      “Sorry, I thought I heard someone talking. It’s my first night here and I’m a little jumpy,” he said.

      “Jumpy?” This place was the safest in Steelshore. My mother had seen to it.

      “Yeah. Not the best neighborhood.” I opened my sight as my mother had taught me. I saw no flashing aura or any indication of fairy blood. He was human which puzzled me, because this apartment complex housed supernatural beings of all sorts. What was a human doing here?

      “It’s very safe. I’m Wynonna,” I said.

      “Oh, sorry. I’m being rude.” He crossed the hallway and offered his hand to me. I shook it. “I’m Colton Walker. I just moved here to go to college. I’m transferring in from a community college in my hometown.”

      “Where is home?” I asked.

      “Willow Ridge. It’s near that old abandoned town, Shady Grove. Ever heard of it?” he asked.

      “I think I have,” I responded. A human who knew about Shady Grove. Who lived just beyond the doorstep between the human world and the Otherworld? I doubted it was a coincidence now. Shady Grove was a crossroads and the town I grew up in. It was far from abandoned, but the human population thought it had been quarantined years ago.

      “Well, sorry to frighten you. Maybe I’ll see you again,” he said, releasing my hand.

      “I’m sure, since I live across the hall,” I said.

      He blushed a little, then shook his head in embarrassment. “Yeah, of course.” He ran face first into his door which had closed behind him when he came out. “Shit,” he muttered, then slipped inside his room.

      I walked into the dark of my apartment. Flicking my hand, several candles lit around the room. I took my coffee mug out of the sink, rinsed it, then set it under the spout for tomorrow. It was already well past midnight, and I felt exhausted. I waved my hand again, extinguishing the lights in the living area. Then, I lit a few in the bedroom.

      A young man sat on the end of my bed. I’d had enough men for the rest of the week, but I knew I couldn’t turn this one out.

      He lifted his eyes to me, already asking for forgiveness for coming into my room.

      “Mark, is everything okay?” I asked.

      The Alpha wolf of the Shady Grove pack was my best friend. He had been since we were kids. I’d known him longer than Kyrie, and he was in love with me. He’d stayed behind in Shady Grove to lead his pack while I left to help with the Task Force in Steelshore.

      “Not really. I just needed to talk to my friend,” he said.

      I sat down next to him and placed my hand in his. “We freed some fairies tonight. A whole crate full of pixies and brownies, plus one small girl.”

      “That’s awesome. Have you figured out who is behind it all yet?” he asked.

      “No, not yet, but we will,” I replied. “What’s going on with you?”

      “Pack stuff.”

      “I thought Mom fixed all of the problems you had with the pack,” I said. My mother had made a huge deal about Mark’s authority in the pack. She’d done it in the most backward way, but it had settled those who dared to challenge Mark’s place. He was a young, new Alpha. It was only normal for the pack to challenge him.

      “They aren’t fighting against me. I shouldn’t have come.” He darted up off the bed.

      “Mark, tell me what’s wrong.”

      “It’s nothing. You look good, Wynonna. Call me later, okay?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I responded. I heard him slip out of the room. Something was definitely bothering him. It wasn’t like him to not tell me. He generally told me more than I needed to know.

      I was too tired to think about it. I changed clothes, then crawled into bed. I drifted off to sleep very quickly.
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        * * *

      

      After dragging myself out of bed, I took a long shower. I heard my phone ringing in the other room, but it could wait until I was clean. Using magic didn’t exhaust me like it did other users. It also didn’t work right. Ever.

      I’d thrown fireballs last night, but none of them had hit the target which was okay because I really didn’t want to burn anyone to death, but after spending my nightmares fighting fairy traffickers, I wished I had smoked them both. Sometimes when I tried to throw fireballs, they would turn to snow and fall apart mid-flight in powdery dust which quickly melted in the Alabama heat.

      It was November, and most of the United States had experienced a cold snap. Steelshore sat at the Southern point of Alabama next to the Gulf of Mexico. No snow. Just cold rain.

      When I checked my phone, the call had been from Uncle Levi, who wasn’t my biological uncle. He actually was more of a father figure to me since I never knew my biological father, and my adopted father had died. Levi stepped into that role, but never pushed me to call him that. We knew what we meant to each other.

      I plopped down on the bed and called him back.

      “Good morning, Princess.”

      “Hi, Uncle Levi. You called?”

      “No, but Killian had my phone earlier.”

      “Killian,” I said with a laugh. Killian was my youngest brother. He was Levi and Grace’s biological son. He’d grown up so fast that now he looked almost adult. He adored me. The feeling was mutual.

      “Probably missing his big sister,” Levi said. He never pushed me to come home. Mom did. Aydan did. Callum did. And Killian begged, but I knew I was right where I was supposed to be.

      “May I ask you a question about Mark?”

      He sighed. “You can ask me anything, Winnie. You know that.”

      “He was here last night, but only for a minute. Something was wrong, but he wouldn’t tell me.”

      “Pack stuff.”

      “He said that, but I want to know what exactly.”

      “Winnie, he is of age to mate. His pack wants him to take a wife. It’s not necessary, and he’s not letting them push him around. He will choose when he’s ready.”

      He had already chosen. It was me, but I needed to be out of Shady Grove. I needed to know who I was without the trappings of my mother’s crown, my supernaturally endowed brothers, and especially my Alpha wolf best friend. Sometimes boyfriend, but not lately. “It’s my fault.”

      “No, it really has nothing to do with you and everything to do with the pack and Mark. You are doing good things in Steelshore. Your mother and I are so proud of you. Nick told me you helped save some pixies and brownies, plus a little girl. That’s what you are supposed to be doing.”

      It was, and I knew that, but watching Mark hurt also felt like I wasn’t doing something I was supposed to do. I was letting him down.

      “I need to go check on her. I was pretty tired after last night,” I said.

      “Take care of yourself, and you know I’m here for you whenever you need.”

      “I love you, Uncle Levi.”

      “I love you, too, Winnie.”

      I clicked the phone off with tears in my eyes. Time to suck it up. There was work to be done, and I had to do it.

      Of course, when I got to the office, our local fairy doctor had shown up to examine the girl we had found. Jonet Monteblanc had come to the United States from France. Her name rhymed with Monet. She specialized in a crystal healing magic used by the old Aquitaine fairies. I’d seen it used before by Tabitha Mistborn in Shady Grove.

      I sat at my large metal desk and spun a pencil through my fingers. Leaning back, I sighed and propped my feet up on the desk. My jeans had a fashionable hole at the knee, and I’d worn my favorite t-shirt. It was black and plain. My hair was dark blonde today with orange and red streaks.

      Kyrie walked into the office with his normal sexy smirk. He flipped a small box on my desk that rattled when it hit. I looked at the box of Hot Tamales and shook my head.

      “Morning, Sunshine. Don’t shake your head at me. You know you love them,” he said, then walked back toward the break room and coffee pot. “Coffee?”

      “Sure,” I muttered.

      I picked up the box of candy and opened it. The strong smell of cinnamon floated around me. Kyrie sat my cup of coffee down. He knew how I liked it. Two spoons of sugar and a dash of cream. I threw two Hot Tamales into it and waited for them to melt.

      “So, what’s with the face this morning?”

      “What face?”

      “Yours. It’s somewhere between frustrated and confused.” He grabbed the chair from Nick’s desk and rolled it over near me.

      I bit my lip. I didn’t know whether I should tell him about Mark or not. Kyrie never had a harsh word to say about Mark, nor did anything I ever said faze him. “Mark was in my room last night when I got home.” His eyebrows raised, but he didn’t speak. Instead he took sips of his coffee waiting for me to say more. “Something was wrong with him, and he wouldn’t tell me. I talked to Levi this morning, and it’s pack stuff.”

      “They want him to mate,” Kyrie said.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Just know wolf packs. I’ve been around quite a few. There are several warring packs in New Orleans and the surrounding areas. It was always something to do with mating and heirs. Mark is lucky to have Shady Grove as a haven. That pack is different because of their exile status. Any other pack would have killed him by now,” Kyrie said.

      “That’s awful.”

      “Have you ever talked to Nick about why he left home?”

      “No.”

      “Talk to him. He can explain it to you better than I can. But you and I both know that Mark isn’t going to push you to do anything. He’s strong. He has your mother’s blessing. Not to mention, have you ever seen Amanda mad?” he asked with a devious grin.

      “I have.” Amanda was Mark’s mother, and she could have a temper. “How do you know how mad she can get?”

      “I might have taken Mark on an excursion once when we were younger,” he said.

      “To do what?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Really, I do.”

      “I don’t want you to think less of him.”

      “Not possible. Besides, if you got him into it, I’ll just think less of you.”

      “I’m already low tier.”

      I paused for a moment, looking at my box of candy and hot coffee. “No, you aren’t.” I took a sip of the coffee. The cinnamon in it tasted wonderful.

      “I took him to see his first set of real boobies.” I spit coffee everywhere.

      “You what!?”

      “Told you.”

      “When was this?”

      “About six months ago. It was after one of your many break-ups with him. I coaxed him into it. You can blame me. Amanda certainly did.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “That joint in Birmingham. I took Dad’s car and we had a guy’s night. I tell you what. I’ve never seen a man blush like that one. It was fun, for me. He felt terrible after it. During it, I think he enjoyed the jiggling…”

      “That’s enough. I don’t need to know anymore.” I knew exactly when this had happened. It was after one of our many nights of laying on a blanket watching the stars. We talked about our day and listened to the sound of crickets and katy-dids. We were kissing, and he had not so smoothly tried to cop a feel. I’d gotten angry like I always did and left him alone. The worst thing was I ran because I wanted him to touch me, and I hated myself for it.

      “It was harmless. He never touched any of them, but he drank quite a few beers.”

      “How did you get into a strip club?”

      “I know people.”

      Mark and Kyrie both looked old enough to be in a strip club or bar, but neither of them was any older than me. The fact was we were all around 8 years old in human years, but as fairies our growth accelerated. Our maturity level did as well. Our hormones were the worst part of the process. I ignored mine on a regular basis. I didn’t need the confusion of a sexual relationship.

      “Are you mad?” he asked.

      “No.”

      He touched my hand which rested on the arm of the chair. “I never want you to be mad at me. I couldn’t stand it.”

      “I’m not mad. I have no claim on Mark Maynard.”

      “Whether you do or not, he is your best friend, and I kinda corrupted him.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t. I doubt he’s ever been with anyone.”

      “You and he? Never?”

      “No,” I said, even though it was none of Kyrie’s business. He didn’t ask the other question that I knew he wanted to ask. He wanted to know if I had ever been with anyone. The answer was no, but it wasn’t like I was saving it for something special. I just wasn’t ready.

      Nick came from the back room with Jonet. Kyrie spun around in the chair to see them. Nick shot him a dirty look for taking his chair, but Kyrie just sipped his coffee.

      “How is she? What is she?” I asked.

      “We will talk about it in a minute. The doc has to go to another call,” he said, escorting Jonet to the door.

      “Thank you, Nick. I’m always here if you need anything.”

      “I’ll remember that,” Nick said, lowering his voice. Nick lived next door to me. He was getting plenty of anything from someone. I hadn’t seen the partner, but I could hear them. Definitely sounded female, but you can’t judge a voice through a wall.

      The glass door shut.

      “She’s hot,” Kyrie said.

      “She’s unavailable.”

      “Oh, so you are kicking it with the doc?” Kyrie asked.

      “I am not. Stop being nosey, and get the fuck out of my chair,” Nick growled. Kyrie hopped up on my desk as Nick rolled the chair back to his desk. He looked like he hadn’t slept.

      “Is Aydan still here?” I asked.

      “No, he went back home this morning.” My brother only joined us occasionally. He had responsibilities back in Shady Grove. Aydan had the uncanny ability to determine when someone was lying and had a deep insight on conflict. He is one of two judges in Shady Grove that process the fairy immigrants who go through to the Otherworld or out of it. “Look. The girl isn’t young. She just looks young.”

      “What is she?” I asked.

      I waited for one of these wiseasses to say fairy, but neither of them did.

      “She’s the child of a dwarf and a human. She’s fully grown and fully matured,” he said.

      “She’s looks like she’s 14 years old!”

      “And thus, she’s being trafficked for buyers who like a younger appearance,” Nick said gravely.

      “Fuck,” Kyrie muttered.

      “Well, she is with us now. Is she going to Shady Grove?” I asked.

      “We will see what she wants to do once we are able to explain it all to her. But, Winnie, you need to know that she’s a little off,” Nick said.

      “Off? What does that mean?” I asked.

      “She’s mentally unstable,” he answered.

      “Was she born that way?” I asked.

      “There is no way for us to know. She’s coherent most of the time, but she has spells. She is asking to see you, plus Soraya needs to go rest. She’s been in there with her all night,” Nick said.

      I picked up my coffee and took another drink. “Want me to go with you?” Kyrie asked.

      “I don’t want you to scare her,” I said.

      “Besides if Kyrie intends to stay and work with us, he’s got to learn to do paperwork,” Nick said.

      “What the hell?” Kyrie protested. Nick plopped a folder full of papers in front of him. I grinned, then kissed him on the cheek.

      I was more concerned with the girl, than Kyrie’s paperwork. In fact, I found it kinda funny that Nick was putting him to work. Kyrie had had a silver spoon in his mouth. He never shied away from work, but he avoided it if possible.

      Leaving the boys behind, I stepped into the back room where we kept fairies that were transitioning to the Otherworld or to Shady Grove. Some decided to just head back out into the world. We couldn’t force them to safety.

      Soraya stood when I entered the room. I embraced her. “You look tired,” I said, stating the obvious.

      “Glad you are here. Can I crash at your apartment?” she asked.

      “I told you that you just needed to move in with me.”

      “If we keep this up, then I may take you up on that.”

      She patted me on the shoulder, and I took her spot in the chair. The waif-like fairy slept on a cushioned cot covered in a warm blanket. I didn’t want to wake her, but I hoped to convince her to stay in Shady Grove, instead of going back into the Otherworld. We didn’t know who plucked her from there in the first place. She looked too fragile to go through it.

      Her eyes fluttered and a weak smile formed on her lips.

      “Hi,” I said. “Remember me?”

      She nodded. “Winnie.”

      “Yes, I’m Winnie. What is your name?”

      “Are you my new owner?”

      “No, we are part of Queen Gloriana’s task force to help fairies who are kidnapped,” I said.

      “Queen Gloriana.” She said the name with wonder in her voice. I decided not to pile on the fact that Gloriana was Grace, my mother.

      “Yes, we will help you with safe passage to Shady Grove which is the edge of the veil. You can live there or go back to the Otherworld,” I explained.

      “No!” she said forcefully, but not loudly.

      “You will be safe.”

      “No, I want to stay with you. You rescued me.”

      “Well, there were several of us there.”

      “You.”

      “We can talk about it later. Will you please tell me your name?”

      Her lip poked out and she shook her head. “I’m thirsty.”

      “Alright. I’ll go get you something. Please don’t try to get away,” I said.

      “I must have an owner. If you don’t do it, I have to find another.”

      “No one owns you.”

      “You have the mark of being an owner. Two brownies.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I can see their touch on you.”

      “Bramble and Briar have been brownies in my family since I was a child. They are in Shady Grove, because my home is in Shady Grove. They are not here.”

      “I am not bound to a home. Just a person.”

      “I didn’t know dwarves were beholden to a master.”

      “We all have masters,” she said.

      I walked across the room to a small fridge and found a bottle of water. The water was mostly spring water from Shady Grove, but it had a touch of fountain water in it. The Fountain of Youth sat inside Shady Grove’s borders, and we used its waters for healing. It granted fairies the ability to stop aging.

      The Tree of Life was also in Shady Grove. It granted everlasting life, but we’d found that to be subjective. It was more like a tool for reincarnation. I gave the water to the girl, who sat up to receive it. She wore a plain tee shirt and shorts. Probably some stuff we’d picked up at the local thrift store. The short sleeves hung down to her elbows, and the shorts were more like gauchos.

      “You don’t have to have one,” I said.

      “I want one.”

      Every fiber in my being hated this idea. Bramble and Briar were not our servants. They were part of our household. We loved them for their antics. I didn’t know exactly what this girl expected of me.

      “I’m sorry. I just can’t. I’ve got work to do here. There are more fairies like you that need help.”

      “And I will help you.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “Well, you rest, and we will talk more about it later. Okay?”

      She shook her head while finishing up the water. I took the empty bottle to the recycling bin and sat back down to watch her drift off to sleep. Before long, I drifted off, too.
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      The dreams started immediately, as they normally did.

      I walked down an alley alone. My senses were heightened. I knew I was looking for something or someone. A movement caught my eye, then the shadow of whomever it was darted down to the end of the alley and around the corner.

      My legs willed me forward toward the running form. I turned the corner to find three people in long black robes. Sanhedrin. I spun around to see two others right behind me.

      “This is the end of the road for you, Wynonna,” Reyna said, as she lowered her hood.

      “I don’t fall under your jurisdiction,” I said.

      “When you killed a fairy, you became part of our problem,” she said, lifting her hand to flash a sparkling arcane circle. I’d seen her cast that type of magic before. My only response to it was fire.

      I snarled at her, then showed her my ball of fire which crackled then turned to snow. I flicked my fingers out again, but more snow.

      “Fuck! Not now!”

      “Wynonna Jones Riggs, the Sanhedrin find you guilty of murder. Your plea of innocence has been noted. Any last words?”

      “She will come for you! They all will come for you! Is this what you want, Reyna?”

      “Your mother needs to learn her place among the enforcement of laws outside of her realm. She does not rule the human world. She cannot touch us.”

      “Do you think that will stop her?” I asked, knowing it wouldn’t.

      “I must serve justice.” She threw the circle at me, and it hit me square in the chest, then lodged itself there. I knew fire, but this was like molten metal, burning through my skin. Screaming as it burned my insides, I watched her cover her head.

      “Stop! No! I didn’t do this! I didn’t do this!” I screamed.

      “Winnie! Winnie! Wake up!” Kyrie’s voice filtered through my screams.

      I awoke completely. My hands were digging into his arms, as he steadied me on the chair. Nick stood between me and the dwarf. Someone else stood in the doorway, but my vision hadn’t cleared.

      “Again,” I muttered.

      “It’s just a dream,” Kyrie assured me.

      “No, this is one of those dreams.” My father had the ability to dream about the future. We’d later found that sometimes he lied about what he dreamed. The first time I had this dream was right after I saved a fairy from the Sanhedrin.

      I’d met Reyna and her crew, dragging away a helpless creature. I wanted to burn her then, but I held back. Well, not completely. I did throw some fire at her, but she ran off leaving the fairy with me.

      The dream was real. It was the future. My future.

      “How many times have you had it?” Nick asked.

      “Four or five times,” I said, trying to catch my breath. I released Kyrie’s arms, and he stood up to hug me.

      “When were you going to tell me?” Nick asked.

      “I didn’t intend to tell you at all because you will tell my mother,” I said.

      “She needs to know!”

      “I’ll handle it,” I shot back at him.

      “You should tell her,” another male voice chimed in. I looked to see the Prince of Summer standing the doorway. Rory Knight was the son of Astor Knight, King of Summer. His twin sister, Ruby, was a vixen. But Rory was much like his father. Kind, truthful, and very red-headed. Soraya, my best friend, was in love with him. He liked her too, but not like Soraya wanted. Rory focused on his duties, learning everything about the Summer Otherworld. He took it seriously.

      Astor had sent Rory to us to learn about the work we were doing, but I got the impression that he was sent here to get away from Summer. To see what else was out there. I’d made the choice myself, but Rory had to be forced into it.

      “I’m not the perfect little prince like you are, Rory,” I said, stomping out of the room.

      “Winnie, wait!” Kyrie called out to me.

      “Maybe you should try harder!” Rory said as I grabbed the front door to the office. I wanted to hit the street running, but I stopped in my tracks.

      “Hello,” I said to the stunning woman standing before me. She was flanked by two very large men in suits. She wore a black sequined gown that touched the ground and held a brown cigarette by a long cigarette holder which glittered like diamonds. A fur scarf wrapped around her neck and hung to her knees. I hoped to the moon it was fake. But nothing seemed fake about this woman. It was as if she had walked out of a 1920s speak-easy.

      “Is this the headquarters for the F.B.I.?” she asked.

      “Um, depends,” I replied as Kyrie walked up behind me. The woman’s eyes turned to him and lit up.

      “This is the place,” she said. “May I come in?”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” I said, moving out of her way. “Quit drooling.” I backhanded Kyrie in the stomach.

      Nick came out of the back room, spoke to Rory who went into the back room with the girl, then shut the door.

      “Hello, I’m Dominick Meyer. I’m the head of the Steelshore operations of the F.B.I.” He extended his hand to her.

      “A wolf in charge of fairy business?” she scoffed. “I’d rather talk to the prince you just shut up in the back room.”

      “Hey, he’s in charge here,” I protested, but Kyrie pinched me in the side.

      Nick shot me the ‘shut the fuck up’ look. “Ma’am, I am Faeborn. The King of Winter is like a brother to me.”

      She lifted her eyebrow, then took a puff from her cigarette. Whatever she was smoking smelled heavenly. It certainly wasn’t tobacco. In fact, it smelled like some of the concoctions of a Solomonar that lived in Shady Grove. She looked around her, and Kyrie practically jumped the desk to offer her a seat. My seat. She smiled at him, then sat down.

      “Since this is all I have to work with, so be it. I am Eartha Hamlet. I own Ely House,” she said, stopping to see our reaction. We looked at each other trying to figure out what Ely House was.

      “How may I help you, Miss Hamlet?” Nick asked.

      “Are you one of her knights?” she asked. She referred to my mother who had a group of knights that had sworn blood oaths to her.

      “I am,” Nick replied with pride.

      “Very well. I have an issue that I would like to bring before the Queen. My jazz club has kept a clean nose in all of this fairy business. We have stayed out of the fight because I have both Summer and Winter in my employ. However, it has been brought to my attention that some nefarious activities were going on under my nose. Perhaps the information I have will help you with your trafficking problem,” she said.

      I didn’t have the instinct of Aydan, but I immediately distrusted this woman. She had an agenda, and I doubted it had anything to do with helping anyone but herself.

      “I would be thankful for any information you are willing to give,” Nick said, remaining a gentleman which was what she expected of him. I’d seen Nick in action. He had many faces. He wore the diplomat face at the moment.

      “I recently discovered that two of my bartenders were passing information for some of the traffickers in town to my V.I.P. patrons. I’ve dealt with both of them. I have no desire to muddy the good name of Ely House with such ugly dealings. Before I dealt with them, I made sure that I had all the information I could get from them. Granted, I didn’t do the dirty work myself.” She reached up and ran her hand down the toned muscled arm of the bodyguard to her right. He shuddered with her touch. “They divulged the name of their contact.”

      “And who was it?” Nick asked.

      “Sidney Melville,” she said, taking another puff on her cigarette that didn’t seem to turn to ash or deplete.

      “Forgive me. We’ve only been in town a few months. I do not recognize the name,” Nick said politely.

      She rolled her eyes, then twirled the cigarette holder like a baton. It disappeared. I immediately opened my sight to see what she looked like. A deep turquoise glow enveloped her like a swimming pool in sunlight. She stood and approached Nick who stiffened at her approach. “Mr. Meyer, I normally cannot influence a wolf, but I’m sure that the fairy in me can speak to the fairy in you.” She reached up and stroked his cheek.

      “Sorry, Miss Hamlet, but you underestimate my fortitude,” Nick said, looking her directly in the eye. I tensed, and I felt Kyrie do the same.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps,” she purred. “Sidney Melville is the manager at Savoy Palace. It’s a burlesque club across town.”

      “A rival of yours?” Nick asked, picking up on her hostility.

      “We cater to different kinds of clients,” she said in reply.

      “And he owns the club?”

      She stepped back from him, flicked her fingers, and the cigarette reappeared. “No, he’s the manager. But I assure you that you will find answers there. I apologize that I cannot give you more. I’d prefer that all of you vacate Steelshore. You came and brought the Sanhedrin with you.”

      “They were here when we got here,” I said. Nick didn’t look at me, but I saw his jaw clench. I wasn’t a diplomat. Something I got from my mother.

      Miss Hamlet cut her eyes to me. “What are you?”

      “What are you?” I countered.

      She chuckled as she walked to the door. Her guards opened the door for her. “Come to my club, Little One, and you will see what I am.”

      The door shut after she walked out.

      “I’ll show her what I am.”

      Nick sighed. “Winnie.”

      “Yeah, I get it. I shouldn’t have spoken. Fucking fairies,” I muttered, then continued my bolt to the door that had been so rudely interrupted. Kyrie followed me. He didn’t speak as I mall walked down the sidewalk toward my apartment.

      When I entered the building, he was on my heels. I started up the steps, and he stopped, waiting to be invited. Anyone that didn’t live in the building had to be invited into the upper floors.

      Without looking at him, I said, “Come on.”

      When we made it to my room, I stormed into the room. He grabbed me, pulling me back to him.

      “Look at me, Sunshine.”

      I tilted my head up to look into his starry eyes. My fire calmed, and my body relaxed. His magic flowed over me. It felt like a warm blanket on a cold night. My eyelids drooped, and I felt him pull back. I’d seen Kyrie use his full power before. Sleep and dreams. He’d helped me sleep when I couldn’t, but he had no way of keeping my nightmares away. The dreams he supplied would always be interrupted by the visions that plagued me.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what? Being yourself? I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

      “These dreams have to stop.”

      “We will try again.”

      “We’ve tried and tried. It does no good.” I laid my head on his chest, and his arms tightened around me. The last thing I wanted to do was make him feel like he failed me, because he had tried to help me when no one else was there. No one else could do anything. Aydan and Callum knew, but I didn’t talk to Mom or Levi about it. Although, I suspected that Levi knew just because of his intuition.

      “We will find a way. Maybe Killian…”

      “No. I don’t want him involved. He’s not old enough yet.”

      “You are right. What do you say we visit a burlesque club tonight? It might be fun.” I heard the playfulness in his voice.

      “Maybe. You will probably enjoy it more than me. Maybe you should take Rory.”

      “I think that’s a brilliant idea. I’ll bet a bottle of Merlot that I have from the old orchard in Summer that the Princeling won’t be fazed by the swinging kitties.”

      “That’s a safe bet.”

      “Then bet me.” He pushed me away from him but stuck his hand between us.

      “Fine. If he does, I get the Merlot.” Bastard knew I’d developed a taste for red wine while away from my mother’s home. She preferred whiskey. She also preferred that I didn’t drink, but she couldn’t stop me here.

      “We can shake on it or kiss on it.”

      I stepped closer to him past his handshake. He lowered his head to mine, taking my offered lips. The soft kiss left me wanting more. I always wanted more with Kyrie, but he never let it get out of hand.

      His face hovered near mine. “Why do you do that?” I whispered.

      “Do what?”

      “Hold back.”

      “Because one day you will leave me, and I don’t want to get lost in your fire.”

      “What if I don’t leave you?”

      “Then, I will wait for that day.”

      He allowed me to kiss him again, but I felt his hesitance. He was right. I didn’t know what I wanted, and to drag him into something more serious would be wrong of me. Kyrie flirted and played, but he would give our relationship one hundred percent if I chose him. He just waited on me to decide exactly what our relationship was.
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      “Holy hot mama,” Kyrie exclaimed as I walked out of the apartment building. I did own a few nice dresses. I loved my jeans, but my mom was a fairy queen. I never had a lack of dresses. I’d had this one made without Mom’s knowledge. The neckline dipped lower than it should, and the hem didn’t hit a proper length. The lace short sleeves gave it an elegant touch, but if I was honest, this dress wasn’t about elegance.

      “Thanks,” I said to Kyrie as I climbed into his Lexus RX.

      “I love the dress,” he said as he entered on the driver’s side of it.

      “Where is the rest of it?” Rory asked from the backseat. Soraya covered her mouth, hiding her laugh. I didn’t fault her for laughing at his rude remark. She’d been crushing on the ginger prince for a while.

      “In your imagination,” I replied.

      She stopped laughing, but I saw her biting her lip. Kyrie smirked and started our drive to Savoy Palace on the other side of town. I’d researched the place online and didn’t find a lot about it. It seemed to have gone out of fashion a while back but recently had a resurgence of activity. The shows had good reviews, and I saw no evidence of fairy activity which would be normal considering how well we blend in with the human population.

      When we pulled into the parking lot, I gasped at the impressive lighted building. Moulin Rouge had nothing on this place. Painted red and gold, the outside had a flashing old-fashioned marquee. Soraya put her arm through mine.

      “You do look hot,” she said.

      “Thanks.”

      “And the hair, au natural,” she said, commenting on the normal dark brown.

      “I wanted to look less fairy tonight,” I said.

      “My bestie, you are going to be the most gorgeous girl in the room.”

      “You look fantastic, too.” I finally got a look at the black and cream dress that she wore. It contrasted with her dark skin, giving her a radiant glow. “Even if Rory doesn’t notice.”

      “He notices,” she said.

      “Oh, really? Do tell,” I said.

      “Then you have to tell me about you and Kyrie.”

      I dropped my head. “Mark was here yesterday.”

      “Oh? Is he okay?”

      “The pack is still giving him hell about a mate.”

      “Sounds like the pack needs another lesson by the Queen.” My mother had stood up to them once by bowing to Mark as their leader. It had pretty much shut them up, but I knew she would stay out of this one for my sake. This wasn’t just about Mark. It was about me, too. Despite our differences, Mom wanted me to make my own choices about partners.

      “Fairy Tale Follies featuring Scarlett O’Lear.” Rory read the sign.

      “So much for hiding the fairy presence,” I muttered.

      “They probably present it as fake,” Kyrie said, offering me his arm. I gladly took it. He bought tickets for all of us in the V.I.P. section. We were escorted to our place by a man wearing a pair of dress pants, a bowtie, and washboard abs.

      “Nice,” Soraya muttered, causing me to giggle.

      “This is your table,” the man said. “Care for beverages?”

      “Whiskey neat,” Kyrie said.

      “A glass of merlot,” I said with a wink to Kyrie to remind him of our bet.

      “Water,” Rory said.

      “I’d just like a Coke,” Soraya said. I felt like a heathen. At least, Kyrie would be lumped in that bad kid group with me.

      I surveyed the room looking at the others sitting at V.I.P. tables. I didn’t recognize any of them, but there were balcony booths where people on the floor could not see the occupants except when they stood. Looking through my sight, about one third of the room glowed with the aura of a fairy. Kyrie leaned closer to me, putting his arm around my shoulders.

      “Pretty high concentration of our kind,” he said.

      “Yeah, I wonder how many of them know who I am,” I said. Sometimes I forgot who my mother was when it came to these things. We weren’t exactly low profile.

      With about five minutes to go before the show started, ab man returned with our drinks. He also handed me a card. I looked down at the business card. It had a logo that I recognized. Looking up to the man for an explanation, he nodded across the room to the balcony booth closest to the stage. The figure looming there was one I recognized. He lifted his glass to me with a mischievous smile.

      I’d been in Steelshore for a few months, and I hadn’t seen my favorite vampirate, Seamus Daragh. I knew he was here, because he told me that he would be. I wasn’t surprised to find him at a burlesque show. He probably considered pasties to be a form of treasure.

      I lifted my glass to him. Kyrie followed my gaze and grunted. He didn’t approve of my friendship with the scandalous vampirate who played both sides. He’d never done that with me. He’d always been straight with me about his intentions and his advice. I considered him a friend. I suspected Kyrie’s dislike stemmed from the green-eyed monster, but he had nothing to be jealous about. Seamus was just a friend.

      “Mr. Daragh has covered your bill for the evening,” Mr. Abs said.

      “That isn’t necessary,” I protested.

      “He said you would say that,” Mr. Abs replied.

      “Tell him, thanks, but no thanks,” I said.

      “He said if you said that, then he would request you to join him in his booth,” Mr. Abs said.

      “No,” Kyrie said. Soraya giggled. I shot her a look. Rory looked confused.

      “Would you stop? Do you know how old he is?”

      “He doesn’t look old,” Soraya said.

      “You aren’t helping. Please tell Mr. Daragh, thank you for the drinks.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Mr. Abs replied as the room darkened. I looked up to Seamus’ booth, but I could no longer see him. I wondered what he had been up to since I saw him last.

      The music began with Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty Garland Waltz. An exceptionally gorgeous and completely fairy woman danced on to the stage in a long pink dress with feathers around the bottom hem. The bodice sparkled with sequins and jewels. She swirled around the stage, spinning the dress around and around.

      The trees in the forest moved like normal trees, and the leaves flitted like a breeze blew through them. Pink flower petals floated to the floor. Opening my sight, I saw the glow around each one.

      “Kyrie,” I muttered.

      He leaned into my ear. “I see it all. Just watch the show. We don’t know what’s going on,” he suggested. He kissed my cheek, then squeezed my hand.

      Tiny pixies dressed in green and pink acted as the props in the show. I wondered what other fairies were part of this organization. I looked back to Mr. Abs who glowed a bright blue. A Winter fairy and part of my mother’s realm.

      Another woman joined Aurora on stage. Large black horns rose from her head which weren’t fake. This woman wore a long black dress with green underpinning. The waltz stopped, and I Put a Spell on You played.

      The Aurora character hid behind a tree as the Maleficent character teased the crowd by slowly removing her gloves. The crowd cheered as she twirled them around like helicopter blades. With a slight movement, the skirt to her dress hit the floor revealing a green corset, black barely-there panties, and lacy thigh highs. She also carried a large staff with a glowing stone at the top. She banged it on the floor and a woman appeared in a black feather covered cloak. She “flew” around the stage with the cloak fluttering around her.

      “This is creepy,” Soraya whispered in my ear.

      “I dunno. It’s an interesting form of theatre,” I replied.

      “No, that they are using powers out in the open, and every human in this place thinks it’s a stage act,” she said.

      “As long as people think it’s an act, I don’t know that anyone sees anything except boobies,” I replied. I swirled my fingers in front of my breasts like they had tassels attached. Rory’s eyes were fixed on the stage, but Kyrie coughed and slapped my hand down.

      “Stop,” he grunted.

      “Does that turn you on?” I asked.

      “Wynonna,” he hissed.

      Soraya giggled, and I winked at her. “Maybe Rory likes tassels.”

      “We are about to find out,” I said. I could almost taste that merlot now, as I leaned back into Kyrie’s arm.

      The Raven chased Aurora around the stage. Her blue dress flowing around her in a sensuous and teasing dance. The Raven grabbed the edge of the dress peeling it off Aurora. All the while, the Maleficent stood grinning with her staff. The Raven helped Aurora remove her gloves and shoes in the chasing dance. On one side of the stage, a spinning wheel appeared. The Raven chased Aurora right into it.

      Aurora jerked away from it, pulling off her blue glove which was red silk on the inside. It floated to the floor as she stepped back and melted to the floor. The Raven finished her portion of the show by removing her corset to reveal the pasties we all knew were there. She danced around the sleeping Aurora, and the crowd cheered her.

      I watched Rory drop his gaze from the stage, refusing to look at the display. Once the Raven took her leave, the Maleficent character danced around the sleeping Aurora. She competed her dance with a similar swing of a boob adorned with sticky jewels and tassels.

      We clapped for her portion of the show. The lights dimmed and a spotlight focused on Aurora.

      A man walked out onto the stage in a tuxedo.

      “Our dear princess has fallen to sleep. Only true love’s kiss from a prince can awaken her. I have a crown here,” he said, holding up a golden plastic crown. “Perhaps a volunteer from the audience.”

      The men in the crowd jumped to their feet, hoping to get to kiss the beautiful dancer. I nudged Kyrie.

      “I’m no prince, Love,” he said. “Besides, I have no idea where her lips have been.” He leaned over and kissed my cheek.

      “You!” the man exclaimed, pointing at Rory who hadn’t moved or raised his hand to volunteer. He began shaking his head violently.

      “Go save her,” Soraya pushed.

      “No, I don’t want to do this,” he grumped.

      “You are a prince,” I offered.

      “I’m losing the bet right here and right now,” Kyrie groaned.

      “Damn straight you are,” I replied.

      The man came down off the stage and stuck the microphone in Rory’s face. “What’s your name?”

      “Um, I…” Rory stuttered.

      “Look at that everyone, he’s speechless due to her beauty,” the man teased.

      “She is pretty,” Rory said. “I just don’t think I’m the man.”

      The host wasn’t listening to Rory’s protest. He plopped the crown on Rory’s head, and the crowd cheered him on. “Now, Prince, come with me.”

      “Go!” Soraya said, pushing him out of the chair.

      Rory reluctantly followed the man on to the stage.

      “Now, Prince, you must kiss her. Gently. No tongue. But with feeling. Cheer him on, everyone!”

      The crowd screamed and yelled for Rory to do it. The blush started in his neck, and I gripped Kyrie’s arm. He covered his face with his hand and shook his head. Prince Rory leaned over and kissed the sleeping Aurora. He rose up and her eyes fluttered.

      She looked at the crowd, winked, then laid one on Rory. I thought the walls were going to explode with the whoops and hollers. When she pulled away, Rory’s face looked like a tomato. I clapped with glee, and Soraya stood up and cheered.

      “Did you have a dream about this?” Kyrie asked.

      “No, apparently, I only dream about death and bad things,” I replied, trying not to let it affect me.

      “Oh, shit, I’m sorry,” he said immediately realizing his joke wasn’t so funny.

      I kissed him, harder than Aurora had kissed Rory.

      “Wow. I need to be insensitive more often,” he said, when I released his lips.

      “No, you really shouldn’t,” I replied.

      The action on stage caught our attention. They brought out a chair, sat Rory on it, and Aurora began to repay him for his kindness. She finished her dance, never touching him, but showing him all the goods save the small parts covered by her jeweled pasties and vagina.

      When the curtain closed, we all stood and cheered. The tuxedoed man told us that there would be a short ten-minute break to prepare for the next act. The house lights came up, and Mr. Abs returned to inquire about drinks.

      “Bring my friend a whiskey. I think he will need it,” Soraya said, pointing to Rory’s spot.

      “I’m good,” I answered.

      “Me, too,” Kyrie said.

      The waiter hurried off to get the drink for Rory while we talked.

      “So, what was the bet?” Soraya asked.

      “If Rory would blush while we were here, I had thought I’d lost since he’d kept his composure here at the table, but when that guy pointed him out, I knew I’d won!”

      “What’s the prize?” Soraya said, waggling her eyebrows.

      “Merlot,” Kyrie answered.

      “Boo! That’s no fun,” she said.

      “Fun for me,” I replied.

      “Are you going to share?” Kyrie asked.

      “Maybe. If you are good,” I teased. I waited for a sly smirk, but it didn’t come.

      “I’ll endeavor to meet your expectations,” he replied.

      Two men brought Rory back to us. He sat down in the seat just as Mr. Abs returned with the whiskey. Rory took one look at it and knocked it back.

      “You okay, man?” Kyrie asked.

      “She was a nymph or maybe a siren. I can still taste her,” he said.

      “What did she taste like?” I asked.

      “Berries. Like blackberries,” he said, touching his lips. “I gotta get her out of my head.”

      “Maybe she did something to him,” Soraya said, feeling suddenly concerned.

      “Surely not. I’m willing to bet that they knew exactly who he was. They don’t want to tangle with Ella or Astor,” I said.

      “Fairies will be fairies. Plus, we are on their turf,” Kyrie said.

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll shake it.” Rory shook his head as if that was going to erase the fairy’s effect on him. I’d known seductresses in my day. Whatever she was had to be very powerful to faze Rory.

      The lights dimmed, and the curtain slid open once again. The lighting effects made the stage look like water. From the ceiling a large glass aquarium was lowered. The massive container could have held a whale. Instead, it held a single mermaid.

      “Holy shit, that’s real,” Kyrie muttered.

      Her red hair spread out in the water around her. Her scales shimmered a deep blue and green. She was possibly the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen in my life. She swirled around in the water as a slow sensual song played. A light melodic humming came from the tank as she swam.

      I concentrated on the small amount of Winter magic that I could control, placing a personal ward around me. I knew the dangers of a mermaid’s song. Not quite as enthralling as a siren, but almost as bad. Kyrie’s magic moved, too. I didn’t know if Rory and Soraya had protected themselves, but I didn’t dare move to cause any attention to us. The room had gotten very quiet as the tank was lowered into the floor of the stage. When the top lip reached the edge, the mermaid flopped out on to the stage.

      The lighting changed, and spotlights began to flash. Feet and legs formed on the woman. A bright flash blinded us all, but when we regained our sight, the woman stood on the stage in a dress that shimmered and flowed the same way her scales had.

      She tried to sing, but her voice would not come out. So, she danced. She danced across the stage and down into the crowd. Removing her gloves and shoes as she went. When she came to our table, she rubbed against Kyrie, who smiled politely at her. She pulled a string on her corset with her teeth, and the damn thing popped off into Kyrie’s lap. He didn’t move or react as she lifted her eyebrow at him.

      Stalking away, she rolled her hips, stomach, and chest causing the tassels on her nipples to jump up and down. Then, she began the signature rotation of the boob ornaments faster than any of the others who had performed. The crowd began to cheer, breaking the silence. The spell on everyone had been broken. The mermaid stood and bowed to the crowd.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, please show your appreciation for the fantastical Scarlett O’Lear!”

      The assembly of admirers jumped to their feet with applause and cheers. We joined them, standing in appreciation of the show.
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      The announcer caught us as we walked out the door.

      “Miss Riggs,” he said. Kyrie’s hand tightened on mine.

      “Yes?”

      “Miss O’Lear would like to meet you and your friends. She has invited you back to her dressing room for a nightcap,” he said.

      Sometimes I wished I had the ability to talk to Kyrie or Soraya like Mom talked to Uncle Levi. They had a telepathic connection. Then again, it would probably drive me nuts. I squeezed Kyrie’s hand back.

      “Of course, lead the way,” I said.

      He turned to walk up a twisted staircase with golden bannisters and a red carpet. Rory whispered to Soraya who told him to cut it out. He was probably whining that the Prince of Summer didn’t get invited to the back room. It was the girl from the trailer park who was adopted into a queen’s family and given powers that a human could never have. I knew what Rory thought of me. His sister treated me worse than he did. Ruby used Mark to get under my skin. Thankfully, King Astor hadn’t sent her to Steelshore with her twin brother.

      “She is waiting,” the man said pointing to a door adorned with a sparkling gold star. Scarlett’s name was written across it in black glittered letters.

      I knocked lightly, and a man with large black horns opened the door. “Come in, Dear.” When the door opened further, I saw his hooves. He was a faun. He also wore the adornments of the Maleficent character. If he was her, then he had one hell of a boobie glamour.

      “Hello,” I said, dragging Kyrie in the room with me. Scarlett sat at a vanity brushing the red waves of hair that cascaded down her bare back. She had removed her pasties and sat before us in all her glory.

      “You honor me, Wynonna Riggs. Had I known you were attending, I would have provided you with a private balcony booth,” she said, taking my hand in hers.

      “That’s not necessary. Allow me to introduce, Kyrie Babineau, son of Niles Babineau.” She shook Kyrie’s hand, then turned to Rory and Soraya. “And this is Soraya Harris and Rory Knight, Prince of Summer.” Scarlett stepped back.

      “Your majesty,” she said, placing her hand on her chest. She bowed to him. Rory had spent plenty of time in Summer, and nudity wasn’t a rare thing for Summer creatures. The bet with Kyrie was risky because of it. Either way, I knew I’d be sharing Merlot with him tonight. Rory offered his hand to her. She clutched it placing her forehead on it.

      “A Summer royal hasn’t stepped in my establishment for many years. The old Queen did not approve of our show. What did you think of it?” she asked all of us.

      “I enjoyed it,” I said, keeping my mouth shut about the pixies.

      “We all did,” Rory assured her.

      “You are welcome back any time you would like. The show changes every two or three days. Please bring the Faeborn wolf with you the next time you come,” she said, handing her card to Rory. I’d been replaced as the most important person in the room. That was until Seamus walked in.

      “Scarlett, my dear, your performance was your best,” he said, doting on the mermaid.

      “You always say that, Seamus,” she said, blushing.

      “And I mean it. Every time. Well, Miss Wynonna, it is a pleasure to see you and Miss Soraya,” he said, ignoring the guys.

      “I will pay you back for the drinks,” I said.

      “Nonsense. One day you will learn that my generosity is genuine, and that I expect nothing in return,” he said.

      “That’s not what I’ve heard about you,” Kyrie muttered.

      “Ah, Mr. Babineau, you would be right, but I have since reformed myself. Being a scoundrel over so many decades gets boring. I’ve turned over a new leaf,” he said.

      I doubted that Seamus had undergone any sort of transformation other than my mother knew who he was. She knew how to hunt him down if he didn’t straighten up. Levi had told me that Seamus worked for Tennyson for many years, but that Tennyson did not require his loyalty. My mother did.

      “We should get going,” Kyrie suggested.

      “Yes, we should. Thank you, Scarlett. We will return,” I said.

      “You honor me,” she said, giving each one of us a smile.

      As we stepped out of the dressing room, a large man with curling horns topped the stairs. He wore a top hat between the horns. He carried a large amount of cash in his hands as he passed us.

      I listened to him as he talked to Miss O’Lear. “The take tonight was glorious.”

      “It should have been with both acts killing it tonight,” Miss O’Lear responded. There was a pause. “Mr. Melville, you are simply the best manager I’ve ever had.”

      To keep from drawing attention, we kept walking. At least we knew who Melville was. We exited the building into the darkness. Kyrie draped his arm around my shoulders.

      “So, merlot tonight?”

      “Maybe tomorrow. I’m tired, and I want to go check on the dwarf. I kinda stormed out of there today,” I said.

      “She’s fine,” Rory said.

      “I still need to see her,” I said.

      “I’ll drop you guys off at Soraya’s place, then take Winnie to the office,” Kyrie said.

      “You can drop us all off. I can walk back to the office,” I said.

      “I’m not going to argue with you, but walking or riding, I’m going with you,” Kyrie insisted.

      “You shouldn’t be on the streets alone, Winnie,” Soraya backed him up.

      “Thanks for being on my side,” I grumped.

      “You can get mad, but you’ll get over it,” Soraya said.

      “Where are you staying?” I asked Rory.

      “With Raya. She offered me her room.”

      I started to tease her, but then I really heard what he said. She’d given up her room to him, and he hadn’t asked to share it.  She would be sleeping on the couch while the spoiled prince slept in her bed. I kept my mouth shut.

      “I’ll allow you to go with me,” I said to Kyrie which pleased him. Those stars in his eyes twinkled.

      We traveled back to our side of town, talking about the pixies in the trees and how we would find out if they were enslaved or free. I wanted to talk to Seamus to find out what he knew about it. I didn’t know how to contact him, but I knew who would. I shot a text off to Uncle Levi who responded quickly that he would have Seamus come for a visit.

      We dropped Soraya and Rory off at the apartments. Once again, I kept my mouth shut for my friend’s sake. Maybe she could work her magic on him once she got him alone, but if tonight was any indication, I doubted he had any interest in my friend. His loss, because she was magnificent.

      We parked across from the office, as Nick stood at the door talking to a woman I’d never seen. Chances are I’d probably heard her through the wall in the apartment.

      “He is a player,” Kyrie said.

      “I think he’s lonely,” I said.

      “Why doesn’t he just find one girl?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Because your mom jilted him?”

      “No, I think he’s fine with that. There is something else there. I’d like to know since we put our life in his hands.”

      “His personal life shouldn’t affect our lives, though. He’s always been professional,” Kyrie said.

      “Bros before hoes?” I asked.

      “Of course, but you, dearest Sunshine, are no hoe. You are a fine woman.”

      “You win this round, but I’m still getting my merlot.”

      “You name the time and place and I’m there.”

      We exited the car after Nick’s friend had walked away. She disappeared into the darkness which made me wonder what sort of being she was. When we walked in, he was surprised to see us.

      “What are you two doing here?” Nick asked.

      “Just want to check on the dwarf,” I said.

      “Who was the chick?” Kyrie asked. I groaned.

      “None of your business. How was the Savoy Palace?” he returned.

      “Titties and tassels,” Kyrie responded. “You should have come.”

      “Anything suspicious?” Nick asked.

      “Seamus was there, which isn’t entirely suspicious. We saw Melville, but he didn’t seem odd. He had some of the biggest horns I’d ever seen though. Seamus paid for our drinks. But there are a lot of pixies working that show as stage props,” I said.

      “Stage props?” Nick asked.

      “Yeah, the leaves in the trees and flower blossoms,” I said. Nick only hummed by way of answering. “Scarlett invited us to her dressing room. She was polite and excited to meet Rory.”

      “You took Rory?!” Nick asked.

      “Yep, he’s fully corrupted now,” I said.

      Nick smirked and shook his head. “I doubt that.”

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” I said, making my way to the back room.

      “Winnie, she’s not afraid of you,” Nick said.

      “I hope not,” I replied, then stepped into the dark room. Opening my sight, I could see the purple glow of the dwarf laying on the cot. She rose up as I approached.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked.

      “I’m fine. Nick said I should go to Shady Grove, at least for a little bit,” she said.

      “Will you tell me your name?”

      “Renata. My mother called me Ren.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, and yes, you should go to Shady Grove at least until things settle down here,” I said.

      “I will go if you think that is best.”

      “I do.”

      “Okay.” Relief flooded over me. I would have to thank Nick for convincing her. She laid back down on the cot and went back to sleep pretty quickly. I stepped back into the room with Kyrie and Nick.

      “Thank you for convincing her to go to Shady Grove,” I said.

      “I told her that you had a lot to deal with here, but Winnie, you can’t forget about her. She’s attached to you whether you like it or not. Do you want to take her to Shady Grove or should I have the Ravens take her?”

      “Please get Malpas and Echo to do it. I feel like something is happening here, and I don’t want to miss a moment of it,” I said.

      “I’m staying here tonight with her. Go home and sleep,” Nick instructed. Too many nights I’d stayed away to avoid the dreams. Nick knew because he lived next door. “Let Kyrie stay with you.”

      “No, we don’t. He can’t…”

      “I don’t care, Winnie. Until we resolve this dream thing, I suggest you find a roommate,” Nick said.

      “You are next door,” I protested. “Or I could get Colton.”

      “Wait! Who is Colton?” Kyrie asked.

      “Across the hall neighbor,” I said.

      “Colton is human, Winnie. Don’t drag him into our world,” Nick warned.

      “He’s living in the most heavily warded building in Steelshore. That’s unusual. Why is he there?” I asked.

      “Please don’t pursue this one. As a favor to me, let it go,” Nick said.

      “Should I be watching out for him?” I asked.

      “Yes, please,” Nick said. “Go home. Call your mother.”

      Calling my mother meant that I would open up my problems to her. I was sure she kept tabs on me, but she’d stayed out of my life. If I opened that door, it would give her reason to walk into it.

      Kyrie nudged me, and I decided to go home. Kyrie might not have the bottle of merlot with him, but I had a bottle of Pinot Noir that needed finishing.

      We rode back to the apartment which was only a couple of blocks away.

      “You okay?” Kyrie asked.

      “I’m okay. Just dreading calling my mom.”

      “I’ll be there with you.”
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      After being on the phone with my mother for all of five seconds, the room turned colder and the windows iced up. I hung up the phone as she materialized, past the wards with no invite, inside the room with Kyrie and me.

      “Mom,” I said.

      She walked across the room in her glittering blue gown. Her tattoo glowed sapphire blue, but her lips were ruby red. Gloriana, Queen of the Exiles and Winter, appeared to us in all her Winter glory. She had to come this way to have the power to get into the room. I doubted there were others more powerful than her in this form. Well, except for Uncle Levi.

      “Winnie,” she said with a bright and mesmerizing smile. She gathered me into her arms and hugged me tightly. “I miss you so much.”

      “I miss you too.”

      She turned to Kyrie who swallowed visibly.

      “Hello, Mr. Babineau.”

      “My Queen,” he said, bowing his head to her.

      “Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. She plopped down next to him on the couch. “Call me, Mrs. Rearden. Good grief, that still sounds strange to me.”

      “How is Uncle Levi?” I asked.

      “You talk to him more than you talk to me,” Mom said.

      “I called you because you need to know that I’m having dreams.”

      Her smile faded. “Like your father?”

      “Yes.”

      The blue dress and glittering aura disappeared. Her signature torn jeans and slouchy sweater appeared in their place.

      “Dylan said that the dreams could change. You know that his last dreams of us did change. Multiple times.”

      “The Sanhedrin execute me for killing a fairy.”

      “I would destroy them for such a thing, and they know that,” Mom said.

      “Mom, it’s more than that. They don’t care, but if I kill a fairy, shouldn’t I be executed?”

      “Winnie, you would never,” Kyrie said.

      Mom stood up and approached me. “As much as I don’t like Kyrie Babineau, he’s right. You are too kind and too loving to kill one of our own. But I never thought I’d kill a fairy either. I did. I have, and I’ll do it again if the punishment fits the crime.”

      “You are the queen. You are the judge and jury.”

      “And executioner. Your duty as a phoenix, at least as your father felt, was to protect those who needed protecting and exterminate the demons that would cause harm to those innocents. You have impeccable judgment. Your instincts are right and true. And any action you take, I will stand behind you.”

      My mother, my biggest pain in my ass and my strongest supporter. “I love you, Mom.”

      “Of course, you do, I’m wonderful,” she said.

      “Mom,” I groaned.

      “I love you so much, Wynonna Riggs. I’ll find out more about the Sanhedrin here and see if I can’t influence them. I promise to stay out of your direct business, but there is nothing in this world that will ever stop me from protecting my child,” she said, then spun around toward Kyrie. “Which brings me to you, Mr. Babineau.”

      Kyrie jumped to his feet. “I swear, Mrs. Rearden, I’d never do anything to hurt Wynonna.”

      “I know that, and I thank you for being here with her. Thank you for standing with her,” Mom said. I almost died. I know my mouth dropped open.

      “I will always stand with her. That dream will never come true because she will not be alone against the Sanhedrin.”

      “Good boy,” Mom said, patting him on the cheek. “Winnie, do you want me to send Aydan back? And Killian wants to see you.”

      “No, and tell Killian I’ll see him soon,” I said. “I’ll be home for Yule.”

      “Alright. Be well.” She skipped away in a flutter of snow.

      “I’m pretty sure I just pissed in my pants,” Kyrie said.

      “If you did, you wouldn’t be the first. She can be very intimidating, but it seems you have won her approval.”

      “That’s nice, but her opinion of me is secondary to your opinion of me. I know that I’m not the steady constant in your life like Mark is. I know that we have gotten into a whole lot of trouble all the way back to that stupid knife thing in the forest, but I swear…” I grabbed him and kissed him. He fell back on to the couch with me on his lap. I giggled as we tumbled. He brushed my hair out of my face. “Does that mean you approve of me?”

      “Yeah, I do,” I answered. “Isn’t that obvious?”
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        * * *

      

      After some heavy petting and groping, Kyrie and I cooled off and I sent him home. I sat in the window of my bedroom as a light rain fell outside. I sipped on the bottle of pinot that I had opened after Kyrie left.

      Opening the windows reminded me of home in the few weeks between summer and winter that constituted autumn in Alabama when we would open the windows at the house or at the trailer. A cool breeze would air out the house giving us a renewed and fresh start.

      I leaned back sucking in the cool air, allowing it to fill my lungs. Sometimes the heat was overbearing. I missed the colder climate of Shady Grove. Even if it was only a few degrees. I craved the cool. My body radiated heat, and after a lust-filled pawing session, I was on fire. Despite any hesitation I had about Kyrie, I knew he had my back, and he did amazing things with his tongue. I laughed at myself, and my cheeks heated at the thought.

      Then, my glass of wine hit the floor and shattered. I looked up to see a dark figure dart around the end of my bed.

      “What the fuck!”

      “I love it when you swear,” a quiet voice came from behind the bed.

      “Show yourself!” I demanded.

      “I could, but I’m afraid of your fireball,” it responded.

      I’d instinctively drawn fire. I closed my hand dousing the flame. “Okay, no fire. I swear.” The pictures on the wall rattled with my oath.

      A black cat jumped on top of the bed. She licked her paw. “I got some wine on my paw. It tastes nice, but it can get sticky.”

      “You are a lush,” another voice said from the bathroom. The orange cat jumped up on the bed with the black one.

      “Take that back, whore.”

      “I am not a whore.”

      “Beautiful whore.”

      “Oh, I love you when you are so sweet to me.”

      “I know. It gets me out of trouble,” the black cat replied.

      “Excuse me?” I interrupted.

      “Oh, Wynonna, sorry. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Kat. This is Cat.”

      “How original,” I grunted.

      “It is actually. Mine starts with a ‘C’ and her name starts with a ‘K’.”

      “My mistake. What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I have a question about the wolf,” Cat said.

      “Nick?”

      “Well, that one too,” she said.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Are you involved with either of them?” Cat asked.

      “Um, no. Mark is my best friend, and Nick is my boss,” I said.

      “Good. I’ll take them both,” Cat said.

      “Wait, what?”

      “Like I said, beautiful whore,” Kat said. Cat hissed at her.

      “Look, I’m about to close these windows, so you should skedaddle.”

      “We could help you,” Cat said.

      “Help me do what?” I already felt like I was crazy talking to two cats. “Are you shifters?”

      “No, we are cats,” Kat scoffed.

      “I get that, but you are talking which means I had too much wine or I’m Dr. Dowinnie,” I said.

      “That wasn’t funny,” Cat said.

      “It really wasn’t,” Kat agreed.

      “What are you on the fairy spectrum?”

      “I’m offended that you would use something that classifies very unique individuals to apply to us just because you don’t understand us,” Cat said. She tossed her head to the side, then flicked her tail.

      “No more pinot,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead.

      Kat sighed. “Look, Wynonna. This is how this works. If you do something nice for us like let us stay in out of the rain, we help you.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then we sleep in the wet alley,” Kat said.

      “I’m not cursed?”

      “Not everything ends in a curse,” Cat said.

      “In my world it does,” I countered.

      “You just need to trust someone. Trust us,” Kat purred.

      “Who sent you?” I asked. I wasn’t sold that two talking cats had decided to just jump in my window.

      “We sent ourselves. It’s been a long time since we found someone worthy of our help,” Cat said.

      “Alright. You can stay inside tonight, but you have to get out in the morning,” I said. “Do you need anything? A bowl of milk?”

      “Do you have any more of that wine?” Kat asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “That will do,” Cat said.

      I poured what I had left into a bowl, and the two kitties slurped it up. I turned the lights off in the apartment. I placed a blanket on the floor for them, then laid down. After finishing their wine, they curled up together like a yin and yang. Before I drifted off to sleep, I heard them purring loudly. I’d never had cats. Rufus had always been my pet. I was pretty sure he wouldn’t approve of the felines.

      Before I drifted off to sleep, I heard Dominick come into his apartment next to mine. He must have been alone, because I heard no rhythmic thumping, grunts, or female pleasure sounds. His phone rang once, and I heard him crack open a beer. Beyond that, nothing else.

      I bolted up in the bed. Nick was supposed to be with Ren. I threw off the covers, forgetting about the cats. They jumped to attention when my feet hit the floor.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, then ran out of the room to the door to my apartment. I ran down the hallway and began beating on Nick’s door.

      He opened it with a puzzled look. “Winnie! What’s wrong?”

      “You are supposed to be with Ren!” I said.

      “Malphas and Echo took her to Shady Grove.” He stood in his boxers without a shirt. I suddenly realized how unclothed I was. I was wearing a t-shirt that barely covered my butt and a pair of panties. “You should probably get back to bed.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” I stepped away from him but had to tear my eyes away from his chest. My fairy hormones hadn’t had enough with Kyrie. They were stirring with a half-naked werewolf. He chuckled at me, then shut his door. When I made it back to mine, it was cracked open. Before I could step into the room, I heard Colton’s door open. I darted inside my door and shut it. Looking through the peep hole, I saw my human neighbor grin. He’d seen my ass. Shit. Well, I mean, he wasn’t that bad looking, but Nick had told me to leave him alone. And he had told me to look out for him. It seemed like a contradiction to me. I’d have to work that out in the morning.

      Cat and Kat were either back asleep or completely ignoring me. It was hard to tell with cats. I decided that I was a being a paranoid goofball and I should get some sleep. Kyrie mentioned going to Miss Hamlet’s club. I was sure we wouldn’t find any pasties there. I wanted to talk to Seamus about the two clubs. If anyone would know something about them, he would.

      As I drifted off to sleep, my phone lit up with a message from Mark. “I miss you,” it said.

      “I miss you, too,” I muttered, then fell asleep.
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      Cat and Kat told me before they left the next morning that they could help me with my investigation. I didn’t know what they meant, but I sent them out the window not expecting to see them again.

      I ate a bowl of instant oatmeal and drank a glass of milk while trying to decide whether or not to reply to Mark’s text.

      I’d taken a shower and gotten dressed when someone knocked on my door. Through the peep hole, I could see Colton with his backpack. Opening the door to him, I watched as a glorious smile crossed his face.

      “Morning,” he said.

      “Hiya,” I replied.

      “I just wanted to make sure you were okay this morning. I heard you talking to the neighbor,” he said.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s just Nick. You know him, right?” I asked.

      “Actually, I don’t,” he said.

      “Oh, well, he’s, um.”

      “Oh! He’s your ex,” he said.

      “No! Heavens, no! He’s more like my boss.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, I just wanted to check on you.”

      “Thanks. As you can see, I’m fine.”

      He looked me up and down with a smirk. Not a Kyrie smirk. More like a sweet one. “Yeah, I’m glad. Catch you around, Wynonna.”

      “Yeah, see ya.” I shut the door just as my phone started to buzz. I picked it up to see a text from Nick.

      “Leave him alone,” it said.

      “Buzz off! He knocked on my door!” I replied.

      “He probably saw you in your panties last night. Not many men could resist that,” he replied.

      “You did.”

      “Your mother would cut me off.”

      She would without hesitation. “Uncle Levi could make you a magical cuff so you could spawn a new one.”

      I heard him through the wall laughing loudly. Then he knocked his fist on the wall a couple of times.

      With pride that I’d gotten something from my mother, I grabbed my phone and backpack to make my way to the office, thinking about my quick wit and smart mouth.

      The rain had cooled the temperature, and I reveled in it. With my face to the sun, I soaked in its rays, but delighted in the breeze that cut through my leather jacket. My mother had given it to me before I left Shady Grove. My dad had given it to her as a present. She’d given his jacket to Aydan which was the right thing to do. I’d never considered her jacket to be very valuable, but when she gave it to me, I felt like it was my most prized possession outside of the necklace that I wore around my neck which had a key hanging from it.

      The year my biological mother died, and Grace adopted me, I’d received the key from one of the Yule Lads who had come to Shady Grove to create havoc for the holidays. In the end, each one had given me a gift. None more precious than the key which was a reminder of the people I’d lost.

      When I entered the office, no one else had arrived for the day, so I started a pot of coffee. I flipped through my phone looking at the headlines when a woman came into the office.

      “Hello, how may I help you?” I asked.

      The glamour shimmered to reveal Reyna, the head of the Sanhedrin. The one I’d been dreaming about killing me. I dropped my phone as my fists turned the color of molten metal.

      “Stand down, Wynonna Riggs. I’m here to talk.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you. Get out.”

      “I have business here with you.”

      “I don’t have business with you.”

      “I’m looking for the girl you found in the crate at the docks two nights ago.”

      “You can keep looking. I won’t tell you where she is.”

      “So, you’ve already moved her to Shady Grove. That’s unfortunate.”

      “If you lay a finger on her, I will burn you to ash.”

      “Interesting turn of phrase considering what you are,” she said with a grin.

      “You won’t rise.”

      “Will you? Have you ever tested that theory? Because after all, we know you are a made fairy. I’m not sure the Phoenix powers will actually work on a fake.”

      I bolted at her only to be intercepted by a hairy dog. Nick hit me square, knocking me to the ground. He shifted back to human and glamoured himself some clothes. Something I taught him after too many peeks at his junk.

      “Reyna, the Sanhedrin have no business in this office. Do not come here and try to provoke my people.”

      Reyna leaned on the front door with a wicked grin. “I won’t have to provoke them. They are fairies, and one of them will slip up. When that time comes, the Sanhedrin will take care of it.”

      “Get out,” I yelled at her. Nick stood between us to keep me from hurling a fireball at her.

      “I was just leaving,” she said, then ducked out the door.

      Nick spun around, getting in my face. “Do not let her get under your skin. Do you hear me? I will send you home.”

      “I’m not your child.”

      “No, but I love you like you are family, and I’d blame myself forever if something happened to you,” he said with a softer tone.

      “She said I was a fake. She said I wouldn’t even rise. She might be right,” I said with a shaky voice. It was as if she knew my fears. It had always been a question for me. One that I didn’t regularly voice. Mark and I had talked about it, but I hadn’t discussed it with anyone else. Not even with my mother or Uncle Levi.

      I knew that I had all the typical powers of a Phoenix, but there was no one here to tell me how to rise or what to expect. Levi had tried to find out as much information about the Phoenix as he could in his books, but very little in the way of specifics had been recorded over the years. We did know that the previous Phoenix before my father, his father had died giving his power to Dylan. Therefore, when the day came, I’d pass my power to my child in death. Having a child wasn’t even on my radar. I could barely function in a normal relationship much less contemplate having a child.

      “You are not a fake, Winnie. And I hope we never have to test the theory of your ability to rise,” Nick said.

      “I just wish there was some way to know,” I admitted.

      “I wish I could tell you,” he said.

      The coffee pot stopped brewing, and I decided the conversation we were having was over.

      “Coffee?” I asked.

      “Sure,” he replied. I made us each a cup, then sat down at my desk. “What did she want?”

      “Ren,” I said.

      “Damn it. It’s bad enough that we are tracking these traffickers but having to dodge Reyna and her sanctimonious horde is a pain in the ass.”

      “Who was the woman last night?” I dared to ask.

      “Her name is Lyra, and she’s a wolf. That’s all you need to know,” he said.

      “Lyra is a pretty name,” I said.

      He took a sip of his coffee. “Yes, it is.”

      “Will I get to meet her?” I asked, pushing my luck.

      “Doubt it. I don’t think she will be back.” I heard a mix of regret and disdain in his response.

      “Oh.” I decided to let it go, because something about her pained him. I could see it in his eyes when he said her name.

      “Kyrie stay with you last night?” he asked.

      “No. He was gone before you came home. But have you ever heard of talking cats that weren’t shifters?”

      He looked up from his phone. “Sure. Cat Sith, Cath Palag, Kilkenny cats. Why?”

      “I had two cats in my apartment last night that let themselves in and wouldn’t leave. And they talked. And they drank wine,” I said.

      Nick looked at me like I was delusional, but he shook it off. Anything could happen in our world. “What did they want?”

      “They said if I helped them, then they would help me.”

      “With what?”

      “I dunno. I let them stay in out of the rain, then they left early this morning.”

      Nick picked up his phone and pushed a few buttons. I watched as he scrolled. “Here. Maybe this. A Matagot is a good luck cat that if it is well-fed will bless its owner with wealth. Did they leave you a gold coin?”

      “Not that I realized.” Gold coins would be handy to be able to bribe the powers that be here for information. They didn’t respond very well to regular money, as we had found out.

      “Maybe they will bring you some information or something. Don’t piss them off.”

      “One of them asked if you were single.”

      Nick spit coffee across his phone. I laughed as he wiped it clean. “I’m not into cats.”

      “She would settle for Mark, I think.”

      “He’s not into cats either.”

      “Dogs.”

      “I prefer them, yes, but I’m equal opportunity,” he said.

      “Except cats.”

      “Yes, except cats.”

      “What about pussies?” Kyrie asked as he walked into the office. I groaned, and he winked at me.

      “Those I like,” Nick said, then fist-bumped Kyrie.

      “Immature boys,” I grumbled.

      “You love it!” Kyrie said, leaning over to kiss me on the cheek.

      I wiped it off with the back of my hand and gagged. We had a good laugh to start our day until Rory and Soraya arrived. They were both in an incredibly great mood which had the rest of us puzzled.

      After a few minutes of friendly banter, I dragged Soraya into the back room.

      “Why is Mr. Not Chipper so Chippery?” I asked.

      “Well, I didn’t sleep on the couch,” she said.

      I spun her around away from the door. “Oh, my goddess! Did you sleep with him?”

      “No, but we had a good time,” she said. “I think we should go back to the burlesque show again.”

      We giggled like two little girls who had just seen their first naughty pic. “You have to tell me everything!”

      “I shouldn’t kiss and tell.”

      “I am your best friend, and that man is smiling like I’ve never seen in my whole life.”

      Her face darkened. “He says we can’t tell anyone that we’ve been together for several months.”

      I sank down in the metal chair beside the cot. “Several months? And he’s just now smiling?”

      “I granted him a wish,” she said.

      “Raya! You aren’t supposed to do that.” Soraya was a Jinn, and her people had very strict rules about granting wishes or using their magic.

      “No, I can do it sometimes. Just not all the time.”

      That wasn’t what her grandfather, Luther Harris had told me. Luther ran the diner in Shady Grove, and he was an Ifrit, a cursed Jinn. “I just thought it was really restrictive.”

      “Winnie, you can’t tell anyone. His mother is trying to find him a good fairy mate, and the Jinn aren’t fairies.”

      “Ella is a very nice woman. I seriously don’t see her looking down on you!”

      “You say that, but you know how Ruby acts. She didn’t get that from Astor.”

      “Mom said that Ella had a wild streak when she was younger, but I don’t think she’s ever been rude.”

      “Well, I think she sees me as Rory’s wild streak. When he comes back after being at home, he’s always in a foul mood. You will like him better the longer he stays here. He’s under a lot of pressure,” Raya said, defending him.

      I knew about pressure. Even though I was an adopted child of the Winter Queen, I was still expected to appear at formal events and play nice with my mother’s court. Not all of them were as wholesome as my mother. They didn’t have the benefit of growing up in the human world as she had. It made her much more personable than the rest of the Winter nobles.

      Voices joined the guys in the other room, and I knew Echo and Malphas had returned. I wanted to know how Ren was doing.

      “Are you okay? If he does anything to hurt you, I will turn him into a flaming ball of ginger,” I said.

      “Sounds Thai,” she said.

      “Chinese?” I asked.

      “Maybe.” I hugged her for one last assurance of my support, and we walked back into the room to find Echo and Malphas talking about Shady Grove.

      “You should have seen those idiots. I swear they are patrolling the trailer park like they are the FaeBusters or something,” Malphas said.

      “Cletus and Tater?” I asked.

      The town doofuses used to live in the trailer with me before my mom died. They had good hearts and were the last remaining humans in Shady Grove. They preferred things made out of duct tape and weapons made of PVC pipe. Specifically, potato guns.

      “Yeah, Grace told them that there was a threat from some of the Wild Fae to cross through the veil. Cletus and Tater got all wound up,” Nick added.

      “You knew about this threat?” I asked.

      “Nothing your mom and Levi can’t handle,” Nick said.

      “They have plenty of support,” Kyrie reinforced. “Plus, we are going to the jazz club tonight. I think Miss Hamlet has some explaining to do.”

      “I’m going this time,” Nick said.

      “What about us?” Malphas asked.

      “I need you guys to hang out around Savoy Palace. See if you can make contact with any of the small fairies she has working for her. I doubt they will talk if they are under contract or fairynapped, but maybe we will get lucky,” Nick instructed.

      Echo moved his hands wildly. I giggled, because I knew exactly what he was saying, and also knew that Malphas wouldn’t translate it directly.

      Malphas sighed. “He says that we should be at Ely House to watch over the gang.”

      Echo locked his eyes on me, giving me permission to translate. “He said that he’s tired of babysitting and he wants to hear the siren sing. Is she a siren? Like a real siren?”

      Light flickered in Echo’s eyes, and he nodded.

      “Yes, she’s a siren, and because of that, Malphas and Echo will go with you guys to Ely House. Keep focused on our purpose here. From what Levi’s contacts told me, there has been a long running feud between Miss Hamlet and Miss O’Lear. We will not participate in that fight. We are here to save enslaved fairies. We are here to get to the bottom of the trafficking. Clear?” Nick instructed. For some reason, today he looked like he’d lost all of his light. I’d corner him later and figure it out, but I suspected it had to do with a she-wolf named Lyra.

      “Clear, Boss,” Kyrie said in his usual bubbly tone.

      “Good,” Nick said.
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      Kyrie pulled me down after I threw a fire ball just before a bolt of lightning took off my head.

      “Just stay down,” he hissed.

      “We are pinned in. We have to fight our way out,” I yelled back over the sounds of tables being blown to bits and the patrons of the Ely House screaming in terror.

      We had walked into a trap. A big fat one. But as far as I was concerned, she hadn’t sung yet.

      Kyrie cast a haze of dust and sparkling lights around us as we dived across the aisle to where Rory protected Soraya behind a large circular booth. He threw balls of blinding light at our attackers.

      When we arrived, we were greeted by one of Miss Hamlet’s men who escorted us to a large banking booth with full view of the stage. Only Rory who sat on the far end could see the door we’d entered. The room was hazy and dark. The smell of spices filled the air.

      A server wearing a 1920s style flapper dress took our drink order. We weren’t completely hemmed in because the large booth surrounded two small tables with a gap in the middle. Nick sat closest to the door.

      As magic and snarls floated around the room, I couldn’t even remember what happened before Kyrie threw me to the floor and upturned our tables to hide behind. We didn’t even get to hear the siren sing before all hell broke loose.

      I kept looking from our hiding place to see who we were up against. I couldn’t see the glowing circle magic of the Sanhedrin, so I had to guess that these were the traffickers that we had been hunting. Only they found us first. It wasn’t like we were hiding, but we had been here a few months. Not once had they gone on the offensive. But here we were, in the middle of a mire of shit.

      “There has to be a way out through the stage,” Rory yelled.

      “Malphas is looking for a way out,” Nick said. He had a pistol but hadn’t fired it. We didn’t intend on bringing human weapons into the fight as long as our enemy wasn’t using them. Magic didn’t leave traces of evidence, except for destruction. Guns would leave casings, bullets, and gun powder.

      “Rory, can you tell what or who we are up against?” I asked.

      “You can see them as well as I can,” he snapped back. The truth was, I couldn’t. I could see some fairies, but there were some that were powerful enough to hide their aura from me. I’d been made a fairy and phoenix. It didn’t come natural to me, and although, my body had adapted, I didn’t have the same talents as a natural born fairy like Aydan and Killian. Which always made me feel a little left out. I’d told Levi about my feelings. He had been a made fairy too, but he was half when he was born. A changeling. I didn’t even have that advantage. When I tried to look again, Kyrie jerked me back. I spun around on him with my fist raised.

      “If you don’t stop, I am going to bust your face,” I said.

      “But it’s so pretty, why would you want to do that?” he asked.

      I grit my teeth and growled at him. “Infuriating,” I muttered. “What do you suggest, pretty boy?”

      “See. You admit it’s pretty,” he smirked. I raised my fist again. “I say we hold our ground until Malphas comes back with a way out.”

      Across the room, two Summer fairies huddled behind a kiosk that was for the waitresses to place orders.

      “Kyrie, can you hide them?” I asked. He blew across the top of his hand, and sparkling dust and cloud formed, then floated across the room to block the fairies who were caught in the crossfire. “Thank you.”

      Malphas landed next to Nick while squawking. Nick looked back at us, and I pointed to the huddled fairies. He nodded then spoke quietly to Malphas. Echo had gone with him but didn’t return. I assumed he was watching the way out or scouting ahead.

      Nick turned to us. “We have to jump on the stage, run across to the other side. Follow Malphas and he will lead you out. Rory and I will grab the two caught in the crossfire.” We nodded our understanding. “Rory, we are going to need a big distraction. Give it all you’ve got. Starboy, get a cloud of dust up for you and the girls.”

      “Women,” I corrected.

      “Really?” he said, pursing his lips.

      “Respect is respect,” I said with a grin.

      “I won’t say it, but you know what I’m thinking.” He was thinking that I was just like my mother. Smart ass women were a dime a dozen in the South. Although, my mother was technically Winter, she took her Southern identity seriously.

      Kyrie whipped up a cloud of stars, and I held Soraya’s hand. “Stay close to me,” he instructed. I saluted him just to be smart.

      “Ready?” Rory asked.

      “Yes. Go!” Nick gave the order, then burst into a ball of fur, dashing across the magical battleground, drawing fire while Rory threw a large bright ball of light at our attackers. I wanted to throw fire, but Kyrie grabbed my arm and jerked me toward the stage.

      It was only about two feet off the ground, so Soraya and I jumped together. She stumbled, but I helped her up. Kyrie grabbed us both and shoved us toward Malphas who hovered just beyond the stage curtain.

      We dashed behind the stage, jumping over ropes and cables. Large wooden crates lined the back wall, then just beyond it to our right, I saw a red exit sign.

      “There!” Kyrie said. We sprinted toward the sign as Malphas swooped around the crates. We entered a long hallway with stars on the doors. There were six in all. The first one on the right had Miss Hamlet’s name in golden glitter splashed across it. At the end of the hall, a large metal door to the outside sat below another hovering raven.

      Running down the hall, I kept looking over my shoulder to make sure we weren’t followed. I also hoped to catch sight of Nick and Rory following us.

      “Hey!” a voice like Nick’s yelled at us. I turned to see a man who raised a gun toward us. He fired, and I lunged toward Kyrie who was behind me. I knocked him to the ground. We hit the concrete floor hard, and I screamed as pain ripped through my shoulder.

      Looking up, I saw Nick’s wolf take the man down by his gun hand. He fired again, but it hit the ceiling. The gruesome sounds of a man being mauled assaulted our ears. His screams died out, as Kyrie helped me up. I grabbed my shoulder as the pain ripped through me again. The warm squish of blood mashed on the inside of my hand.

      “What did you do?” Kyrie yelled at me. “Let me see!” He tugged at my hand.

      “No, stop. It hurts,” I replied.

      “Keep running!” Rory said, rounding the corner with the two fairies.

      I tried to walk, but I felt woozy. I teetered back and forth as Kyrie tried to brace me. He reached down to pick me up. “Don’t you dare pick me up!” I protested.

      Struggling down the hallway, we made it to the door and into a dark, wet alley. Cold rain poured down on us. We continued to follow Malphas down the alley to the street opposite to the front of Ely House.

      Nick shifted back to human and glamoured himself some clothes. I’d never told him that I could see through his glamour. Not that I was looking.

      “Let me see,” he said, as I leaned against the wall. He pulled back the edge of my shirt to reveal a wound about the size of a penny in my left shoulder. My knees buckled, and I sank to the ground. “Rory, take those fairies to the car. I don’t want to move her.”

      I took a rattled breath, looking into Kyrie’s worried eyes. Soraya squeezed my hand.

      “Stay with me,” Kyrie said.

      “Guess we will test that whole phoenix thing out,” I muttered. I felt the blood bubble up my throat, and I saw the look on Nick’s face. “She won’t kill you.”

      “Aye! She will!” Nick said. “I don’t know how this works, Winnie, but you are the phoenix. You will rise, and we will be right here waiting on you. Whatever happens, we are here.”

      I nodded. My body felt like it was floating. I licked my lips. “Better here in the alley than where anyone can see me,” I said.

      Nick scooped me up and ran back toward the door we’d exited. He sat me down between two dumpsters. I was going to die with the trash. He handed his gun to Kyrie who shook his head. Soraya grabbed it instead. “If anything comes out of that door, shoot it. Do you hear me?”

      Soraya nodded. Kyrie knelt down before me. I saw the tears in his eyes. “Not for me, Winnie. You aren’t here to save me. Why did you do this?” He leaned forward touching my forehead with his.

      “Winnie, can you talk to her?” Nick asked.

      “I’ve got nothing left,” I said. Nick pulled out a phone and dialed. If they were in Winter, he wouldn’t be able to reach them. My mother and Uncle Levi. He snarled, then dialed again. I felt Winter magic move around me, and my little brother, Killian appeared behind Kyrie.

      “No!” he screamed. Kyrie moved, allowing him to sit next to me.

      “Hey, buddy,” I said with a cough.

      He placed his hand over my wound and began to sing. I died listening to his angelic voice fill the alley as he tried to heal me.
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      I didn’t know what to expect as fear gripped my heart to force it to beat again, but no fear or jolt would bring me back. Killian’s voice sounded like a far-off echo. Then it died out giving way to silence. Looking around me, the pitch black swallowed me whole. No sound. No movement. No breath. I was nothing and in nothing.

      I tried to sink to my knees in despair, but without realizing it, I was already on my knees. I called out into the darkness, but even my voice had no sound. My tears fell, but they had nowhere to fall to.

      “I’m dead,” I tried to say. The sad look in Killian’s face and the terror in Kyrie’s were the last things I remembered. My mind raced over the impact of my death. I prayed to the god of Life who lived in the tree with my great grandfather that Mark wouldn’t kill Kyrie. I knew Mark’s temper when it came to me. He would blame Kyrie for my heroics. At least I’d died helping a friend.

      But Kyrie was more than a friend. Even though I refused to admit it, I had deep feelings for him. He supported me and believed in me without hesitation. I needed to reciprocate that. Only, I didn’t know if I’d ever get that chance.

      “Open your eyes, Wynonna Riggs,” a deep voice called to me.

      I opened my eyes, not realizing they were shut, and saw the flickering flame of a candle just a few feet from me.

      “Who is there?” I asked, hearing my voice for the first time since entering this dark place.

      “I am the First,” he said. “Come to the light.”

      I crawled on my knees, not trusting my feet and legs to function until I was about a foot from the candle. As I moved closer, it illuminated a figure seated on the other side. The man had olive colored skin and deep green eyes. He wore a white toga with a golden belt. A crown of golden wings sat on his head.

      “The First?” I questioned.

      “Please, Wynonna, sit with me,” he said, waving his hand to the other side of the candle. When I turned to sit, his form appeared fully. The flickering candle had masked his true form. Fire licked around his hands and arms, up to his neck. It surrounded the crown and touched his garments, but they did not ignite.

      “You are amazing,” I said in awe.

      “I would say the same of you. The first female phoenix. A purple phoenix. We weren’t sure what would happen should you die. Your Winter fairy abilities are very strong, but like Serafino Taranis, you manage both powers effectively,” he said.

      “I don’t feel like I manage it. My Winter blocks my Fire, and my Winter fizzes when I try to use it,” I said.

      “You block your Fire. The Winter will take longer,” he corrected.

      “I’m not trying to do it,” I said, trying not to whine and sound stupid before the guy who probably knew everything there was to know about being a phoenix.

      He pointed a long, fiery finger at me. He touched my shoulder where I’d gotten shot. “You do not believe in yourself.” I flinched back from his touch, expecting it to hurt, but it didn’t.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Finding yourself is your mission. I admire you for walking away from the safety of your mother’s haven,” he said. “It took the courage of a phoenix to leave. It will take the courage of a phoenix to find your place.”

      “Will I rise?” I asked. “Do I have to do anything?”

      “You will rise after we’ve spoken.”

      “My mother is bound to be having a fit right about now,” I said.

      He smiled. “She knows you will return. She is afraid and hates to see your ashes, but she knows. She’s seen your father rise. She is wise yet pretends to not be. I find her to be perplexing.”

      “So do I!” I said.

      “So did your father, but he loved her,” he said.

      “Yes, he did.” I thought back to when I was a child and I saw Dylan Riggs, the sheriff of Shady Grove kissing the woman across the street at the trailer park. I couldn’t sleep that night, and I was sitting in my room watching the stars. I thought they were having a fight, but he kissed her. As a child, I didn’t know any better, but it made me mad. I loved the sheriff and his red Camaro. He was always so nice to me, and his eyes would light up when he smiled. It made me happy to see him walk away from her even though I enjoyed staying at her house when my mother had visitors.

      She went inside the trailer, as he walked back toward town. I watched him pause, looking back at Grace’s home. The lights flicked on in her bedroom. He stood in the street with his hands on his hips. I heard him cursing. Back then, all I knew was it was adult words that I wasn’t supposed to say. Finally, he kicked a rock into the woods and ran back to her front door. She let him inside.

      I knew now that it was the first time my adoptive parents were together. Like together-together. It took a long time for them to stay together, but their love was real. Something that doesn’t happen often. Even though it had happened twice for my mother.

      “Things take time, Wynonna. If anything, a phoenix is allowed to be patient. You may find yourself tomorrow, then find yourself again the next day,” the First said.

      I let his words sink into me. Each day I could be reborn. My father chased his tail feathers for hundreds of years. I was determined not to do that, but perhaps I was pushing it a little too hard.

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      “When I roamed the earth, I was known as Uriel,” he said.

      “The archangel?”

      “Myths and legends get twisted and changed over the years. Some of it is true. Some of it is borrowed.”

      “And some of it is blue?” I asked with a chuckle.

      “Oh, I see,” he said, getting the terrible joke. “It can be very blue and depressing. You cannot let that sink into your core. If a phoenix gets depressed despite being a fire that can ignite passion, despite being a light for the world, and despite being a hope that life springs anew, it can grow cold then the legacy of all of us will be lost.”

      “And you are like a great grandfather?”

      “Actually, I am your great grandfather. My son was Dylan’s father,” he said. I wanted to lean forward and hug him. He must have noticed. His hand shot up between us. He hovered over the candle. “This flame is a barrier. You cannot cross it until your days are done. Then, you may join us on the other side.”

      “Us? My father is not with you. Aydan talked to him in the Netherworld, and he crossed the bridge,” I said.

      “Where are you, Wynonna?”

      “It feels like nothing. Nothingness.”

      “This place is across the bridge.”

      “Dad!” I called out.

      “Wynonna. You cannot see him now. He can see you, and I know he is very proud of you, but until you prove to me that you will not cross this line.” He held up his hand again. “Your father will remain hidden.”

      “No! Aydan got to see him!” I protested.

      “And you will, too. I’d like to think this would be your only visit in-between death and life, but I know it isn’t. The curse of a phoenix is to die. Many times.” His eyes darkened, and I slumped over in tears. I wanted my chance with Dylan. I was happy for Aydan to be able to see his father, but I’d lost so many people. I just wanted my dad. “Do not cry. You will make this old man remember his own tears. Dylan gave you this cursed gift because he knew you were strong enough to bear it. Take on your role. Embrace your power. Use it for something right and good.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “Yes, you are. You need to go back now,” he said.

      “I’ve been gone too long.”

      “No. This place is worse on time keeping than the Otherworld. We are in the Great Beyond. There is no time here. Now, go home and rise,” he said.

      “I don’t know how.”

      “You will figure it out.”

      “But…” And just like that, the candle went out, and he was gone. My heart ached to know that my father could see me, but I couldn’t see him. I wanted to make him proud. I wanted to do justice to the gift that I had received.

      Now to rise.
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      A warmth stirred in my belly, and I felt my fiery power in a way that I had never felt before. Instead of fighting it or trying to control it, I let it flow through me. The heat built, but I felt nothing more than comfort. I also felt freedom. Closing my eyes, I allowed the sensation to build. It flowed through me like a well-spring of hope and determination. I’d said before that I was the Phoenix, but now I felt it in every bone in my body.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw Kyrie on the ground, holding Killian to his chest. My mother stood in the alley clutching Uncle Levi. Nick stood behind them with his head lowered. There were tears, but there was also faith. A faith that I would rise.

      My spirit floated above the ashes of my body. I reached down with my strength, coaxing the ashes from the ground. Killian and Kyrie bolted up and away from the ashes when they swirled, flickering with a purple and orange light.

      I called the storm to me. The ashes enveloped my spirit, and my body reformed from the dust. I spread my arms out, and they formed black feathered wings which burned with a purple light. Fire licked along the outstretched wings with colors of yellow, orange, red, and violet.

      A rumble began in my belly, forcing its way upward through my throat. It escaped my lips in a triumphant call like a blast from a horn. The screech of the phoenix caused my family and friends to cover their ears as they looked up to me in wonder.

      I flapped my wings above them, but my soul did not want to land and reform. I wanted to soar. Releasing the call again, I shot into the sky above the clouds. Soaring over Steelshore, I looked down to the lights of the city. The moon flickered on the bay as ships sailed out to sea. I darted down toward the water and flew a few feet above the darkness. I didn’t care who saw me. It would be explained as a meteor or some military experiment.

      Banking around, I flew over the swamp of the Dog River, then returned to the city. My soul needed my family now that it had its freedom. And I knew they needed me.

      Another call echoed through the sky as a white raptor raced toward me followed by a snowy barn owl, flying faster than it should. The raptor’s feathers crackled with blue lightning. It flew past barely missing me. The barn owl dove down to the alley where I had died.

      Banking around, I chased the Thunderbird back out across the bay. He cackled as I gained on him.

      “Hello, Wildfire,” Aydan said in my head.

      “Hello, Aydan.”

      “Don’t scare the shit out of us ever again,” he said.

      “It is my curse,” I replied.

      “It’s not a curse. You are our light.” He turned sharply back toward the city, and I flew beside him. I hoped that Dad could see us.

      “Let’s go back,” I said.

      “Lead the way.”

      I dove down through the tallest buildings downtown to the entertainment district where I zeroed in on the alley. Opening my sight, I could see the blurred auras of my family. Their eyes were lifted to the sky, waiting for my return. I slowed my descent and landed as a naked woman before them. My mother snapped her finger and clothes appeared on my body.

      I ran to her, wrapping my arms around her. My warmth and her cold joined together. She felt so good to touch after my fiery flight.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      Levi embraced me from the side, hugging us both. He kissed the top of my hair.

      “I never doubted that you would return to me,” she said into my ear.

      “Hello, Son,” Mom said to Aydan behind me.

      “I found her,” he said.

      “That you did.” She hugged me tighter.

      “Don’t kill Nick!” I blurted out, pulling away from her embrace.

      She giggled. “Well, the thought did cross my mind, but I’ll just wait until next time.”

      “Thanks,” Nick grunted. I turned and hugged him too. “You scared the shit out of me.” Echo and Malphas stood behind him. They patted me on the shoulder.

      “Does anyone have a pooper scooper?” I shouted as Killian embraced me. He was taller than the last time I saw him. Stronger, too. “I should have known you would get here first.”

      “I thought I could stop it,” he said.

      “It needed to happen. I had to know. Not that I did it on purpose or anything,” I said.

      “I love you, Winnie,” he said.

      Aydan stood with a beautiful young woman. Isabella Valerian was the daughter of my mother’s Seneschal in Winter. He was quite taken with her from the first time he saw her. I assumed she was the white owl I’d seen earlier.

      My senses drifted to Nick who was on the phone. I knew exactly who it was, but my sight fixed on Kyrie. His tear-stained cheeks alarmed me. He didn’t think I would rise. I remembered what I had thought while speaking to Uriel. I took four quick steps, grabbed his cheeks, and locked lips with him. He sat stunned for a moment then responded, not just with his lips, but his hands too.

      “Fuck,” he muttered between kisses. The conversation in the alley stopped, and I froze. “You have never kissed me like that.” His voice was barely a whisper.

      “Yeah, and I’m stupid for holding back,” I said.

      “Winnie.” Nick’s voice broke our intimate moment. He’d done it on purpose. Handing me his phone, I took the opportunity to scowl at him.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “You died.”

      “Yes, Mark.”

      “I felt it.”

      “What?”

      “We are connected. Or rather, I’m connected to you whether you are to me or not.”

      I walked away from Kyrie. “Mark, please.”

      “I know. You don’t want to hear it, but I wanted you to know that I felt it. I also know that I need to move on from whatever I thought we had.” My heart jumped up into my throat as he spoke. “I’m only torturing us both with this, and I’m sorry. Mom thinks that because I’m Faeborn that I could attach to another. You are free, Winnie. I’m going to be fine. I will always love you.”

      A tear rolled down my cheek, and I turned to look at Kyrie. He looked like his dog had died. I walked back over to him and laid my head on his chest.

      “I love you too, Mark. I hope you find what you are looking for.”

      “You, too.” He clicked off the call.

      I handed the phone back to Nick. “We need to talk,” I said to him. He nodded, then walked away. “Where are Raya and Rory?”

      “Shit,” Nick said, running to the end of the alley. “They went to get the car but didn’t come back!”

      We ran down the street to find the doors of the SUV open, but both the Prince of Summer and my best friend were gone.

      “I don’t understand,” Killian said.

      “Mom, you need to take him home. It’s not safe here,” I said.

      She smiled at me, joined hands with Killian, and leaned on Levi. “Home,” Levi said. They stepped through a small portal which closed quickly behind him.

      “We will fly,” Aydan said. He and Isabella jumped into the sky, transforming into their bird forms. Malphas and Echo joined them.

      “Smell them?” I asked Nick. He shifted to wolf and circled the car.

      Switching to my sight, I saw the magical markings that could only be one group. The Sanhedrin.
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      I paced the office as Nick made calls to his contacts who were going to help him canvas the area.

      “I swear by all that is good in this world, I will rip Reyna’s throat out if she hurts Soraya,” I huffed. Kyrie watched me closely, but he didn’t dare to speak.

      “Yes. Thank you, Lyra. I will see you soon,” Nick said, then hung up the phone. So, I would get to meet the infamous Lyra. “I can call Mark to send help, too.”

      “I think it’s best you leave him out of this. Is it possible to do what he said on the phone?” I asked as if Nick knew what his alpha had told me.

      “Possibly. I don’t know that anyone has ever done it, but most don’t choose their mate as young as he did. I always thought it was strange that he latched on to you that way,” Nick said.

      “What age do wolves normally choose mates?” Kyrie asked.

      “Mid to upper teens. Rarely earlier, and more often than not, later,” Nick explained.

      “And why don’t you have a mate?” I asked.

      “It’s not my time. Back to the matter at hand. Malphas and Echo are flying over the area looking for traces. Isabella and Aydan are as well. I want you to go with me. I’m hoping we don’t run into a group of Sanhedrin,” he said.

      “I’m sure we will, but why?”

      “Before Ren left for Shady Grove, she told me that she had overheard some of the men that had captured her talking. She said that the Sanhedrin had found a new way to combine their magic and casting it as a group. The more of them we encounter at once, the more powerful we need to expect them to be.”

      Kyrie and I sat in silence. The Sanhedrin had proved to be a formidable enemy, but this would kick the game up a notch or two. I wasn’t sure we had the firepower to combat them. I really didn’t want to call my mother back to Steelshore, but I’d do whatever it took to get Raya back. Kyrie folded his fingers into mine and squeezed. He was with me, and I needed someone in my corner.

      My parents were in my corner. My brothers were too, but they had lots of responsibilities. Which brought me to Mark. He had his pack and his family. I never had a doubt that he loved me unconditionally. He never made me feel secondary to any of it, but I knew my ambitions would always be held back by his responsibilities.

      However, Kyrie had devoted his time to me. I wondered what his ambitions were besides following me to the ends of the earth.

      “We will find her,” he said.

      “I know. We have things that we need to talk about,” I said.

      “We will. Soon,” he said, touching my cheek.

      “I hate sitting here and waiting.”

      We didn’t wait long, because no sooner than I had said it, Lyra walked into the office with another woman. Lyra had chestnut brown hair with blonde highlights. Her nails were painted royal blue to match her deep blue eyes. The woman with her was just as striking with bleached blonde hair, dark brown eyes, and thin lips. They both embodied that wolfish persona.

      “Lyra, thank you for coming,” Nick said. She nodded at him. “Lyra. Aspen. This is Wynonna Riggs and Kyrie Babineau.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Lyra said, offering her hand. I shook it, feeling the strength in it. Her aura glowed a lavender, but almost grey color while Aspen’s aura was turquoise blue.

      “Same,” I replied.

      “Your mother is the fairy queen,” she stated.

      “Yes, I am Gloriana’s adopted daughter,” I replied, making the distinction.

      “Aspen is my best friend. My parents are dead,” she said without emotion. She seemed very detached which surprised me, because Nick had always been very emotional. I wondered how these two had ever met and made friends.

      “How many are with you?” Nick asked.

      “Thirteen, plus the two of us,” she replied.

      “They were taken from the parking lot outside Ely House. We believe they were taken by the Sanhedrin or someone using the Sanhedrin’s signature magic. I couldn’t find a scent at all,” Nick said.

      “Let’s start there. We will spread out. There has to be a scent,” Lyra said.

      “Alright. We will meet you there,” Nick replied.
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        * * *

      

      Lyra’s wolves had searched the area in a four-block radius, but as Nick said, they couldn’t pick up a scent for Rory or Soraya.

      “I’ve got to get in touch with Astor,” Nick said.

      “Call Mom. Let her do it,” I suggested.

      “That’s a good idea. I’ll tell her to convince him to stay in Summer. This might be a ploy by the Sanhedrin to get him into the open. We don’t need a missing Summer king,” Nick said, as he dialed his phone. He didn’t say dead Summer king, but it was implied.

      Lyra called her wolves back to the parking lot where the SUV still sat. I’d sifted through it looking for any indication of what happened to Soraya and Rory, but I hadn’t found anything. The magical signature was fading with time. It didn’t matter. I knew Reyna was behind this, and without sounding completely egotistical, I knew she did it to get to me.

      “I’ve got to find the Sanhedrin base of operations,” I said.

      “We have looked for months to nail them down,” Kyrie said.

      “I know, but there has to be something we are missing,” I replied.

      “You seem a little high strung,” Lyra said.

      I spun around on her with my fists ignited in flame. “What makes you say that, bitch?”

      “Whoa!” Kyrie said, jumping in front of me. Lyra snarled as her wolves gathered behind her.

      Nick hurriedly finished his phone call. “Stop it! Lyra, thank you for your help. I’ll call you if I need anything else.”

      She never took her eyes off me. “Anytime, Falpha.” She winked at me then ran off into the darkness with her pack.

      “Hey, I get it. You are worried about Raya, but you gotta calm down,” Kyrie urged.

      When I had flown as the Phoenix across Steelshore, I was able to let go, losing the control I’d taken so long to master. My anger and frustration had bubbled to the surface, but in some way, it felt right to just let it be. However, I knew I couldn’t go around threatening people with flaming fists. Reluctantly, I reeled in my anger, dousing the flames.

      Kyrie’s cool hands covered mine. I fought the urge to pull away from him. My emotions had always been a roller coaster, but growing up so quickly, plus battling the fire inside of me, I struggled to keep calm and be the mature woman everyone expected of me. Everyone except Kyrie. He didn’t expect anything from me which meant I should give him the most.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “I didn’t do anything,” he said with his signature smirk.

      “You…” My voice cracked, and his smirk turned into a genuine grin. I buried my face into his chest, and his arms wrapped around me.

      The flapping of wings caught my attention. Malphas and Echo landed beside Nick. Their shift was a beautiful thing to see. It was like the wing tattoos on their back came to life as they switched to raven, then retreated when they changed back to human. Malphas held an envelope.

      “This was on the office door,” he said, handing it to Nick.

      Nick tore into the envelope. He unfolded a parchment style piece of paper. “The fairy scourge will be purged from Steelshore and all trafficking operations will cease. Pack your office and leave the city. Only then will the Jinn and the Prince of Summer be released. Your kind belong in Shady Grove or in the world below. Sincerely, the Ordained Servants of the Tree, the Sanhedrin.”

      “We are not leaving,” I said.

      “Of course, we aren’t, but we might have to make it look like we are,” Nick said.

      “How are we going to do that? They seem to know everything we are doing,” Kyrie said.

      Nick paced with the note in his hands. “I know someone that can find them.”

      “Yeah, who? We’ve looked everywhere. We’ve used magic. I don’t even think my mom could find them,” I said.

      Nick grinned deviously, and it made me smile. He dialed his phone, let it ring, then hung up. I cocked my head sideways questioning.

      “Give it a minute,” he said.

      He sat the phone down and took a seat in the SUV. I sat on the edge of mine, and Kyrie tucked in beside me. All eyes were on the phone. Less than a minute later it rang.

      “Hello,” Nick said. He listened to the female on the other end. She ranted at him, but I couldn’t make out her words. Nick grinned the entire time. “Well, you know, I wouldn’t have called if it weren’t an emergency.” We listened to her rant again. “Yes, in Steelshore. You will be compensated accordingly.” Her voice lowered and took on a sultry tone. Nick blushed. “Alright, see you soon.” He hung up the phone and looked at us.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “She’s coming,” he said.

      “She who?” I asked, getting impatient with him.

      “Catrina.”

      “Holy shit,” Kyrie muttered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      While we waited for Catrina Morales to arrive, Kyrie helped me pack up my apartment. We wanted to make it look like we were actually moving.

      “What do you know about her?” Kyrie asked.

      “Just that she is a deadly assassin, and that the magical tattoo on her back can track her mark. The problem with it is that the ink used to make her tattoo and my mom’s tattoo once belonged to the Sanhedrin. It was used to track them. The link to my mother’s tattoo was severed by Caiaphas, but I don’t know about Catrina’s,” I explained.

      Catrina Morales worked for Tennyson Schuyler, but when Tennyson died, he left his holdings to my Uncle Levi. She now worked for him and my mother. The society known as La Calavera trained her to kill. She carried a spelled athame that would strike down her enemies. She was a gorgeous but deadly woman.

      “Want me to pack your panty drawer?” he asked.

      “No!” I responded way too quickly to realize he was joking.

      “Oh really! What are you hiding in there?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Naughty panties.”

      I turned bright red and turned my face from him. He came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Or is there something else in there naughty?”

      “Like what?” I pretended that his touch didn’t faze me.

      “Toys.”

      “I do not have toys in there.” He chuckled in my ear, then nibbled it, sending goosebumps down my neck.

      “Good. With me around, you don’t need them.”

      I didn’t know whether to turn around and kiss him or slap him. But someone knocked on the door and the moment was broken. He groaned as I pulled away from him. Peeking through the peephole, I saw my neighbor standing outside my door in a towel.

      “What the hell?” I muttered, as I opened the door. “Hey, Colton. Is everything okay?”

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Wynonna, but my water has been turned off. The apartment manager is working on it, but I’ve got to go to work tonight. Would it be possible to use your shower?” he asked.

      His abs had distracted me, and I’d only heard about half of what he had said. “Um, your water?”

      “Yeah, I mean, I paid my bill. It’s nothing like that,” he insisted.

      “Oh, right. No, that’s fine. You can use mine if it works,” I said, opening the door wide for him to enter. He stepped, then froze.

      “Oh, hi,” he said, looking at Kyrie.

      “Colton, this is Kyrie,” I said.

      “I’d shake your hand, but…” Colton said, as he held on to his towel.

      “Yeah. No, that’s cool.” Kyrie said watching the half-naked man in my apartment.

      “Come on in,” I said, leading the way to the bedroom. I didn’t look at Kyrie, but I felt his eyes on us. Colton followed me. I stopped outside the door. “Here ya go.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know your boyfriend was here,” he said.

      “Yeah, it’s no problem. I don’t mind helping a friend,” I replied. I didn’t deny that Kyrie was my boyfriend. I decided to let Colton think whatever he wanted since Nick told me to keep my distance from him.

      He went into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him. I heard the shower start, so I rejoined Kyrie in the other room.

      “Well, he’s a looker,” Kyrie said.

      “Are you jealous?” I asked.

      “Should I be?”

      “No.”

      “Then, I’m not.”

      “Are you for real?” I asked. Guys our age always had a jealous bone. Kyrie’s attitude toward our relationships was an anomaly that I couldn’t explain.

      Kyrie sat down on my couch and waved me over to him. When I got close enough, he pulled me down into his lap.

      “You aren’t mine, so how can I be jealous? Why would I be jealous of some guy that lives across the hall from you with a six pack and brilliant blue eyes that travel your body when he looks at you?”

      “He does? They do?”

      “You are fucking gorgeous, Wynonna. Of course, he does. I do it. I’m not ashamed to admit it.”

      I told myself to bite the bullet. “You look much better than he does.”

      His smirk lifted to a grin. “Oh really? Tell me more, Sunshine.”

      “And I don’t belong to anyone, but I am with you,” I said.

      Kyrie stopped moving and breathing. I was about to do the stroke test on him, when he swallowed. His Adam’s apple dipped, and his eyes widened. “You mean it?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I replied, placing my lips on his. He reacted slowly as if he still didn’t believe me. I’d do whatever it took to reassure him. Of course, that wouldn’t be much with my neighbor in my shower.

      He thanked me with soft kisses on my lips and neck. “I’ll take whatever you give me.” He knew I wouldn’t give him everything, and once again, he broke the mold that most placed him in by being exactly what I needed.

      “I feel like you give me so much, and I don’t do enough for you,” I said.

      “You make me a better man. I assure you that if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be here trying to make a difference. That fire and drive inside of you is infectious, and I’ve been heart sick from the moment I saw you. I know I’m right where I should be.”

      “You should want to do it because it’s right, not because of me.”

      “That’s just it. I want to do it now. You exposed me to it, and now I want to nail these bastards that hurt Ren. Not to mention Reyna and her zealots. I’m just lucky that I get to do it with you.”

      I’d figured out why I could never commit to Kyrie. He was too good to be true. I’d always told myself that he had an ulterior motive, but I heard the sincerity in his voice. He meant every word of it. He’d proven himself to me, and it was time I respected it.

      “I thought I wanted to do this alone, but I’m so glad you are here,” I said.

      “You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried. I know I said I’d stay behind in Shady Grove if that was what you asked me to do, but you ran off and left without saying good-bye. I had to hunt you down. It was the best thing I ever did.”

      “Will you shut up and just kiss me?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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        * * *

      

      We were fully knotted up with each other when Colton appeared from my bedroom. He cleared his throat.

      “Oh, hey!” I said, jumping back from Kyrie’s lips.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he said with a grin. “I hope you don’t mind, but I let your cats in.”

      “Cats?” Kyrie asked.

      “Oh, um, thanks,” I said.

      “I’ll let myself out. Thanks for letting me use the shower,” Colton said, as he walked toward the door of the apartment. His towel barely covered his ass, and when he walked, I got a side view. Kyrie nudged me.

      “Not jealous, huh?”

      “Not at all,” he muttered with a grin. “Good to meet you, Colton.”

      “You, too,” Colton said, just as he shut the door.

      Kat and Cat sauntered into the living area.

      “Oh, Winnie, he is a keeper,” Kat said, flicking her tail.

      “Mother fuck!” Kyrie exclaimed.

      “Such foul language from a pretty mouth,” Cat said as she jumped on the couch next to Kyrie. “Pet me, Pretty Mouth.”

      “What the hell?” Kyrie said, as he began to brush through Cat’s orange hair.

      “Kyrie, meet Kat and Cat. They are my friends,” I said, wondering if they really were friends or foes.

      “Do you have any more wine?” Kat asked.

      “I do, but the deal was that if I helped you, then you would help me,” I reminded her.

      She sat down on the carpet, curling her tail to her side. Only the very end of it, flicked back and forth like a nervous twitch.

      “I do have some information for you,” Kat said.

      “Oh, just give it to her already,” Cat urged. “I want more wine. Pretty Mouth has magic fingers.”

      “Pretty Mouth,” I mocked. Kyrie rolled his eyes but continued to stroke the cat.

      “The angry woman with the sparkling cat litter has a genie and a prince,” Kat said.

      “Raya and Rory. They are our friends. Who is the angry woman with the sparkling cat litter?” I asked.

      “She has a shit ton of sparkling cat litter that surrounds her house,” Kat informed me.

      “Where is this house?” I asked.

      “Not far from here, but you can’t see it,” Kat said.

      “How do you see it?”

      “Because I’m a cat, duh. I can smell it, too.”

      “Smells like shit,” Cat said with a purr. Kat jumped up on the couch, then laid across Kyrie’s lap.

      “Is that catnip in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?” Kat asked. She wiggled back and forth on Kyrie’s lap.

      My eyes widened when I realized that she was feeling the result of our earlier making out session. I’d felt it too, but Kat was far braver than I was to comment on it. Kyrie closed his eyes and cleared his throat.

      “Nothing there for you, Kat,” he said.

      “Bummer,” she replied.

      “It belongs to Wynonna,” Kyrie said, which caused me to blush.

      “Aren’t you a lucky bitch? Why do you smell like death?” Cat asked.

      “Hmm, I smell it, too. Death and fire,” Kat added.

      “I died and rose tonight.” It felt strange saying it out loud.

      “Interesting,” Cat said. “How many lives do you have?”

      “As far as I know, there isn’t a limit. I suppose you have nine lives?” I asked.

      “I have five left,” Cat said. “Kat has six. Dying sucks.”

      “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” I muttered.

      “It was for me,” Kyrie said.

      “Oh, Winnie, he’s adorable. This once, we will allow you to keep the man. Which means the wolves are ours,” Kat said.

      Kyrie got a good laugh at that one and began to pet both cats. “Can you take us to this house?” Kyrie asked.

      “For wine,” Kat said.

      Immediately, I turned to the cabinets in the small kitchen and found a bottle of white wine that I had bought when I first arrived to use for cooking. If these cats kept consuming my wine, I’d have to make sure to keep it stocked. I uncorked the bottle and poured the contents into two bowls. The cats jumped from Kyrie’s lap to the floor and began to circle my legs.

      “Give us the wine,” Cat cooed.

      “Yes, give it to us,” Kat echoed.

      “Patience,” I barked as I sat the two bowls on the floor. They began to lap it up. Slipping into my bedroom, I grabbed my leather jacket and a handful of crystals that Athena had given me. Crystal magic could be used to heal, but Levi had taught me to use them to amplify sound. I was hoping I could use them on whatever ward the Sanhedrin had blocking the building. The cats described the sparkling cat litter, and I knew it had to be a ward. Kyrie joined me. He kept a few items in the top drawer of my dresser.

      He stuffed the deck of cards in his pocket, then retrieved his cane from the umbrella holder at the door. Removing his belt, he slipped the sheath for a large knife on it. I watched him buckle the belt.

      “Later,” he said.

      “I’ll call Nick,” I said.

      “Why don’t we just check it out first? We are going on the word of a couple of wine-drinking, talking cats,” he suggested. I saw the logic. I’d told Nick about the cats, but he had seemed skeptical.

      Kyrie slid the long knife from my drawer into the sheath, then handed me the pistol my mother had given me for human defense. I shook my head. “I’m not taking that,” I said.

      “Better have it than not,” he replied.

      “No, this is a magical fight, and there are rules,” I said.

      “They are more like guidelines.”

      “We aren’t pirates.”

      “We could be.”

      “We aren’t. Put it back.” He sat the gun back into the drawer and closed it.

      Kat and Cat sat next to each other. Their purrs sounded like a drinking song. They hummed and swayed.

      “Are they drunk?” Kyrie asked.

      “I hope not! Kat! Cat! Let’s go,” I demanded.

      “Can’t we just stay here and go in the morning?” Kat asked.

      “No, we have to go now.”

      “Who needs the patience now?” Cat muttered.

      “Meet us in the alley,” I said. They nodded, then jumped out the window to the fire escape.
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      At first my two new companions seemed distracted, and I was sure that we made a few circles before they led us to an abandoned lot surrounded by a shoulder-high brick wall. Iron finials decorated the pillars of the wall every ten feet. Thorny bushes lined the inside of the wall.

      Kat and Cat stopped at the iron gate.

      “This is it,” Kat said, jumping on the pillar. She walked around the finial, scrubbing her side as she went. “But, of course, you can’t see it.”

      “They can see us though!” I scolded.

      “Oh, I didn’t think of that,” Cat said, twirling around Kyrie’s legs.

      “Keep walking,” Kyrie suggested. We continued down the block to another abandoned building which we could see. I ducked beside it, looking back at the empty lot. Opening my sight, I was blinded by the glittering ward which floated around an obscured building. I could see what the cats saw in it. Sparkling cat litter.

      “I can’t get through that ward,” I said.

      “Can you see anything past it?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “Hold on,” he said wrapping his arm around my waist. We shot into the air just above the clouds. He sat me down, and we peered down on the house which I could see from the air.

      “Now I see it. The ward isn’t as heavy from above. But it doesn’t do much good for me, because I can’t see anything but the roof,” I said. “I don’t know if she is there or not.”

      “What about the crystals?” he asked.

      “I only have a few. I could drop one from here, but unless we are ready to dive down into that, then we need to save it,” I said, reluctantly.

      “I’ll follow you,” he said.

      “I know you will, but I’m not so impulsive that I don’t realize that is a death trap for both of us,” I said.

      He slipped his arm around my waist and lowered us to the ground.

      “You can lift me up anytime, honey,” Kat said.

      “Stay away. He’s mine,” Cat complained.

      “Oh! You want them all,” Kat replied.

      The cats circled each other hissing. “Stop!” I exclaimed.

      “She started it,” Kat said.

      “Why do you fight over men you can’t have?” I asked.

      “Who said we can’t have them?” Cat asked. Kyrie snickered behind me, and I couldn’t think of anything to say to the cat.

      “Hello, Wynonna,” Reyna’s voice interrupted the cat fight.

      I looked up to see her standing at the other end of the building. She leaned on the wall as if she had no fear of us. The cats scattered, and Kyrie tensed next to me.

      “Give them back to me,” I demanded.

      She laughed. “I will. You received our terms. And the good thing is, now that you know where we are, we don’t have to use the magic to conceal the building. More for me to use against you, should you decide to do something really stupid.”

      “We cannot leave here. There are traffickers moving fairies, and we will stop them,” I explained.

      “Well, if you and your group of misfits weren’t here, we could focus on that task. I assure you, we do not need your help,” she said, standing up straight. She stuck her hands in her pocket. I knew she had to have them to fight us.

      “Why couldn’t we work together?” I asked.

      “The Sanhedrin made the mistake of trusting your mother and it destroyed us. We won’t be making the same mistake again,” Reyna said.

      “It wouldn’t be a mistake. If we joined forces, those who are doing this would be found and stopped,” Kyrie said, following my lead. I didn’t want to work with Reyna or the Sanhedrin, but we needed to walk away from this. I looked behind us to see two men standing across the street. I’d seen them with Reyna.

      “Ah! Meet my friends, Elias and Simeon,” Reyna said since I’d noticed her back up. “This is Judith and Gamma.” Two women stepped out from behind the building.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      “We mean you no harm, but you should know there are more of us. Don’t come back here, Miss Riggs. Fire or not, you aren’t enough to stop us,” Reyna said.

      “She isn’t alone,” Malphas landed in a burst of feathers next to me. Echo waved his hands repeating Malphas’ statement.

      “How deep are your resources, Reyna?” Nick asked, stepping out of a shadow in the alley.

      “Cute. You are all here. Is the Queen coming, too?” Reyna mocked.

      “We don’t need Gloriana for the likes of you,” Kyrie said boldly.

      “Your stubbornness will be your downfall. You have until tomorrow before we start executing your friends,” Reyna said, then skipped away with her companions.

      Nick turned to me with his nostrils flaring. “Winnie.”

      “We followed the cats here. We were just looking at it,” I said.

      “I see,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m just glad I put Malphas out there to keep an eye on you.”

      “Don’t explain yourself to him,” Kyrie said.

      “I’m in charge here, and the two of you have got to stop stepping into messes. Those two cats could have been sent by Reyna. You don’t know why they are here,” Nick protested as the two felines appeared behind him.

      “I take it back, you can have the wolf,” Cat said.

      “I like birds,” Kat said, licking a paw.

      Echo held his laugh back, and Malphas cleared his throat. “Does she mean food?” Malphas asked.

      “I’ll eat you,” Cat said.

      “Good grief,” I muttered.

      “Everyone back to headquarters. Winnie, you are with me,” Nick said.

      “She’s with me,” Kyrie protested.

      “You get back however you want, Starboy, but she’s riding with me,” Nick insisted.

      I followed Nick down the block to where he’d parked his motorcycle. He handed me his helmet. I pulled it down over my head. He climbed on the bike, and I mounted it behind him. Leaning into him, I held on with one hand. He’d pissed me off, and the last thing I wanted to do was hold on to him.

      He revved the engine and raced past a sour-looking Kyrie who stood next to Malphas and Echo.

      We drove through town, then down past the docks, to the bridge that led across the river. He drove the motorcycle hard, forcing me to hold on with both hands. Once we reached the other side, he slowed, pulling over at a park with benches that overlooked an old battleship that was now a museum.

      The ship looked as new as the day it had first left port. Restored to look its best, the ship’s flags flew, whipping in the wind from the sea. The strong smell of salt lingered in the air. When Nick cut the engine, I stepped off the bike to stare at the relic of a past war. He didn’t speak as he sat on one of the benches.

      I sat next to him. My anger had cooled on the ride here. He wasn’t wrong, but he also wasn’t right.

      “What do you see?” he asked.

      “An old ship,” I said. The last thing I wanted was an object lesson.

      “It’s a massive memorial to the sailors that fought on that ship. But for the most part, no one remembers those who fought for anything. They do remember the leaders,” Nick said.

      “Ah, good news for you. Street cred.”

      “I’m not the leader here, Winnie. You are. I’m just a placeholder until you accept that role.”

      I jumped out of my seat and walked away from him. “No, I’m here to follow your lead. I know I stepped out today, and I’m sorry. Kyrie and I just felt like it was a good chance to check out what the cats had said. It seems ridiculous now, but the lead was right.”

      “I would have done the same thing.”

      “Please don’t blame Kyrie. Wait, what?”

      “I would have done the same thing. It was a good decision. Perhaps not getting caught, but I would have gone to check out the lead.”

      “Why did you come here if you had no intention on staying?” I asked.

      “I am supposed to be running the F.B.I. facility in Birmingham. It is on hold until your mother finds another leader here. I say that leader is you.”

      “She will never go for it.”

      “She will if we prove it to her. I’ve got your back.”

      “I’m not ready.” My heart pounded in my chest, and my fists glowed in the darkness. I pressed back my fear and anxiety. The fire cooled.

      “Looks like you are to me, but I’m gonna hang around until we get Soraya and Rory back,” he said.

      “What did Astor say?”

      “He was pissed, as much as Astor can be. Grace convinced him to stay in Shady Grove.”

      “He’s not in Summer?”

      “No. He’s going to come get his son, but I’d rather us deal with it than put him in danger.”

      “What about Luther?”

      “Betty has him bottled.” Luther, Soraya’s grandfather and guardian, was an Ifrit. His wife, Betty, kept him in a bottle to recharge his powers and hers. Long story, but if Luther was bottled, he could only get out if Betty let him out.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “You tell me,” Nick said with a grin.

      “Oh, so this is a test?”

      “No, I want to know what you think. What would you do?”

      “We aren’t leaving Steelshore.”

      “I agree,” he said. “What else?”

      “I have some crystals that Athena gave me. I know they can disrupt their ward but getting into the house is easy. Dealing with the inhabitants will be the difficult part.” I sat back down next to him. “What about Lyra?”

      “What about her?” His voice dripped with disdain.

      “Whoa! I thought you liked her.”

      “I don’t know what to think about her. She’s from a matriarchal pack.”

      “Is she their Alpha?” I asked.

      “No, they don’t have an alpha. They haven’t had a male leader for years. She is their leader.”

      I nudged him. “You can’t handle a woman in charge.”

      “No, I can. But because I’m an alpha, I throw off their pack dynamics.”

      I realized what was going on. Nick hadn’t separated himself from Lyra. She’d cut ties with him. “But you aren’t an alpha anymore.”

      “In practice, no. But my bloodlines cannot be denied. Not every pack is run like the one in Shady Grove. It doesn’t matter. We’ve got things to do here.” He looked up to me with sadness in his eyes. He’d found something only to have it ripped away.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. But let’s not talk about it anymore.”

      “Gotcha.”

      We rode back to the office to find Kyrie in a tizzy and being calmed by the ravens. Nick and I parked the bike across the street. I giggled watching Kyrie pace the room.

      “Well, Mr. Cool is worried,” Nick teased.

      “He’s pretty great,” I said.

      “It’s about time you saw that.”

      “You approve?”

      “I think that a man that stands by his girl with no expectations and supports her like he does you, deserves some respect.”

      “And Mark?” Afterall, Mark was his Alpha.

      “And Mark will figure it out.”

      When Nick and I walked into the office, Kyrie slid into my office chair and kicked his feet up on my desk.

      “Just sitting here waiting on you guys,” he said.

      “Were you worried?” I asked.

      “No. Of course, not,” he said, playing it off. I’d watched him pace inside the room before Nick and I made our presence known. I sat down in his lap and kissed the tip of his nose.

      “You are cute when you lie,” I whispered.

      “When you didn’t come back I admit I was concerned that Nick had finally changed his mind and swept you off your feet,” he said.

      “She’s all yours,” Nick said. “I’ve called for reinforcements. Aydan, Isabella, and Callum will arrive by morning. If we don’t get them out by noon, Steelshore will have a royal fairy invasion which isn’t good for anyone. Winnie and I discussed our options.”

      He wanted me to lead. I sucked in a breath then cut him off. “My brothers and Isabella will take the crystals to disrupt any wards around the building. They will go in with Malphas and Echo. In the meantime, I am going to draw Reyna out to face me.”

      “And no,” Kyrie said.

      “It’s our best choice. You and Nick will back up the others,” I said.

      “You are going to face her alone? What about the dream?” Kyrie protested. He’d lost all of his cool.

      “And what if she kills me?” I asked.

      “You are going along with this?” Kyrie turned Nick.

      “It’s a good plan. None of us has the ability to return except Winnie. She will rise. In the meantime, we will get Soraya and Rory out,” Nick explained.

      “No! What if they have some sort of magic that will end her? She isn’t invulnerable. The Sanhedrin chased Grace for years. They could have killed her! We can’t do this! Winnie, please!” Kyrie pleaded.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “This is a good plan.”

      “Go get some rest. We’ve only got a couple of hours before we need to move,” Nick said.
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      Kyrie walked in circles in my small living room. Cat and Kat watched him. Their heads swiveled back and forth as he paced.

      “I’m going to bed. Are you coming with me?” I asked.

      He released a long sigh and nodded his head. I’d slipped into a soft pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt. Crawling under the sheets in my queen-sized bed, I held them up for him. He joined me, jeans and all. I laid on my side facing him. He grimaced as he touched my cheek.

      “How are you going to sleep?” he asked.

      “You mean knowing what I have to do tomorrow?” I asked. He nodded. “I’m at peace with it. She isn’t powerful enough to kill me, plus all of you will be nearby.” The plan had come to me, and I didn’t think twice about it. Dying and rising wasn’t the worst thing that had ever happened to me. Those last few moments before death hurt, and it scared me. But now that I had done it, it didn’t seem like such a big deal.

      “I’ve always supported you.”

      “But you don’t now.”

      “I do, but I want there to be another way. It’s a risk that I don’t like taking.”

      “You aren’t taking it. I am.”

      “You are taking it, but all of us who love you will live with the consequences if it goes wrong.”

      “You’ll just have to trust me.”

      “It’s not a matter of trust. It’s a matter of the heart.” He pressed his finger into my breastbone, right at my heart. I wrapped my fingers around his.

      “Your heart?” I asked.

      “It would break without you. I’m not sure I actually had a heart until you made it beat.”

      “Wow. That’s an incredibly romantic thing to say while lying in the bed the night before we all might die,” I smirked. His sincerity threw me off, and I reverted to immaturity as a defense mechanism. I’d pushed Mark and his affections away. Was I going to push Kyrie away too?

      He shifted his body closer. His lips hovered over mine. “You better not die on me, Wynonna Riggs.”

      “I don’t plan on it.” He kissed me. Gently at first, but as the kiss lingered, it became more forceful and hungrier. I returned the fervor, because I wanted to kiss him. I wanted more than just a kiss. I wanted all of him. My hormones fired up inside of me and burned as brightly as my phoenix. My mother warned me that the fairy side of me would be at its peak whenever I was aroused. It had peaked at tsunami, and I had no intention of stopping it.

      Pulling my shirt off over my head, Kyrie never said a word. He went along with the flow and mimicked me by removing his shirt. The fact that I’d never gone this far only entered my head for a moment and it was to ask me why I had waited. His touch was soft, but with a clear yearning. I loved that feeling of being desired and wanted for who I was.

      “Wait,” he said, pulling away from me. He rose up and looked at the end of the bed where Cat and Kat sat. “Go away!”

      “We were quiet!” Kat protested.

      “You are watching?!” I exclaimed.

      “About the best we can hope for,” Cat said. I could have sworn she shrugged her cat shoulders.

      “Get down!” Kyrie demanded. The cats obeyed, but the heat of the moment was gone. He flopped back down on the bed, and I curled up next to him, resting my head on his chest. “I’m sorry.”

      “For?” I asked.

      “Getting carried away.”

      “I’m not sorry.”

      “Okay. Then, I’m not either.”

      “So, we are stopping?”

      “That is up to you, Sunshine.”

      My heart continued to pound in my chest, but I was ready for this. I wanted to be with him. Reaching down, I pushed my pants off, then rolled over to sit on top of him. His eyes widened. Kyrie loved to talk and to hear himself talk, but once again he didn’t speak. We spent our few hours wide awake, making love.
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      Sipping a cup of coffee, I watched Kat and Cat drink down the rest of my red wine. Kyrie was taking a shower, and Nick had already called asking us to meet him at the office as soon as possible. I thought about the last couple of hours, and I had no regrets. Not one. A certain wolf’s reaction concerned me, but it’s not like I intended to broadcast it.

      Kyrie walked into the room in a low-hung pair of shorts while rubbing his hair with a towel. “Oh, coffee!” I poured him a cup, and he kissed my cheek as he took it from me. I had an intense craving for a cup of the magical coffee served at the Hot Tin Roof in Shady Grove.

      “Nick called. He’s waiting on us,” I said.

      “Alright. I suppose I should wear a shirt,” he said with a wink.

      “Unfortunately,” I replied. I admired him as I had never before. Kyrie and his family were their own type of supernatural beings, and he had good genes. Now, I looked at him as something I’d had the pleasure of exploring. Possession. I didn’t want to be owned by Mark and his mate talk, but after being with Kyrie, I kinda understood.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked, returning from the bedroom in jeans and a tee shirt.

      “Um, nothing,” I said. I felt the heat rise to my cheeks.

      “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you blush that hard, but I love it.”

      “Because I was thinking about you?”

      “Of course.” He was still the devil in blue jeans.
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        * * *

      

      When we walked into the office, I felt like everyone in there could see though me. As if they all knew what Kyrie and I had done. The worst part was my brothers were there giving Kyrie the stink eye.

      “Good morning, wolves and birds,” Kyrie said not noticing the stares. Or maybe I was just paranoid.

      I hugged Callum and Aydan, then greeted Isabella. Nick sat at his desk while Malphas and Echo stood in the back of the room. When I turned to sit in my chair, I found it occupied. Long waves of red hair tumbled down around a porcelain face and red lips.

      “Ruby, why are you here?” I asked. She checked her fingernail polish, ignoring my question.

      “She was the compromise I made with Astor. She will go with us and help get Soraya and Rory out,” Nick explained.

      “Let’s get this clear. I’m here for my brother, not your genie,” she said.

      “You are just a ray of sunshine,” Kyrie said.

      “You are addressing the Princess of the Summer realm, and I suggest you adopt a little respect in your tone,” she returned.

      “Why, of course, your majesty,” Kyrie said with a flourishing bow.

      “That’s enough. Could we adopt some maturity instead?” Nick suggested. “You kids are going to be the death of me. Winnie will set up in the alley, and Kyrie will drop her crystals from the clouds into the ward. As soon as it goes down, we go inside. In and out. Everyone know their job?”

      We nodded our heads, and Kyrie squeezed my hand.

      “Winnie, are you sure?” Callum asked. “Mom would…”

      “Mom is not here,” I said, cutting him off.

      He nodded in concession. Aydan started to speak when we were interrupted by someone at the office door. Seamus, the vampirate, sauntered in with a sly grin.

      “Well, what do we have here?” he asked.

      “Seamus, whatever you’ve got to say will have to wait. We have business to take care of this morning,” Nick said.

      “Must be pretty important to have three of the queen’s children involved,” Seamus said. “And a Summer princess.” Seamus bowed to Ruby, then kissed the back of her hand. She fluttered her eyelashes at him.

      “You honor me, Mr. Daragh.”

      “I honor all women. You are the reason I choose to continue my long life,” Seamus said. “I’ve come to give you news.”

      “Give us news about what?” I asked.

      “The Sanhedrin have disappeared, taking your friends with them,” he said.

      “What?!” I exclaimed.

      “I had a couple of my guys keeping an eye on the house. I saw your confrontation with them. After you were gone, Scarlett O’Lear arrived. She stayed for a few hours, then left. The Sanhedrin took your friends, loaded them into a van, and drove toward the docks,” Seamus said.

      “Where did they go from there?” I asked.

      “Alas, I do not know. My guys lost their trail. My minions are good at sniffing out fresh blood, but alas, the Sanhedrin are crafty bastards,” Seamus said.

      “Then we go to Scarlett and find out what she knows,” I said.

      “Are you running this outfit now?” Seamus asked.

      We hadn’t talked about it with everyone else, but I couldn’t deny it. “I am,” I said.

      “Good to hear it. Never liked wolves dealing with fairy issues. No offense, Hook,” Seamus said to Nick.

      “Hook?”

      “He’s missing a hand. Just like the old captain,” Seamus said.

      “Captain Hook is real?” I asked.

      “Neverland is real. So is Wonderland. I’m sure you know of the Netherworld. It’s like that only not an afterlife,” Seamus said.

      “Narnia real too?” Kyrie scoffed.

      “No, that’s fiction,” Seamus replied without emotion.

      “I’m going down to talk to Scarlett,” I said. Kyrie stood up to go with me.

      “Cool your heels, Wildfire. She’s not at the Palace. She won’t be there until the show tonight. Why don’t you accompany me to the show, and I’ll get you backstage?” Seamus said.

      “No,” Kyrie said, then shook his head. “I mean. You do whatever you think is best.”

      “Whipped,” Callum coughed out, causing Nick to hide his grin.

      “Pay them no mind. I’d pay gold to be whipped by a woman like Wynonna,” Seamus said. It didn’t make Kyrie feel any better, but I sure as hell was impressed. “Pick you up at 8?”

      “I’ll be ready,” I said.

      “Try to stay out of trouble until then. And congratulations on your first rise,” Seamus said.

      “How do you know about that?” I asked.

      “It’s not every day a fiery meteor streaks across the Steelshore skies,” he replied with a grin, then slipped out the front door.

      “So much for the planned attack, we should have gone last night. Now we don’t know where they are,” I said. “When is Astor expecting word from us?”

      “Soon, I would guess,” Nick replied.

      “You are not going to tell him anything,” I said toward Ruby.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll tell him whatever the hell I want to tell him. He’s my father.”

      I leaned over the desk to get closer to her. “Wanna play with fire, Ruby? Go ahead. You may be Summer, honey, but I guarantee, you can burn.”

      She giggled nervously. “Wynonna Riggs, I am here to get my brother back. Not to be a tattle-tale to my father.”

      “I’m glad we see eye to eye on that point,” I said, giving her one last try-me look. She turned her attention to her nails again, pretending not to see me.

      “So, Winnie is in charge?” Callum asked.

      “She is,” Nick said.

      “Okay, cool,” Callum replied.

      “I’m not taking things over completely. It’s more like an internship,” I offered. “But while I’m waiting to talk to Scarlett. Why don’t we canvas as much of the town as we can? We know that their wards look like sparkling kitty litter using fairy sight. We can use this manpower while we have it.”

      “Let’s divide the city into sectors. I’ll go with Callum to the Northwest. Aydan, you and Isabella take the Southwest. Malphas and Echo will take the Southeast. Winnie and Kyrie take the Northeast. Report back in two hours,” Nick said.

      “What about me?” Ruby asked.

      “Answer the phone if it rings,” I said.

      “Alright,” she agreed. I hoped she wouldn’t break a nail. Actually, I hoped she did. Then, she would have something to look at on her fingers.

      “Move out,” Nick ordered.

      We filed out of the office, but Aydan hung back. Kyrie tried to slip out the door, but my brother wasn’t having it.

      “Kyrie, hold up. I want to talk to you and Winnie,” Aydan said.

      “Aydan, please don’t,” I begged.

      “It is my brotherly duty,” he said, staring down Kyrie. I’d seen my brother threaten Uncle Levi. He wasn’t afraid to stand up to anyone. “If you so much as harm a hair on her head or break her heart, I will break you.”

      “Judge, jury, and executioner,” Kyrie quipped.

      “I’m not joking with you, Kyrie,” Aydan said, stepping closer to him.

      “Please, stop,” I pleaded.

      Kyrie stepped up to him, and they stood chest to chest. “I’d do anything for that woman. If you knew me, you would know that I don’t have the capacity to hurt her. My only reason for being in Steelshore is her. So, you can try to bully me all you want, Aydan Riggs, but I love your sister and nothing you say or do can change that.”

      “Well, fuck me,” I muttered.

      “I did that, too,” Kyrie said.

      Aydan swung at him with his fist, and Kyrie dodged it. “My goddess, Aydan, calm down!” I grabbed his fist before he could throw another punch. Kyrie didn’t attempt to fight back. He waited on Aydan to calm down. I shoved Aydan backward.

      “I’m watching you, Babineau,” he said, pointing at Kyrie.

      “I swear I am going to call Mom if you don’t stop,” I fussed at Aydan. His nose wrinkled up, and he huffed out a long breath.

      Isabella came back into the office. “The cops are here,” she said.

      “Cops? Why?” I asked.

      “I dunno. I was just giving you a heads-up,” she said, taking Aydan’s hand. She dragged him into the back room leaving me with Kyrie. I shook my head at him, but he just shrugged.

      A man entered the office wearing a grey suit and black tie. He wore a badge on his waistband. A woman walked in behind him. She wore a navy women’s business suit. Her badge hung down around her neck. Her dark hair was cropped short but messy in a cute way. It was the only part of her that didn’t seem completely put together.

      “Good morning. I’m Detective Jacob Carpenter. This is my partner, Detective Moira Nunnelly,” he said.

      “Good morning. How may I help you?” I responded. The detective looked to Kyrie, then back to me. I hated when men assumed the other man in the room was in charge. Kyrie pointed to me with a smile.

      “We would like to speak with Dominic Meyer and Wynonna Riggs,” he said.

      “I’m Wynonna Riggs. What is this about?” I asked.

      “We would like to ask you a few questions about an incident at Ely House,” he said.

      I’d never dealt with human cops concerning a supernatural event. Nick and I hadn’t even talked about what to say to them. We’d been lurking around Steelshore for a while and had never gotten caught. “Call Nick,” I muttered to Kyrie. He dialed his phone quickly, stepping away to speak to Nick. “Dominick will be back in a minute. He only just left.”

      “May we ask you a few questions?” Detective Carpenter asked.

      “Of course. I don’t know what I can tell you though,” I said.

      “You were there the night of the shooting?” he asked. It hadn’t been a shooting, but I’d play along.

      “Yes,” I replied. They knew I was there, or they wouldn’t be here asking questions.

      “Did you see the intruders?” he asked.

      “I ducked behind the table in our booth. I didn’t see much,” I said.

      “Can you tell us who all was there with you?” he asked.

      “Nick, Kyrie, and I were there,” I said, leaving out the others. Kyrie hung up his phone and stood next to me.

      “What is your full-name?” Detective Nunnelly asked Kyrie.

      “Kyrie Babineau of the New Orleans Babineaus,” Kyrie said.

      “That means nothing to me,” she responded.

      “That’s too bad for you,” Kyrie replied. I elbowed him. “Sorry for my insolence. It comes naturally.”

      I sighed and shook my head. “I’m sorry I don’t have much more to tell you.”

      Nick entered behind the detectives. “What’s going on here?”

      “Nick, these are some detectives. They are asking about the incident at Ely House,” I explained.

      “We were hoping to get a description of the attackers,” Detective Carpenter said.

      “It was too dark to see them. We just ducked and ran when we saw the chance,” Nick said.

      “Which way did you run?” the detective asked.

      “We went out behind the stage into the alley,” Nick said, sticking to the facts.

      “Were any of you hurt in the exchange?” the detective persisted.

      “No,” Nick replied. My heart began to pound in my chest. Were there cameras or something that saw my death and subsequent rise? We were in deep shit.

      “Then why was Miss Riggs’ blood found in the hallway leading to the back door and in the alley beside a dumpster?” He dropped the bomb we knew had to be there.

      “My blood? How do you know it was my blood?” I asked.

      “It wasn’t so long ago, Miss Riggs, that you were a child in the system. Your blood and fingerprints were recorded before you were returned to your guardian and adoptive parents. We have no record of Dylan Riggs’ death, but we do know that he died. Your mother is elusive and hasn’t returned our calls. It’s strange that you were recorded as a six-year-old child, but you stand before us very grown up,” he said.

      Kyrie stepped up behind me and put his hand on my back. “There must be something wrong with your paperwork. I’ve known Winnie almost all of my life. She was 16 when she was taken by the state after her mother’s death.”

      “No, when my mother died, I went straight home with Grace and Dylan. The state didn’t take me,” I corrected.

      “Then how did we get these records?” the detective asked.

      “Do we need a lawyer? I know a few good ones,” Nick interrupted.

      “No, we aren’t charging any of you with a crime. We just want answers for these discrepancies,” Detective Nunnelly responded.

      “Mistakes in your paperwork are hardly our problem,” Kyrie said. He sounded like Remington Blake, my mother’s lawyer who had been a friend to Kyrie’s family for a long time.

      “I’ll call Remington Blake. He was my mother’s lawyer when all of this paperwork was done. I’m sure he will have whatever information you need,” I said.

      “Judge Remington Blake?” Detective Carpenter asked.

      “Yes, he was my mother’s lawyer before becoming a judge,” I replied.

      “And he handled your adoption papers?” the detective asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Perhaps there is some mistake in the paperwork, but your blood was found in that building and, in the alley,” he said.

      I looked at Nick who barely shook his head. Kyrie’s hand tightened around mine. “When we were running, I fell. I don’t have any injuries now. Perhaps I got banged up a little. We were running for our lives, so forgive me if I don’t remember the details,” I said.

      Detective Carpenter took a business card out of his pocket and handed it to me. “If you think of anything that might help our investigation, please give me a call.”

      “I will, and I’m sure when I talk to Judge Blake, he will contact you,” I said.

      He nodded, then slipped past Nick who made no room for him. We waited a moment for them to get away from the door.

      “Call Remy now. Tell him what is going on. He can take care of it,” Nick said.

      “By falsifying documents,” I said.

      “Kyrie was smart to say you were 16. That way it’s just a one number typo. Remy can cover it up,” Nick said.

      “More importantly, they have my blood. They know I was hurt. What if there are cameras or something?” I asked.

      “Malphas and Echo took care of that. The cops are here because they have nothing to go on. We damaged all the cameras or destroyed the evidence. We’ve been doing that since I got here. It’s something you will have to learn to do. We don’t need the cops in fairy business,” Nick said.

      “Do some of them know about us?” I asked.

      “Probably, but there is no way to know which ones,” Nick replied. “So, in the meantime, we make excuses or refuse to talk to them.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” I huffed.

      “You are right, but sometimes shit happens. Let’s get to looking for Soraya and Rory,” he said.

      While Kyrie drove us to the area we were assigned to search, I called Remy. He assured me that he would take care of all of it. I apologized, but in his kind way, he told me that he’d do anything for me and my mother. He and my mom had once had a thing. I didn’t know much about it, except that they broke up and she met my dad, Dylan. But despite the break-up, Remy always had our back.

      Kyrie parked in a lot at Steelshore University. I’d looked at taking classes for shits and giggles, but I decided against it. Too much paperwork and too many things to cover up. I was better off working with the F.B.I.

      “We will start here,” Kyrie said.

      “Sounds good to me.”
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      Kyrie and I walked across the campus to the two-story library which was the largest building on campus. Steelshore University wasn’t nearly as big as the other major universities in the state. However, it tended to be popular because it was so close to the beaches.

      Students walked across the campus, hurrying to their classes. For a moment, I allowed myself to imagine being here as a student. I’d have a cute, but practical backpack, and I’d take all the classes I wanted, especially history and art. I’d always hated math, even though Uncle Levi helped me with it when I was younger, and I turned out to be pretty good at it. I found no joy in it.

      “You okay?” Kyrie asked.

      “Yeah, just distracted,” I replied.

      He stopped walking. I turned to face him. “Are you really okay?”

      “About us?” I got the feeling this was deeper than just normal small talk.

      “Yeah,” he replied.

      “We are great. I promise. Just want to find Raya. The longer she is gone…”

      “Let’s get to the top of this building.” He grabbed my hand and guided me to the side where we couldn’t be seen behind some tall bushes. I felt his power move around us to conceal us in a cloud. We lifted off the ground, then landed on top of the building. We didn’t go into the clouds because we needed a lower vantage point. Looking over the edge of the building, I watched students walking back and forth. Opening my sight, I saw the pale flicker of two changelings walking into the library. I looked off each side of the building until something caught my eye on the back side.

      I recognized one of the students. Colton Walker carried a backpack and walked beside a man who looked to be a little bit older than him. Through my sight, I could see the bright blue glow of a Winter fairy.

      “Kyrie,” I said, pointing at Colton.

      “It’s your neighbor.”

      “The man with him is a fairy. Winter. I want to follow them,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because there is a sparkling residue around him that looks like the ward of the Sanhedrin,” I said.

      Kyrie grabbed my hand, and we shot up into the sky. He flew us over the clouds to a building near Colton and the other man. We walked out of the shadows about the time Colton passed by us.

      “Hi, Colton,” I said.

      “Wynonna! It’s good to see you. Are you taking classes here?” he asked.

      “No. I’m just taking a tour of the campus,” I said. The man beside him cleared his throat.

      “Oh, sorry. Wynonna Riggs, this is Seth Karis. He’s my history professor,” Colton said.

      “Nice to meet you. This is my boyfriend, Kyrie Babineau,” I said.

      “What do you want to study?” Professor Karis asked.

      “I love history, actually. I was better at it than some of the other subjects,” I said.

      “Wonderful. I’d love to have you in my class, Wynonna,” he said.

      “We’ve got to get going, but maybe I can drop by sometime and tell you more about the school?” Colton asked.

      “Yes, that would be nice,” I replied to humor him. I offered my hand to Professor Karis who hesitated. He knew who I was. I could see it in his eyes. He shook my hand, and I felt the cold buzz of a Winter fairy. A full-blooded one. I couldn’t out him to Colton, but I needed to know where Soraya and Rory were. “Have you ever met my friends, Soraya and Rory?”

      “I do not believe that I have. We really must go,” Professor Karis replied.

      “But you do know Reyna Havlin,” I insisted, refusing to release his hand.

      “Winnie,” Kyrie spoke softly.

      “I have a class to teach, Miss Riggs. I’d be happy to speak with you further after class,” he said. His eyes darted to Colton, then back to me. I released his hand.

      “I don’t have a lot of time,” I said.

      “You have time. I’ll meet you back here in an hour,” he replied. Colton seemed confused, but he didn’t say anything as Professor Karis walked away with him.

      We watched them walk away. I dug my phone out of my pocket. It rang once and Nick answered.

      “You are past check-in,” he said.

      “I have a lead,” I replied.

      “Where are you?”

      “On campus at Steelshore University. I ran into Colton Walker here and his professor, Seth Karis, who is a Winter fairy. He’s sparkling with the same Sanhedrin ward magic,” I explained.

      “I told you to stay away from Colton Walker,” Nick growled.

      “Well, tough shit. Karis knows something. He told us to meet him here in an hour. I need you here for back-up,” I said. Kyrie’s eyes widened, but he approved of my brashness.

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes. Get out of sight. I don’t want the Sanhedrin finding you there. The professor could tell them you are there. Hide. Now,” Nick said, then hung up the phone.

      “Roof?” Kyrie asked.

      “I guess,” I replied.

      We walked back to the library, then Kyrie flew us to the roof.

      “How are they involved?” Kyrie asked.

      “I don’t know, but Professor Karis knew exactly who I was,” I said.

      “I saw that. I also saw him look very protectively on Colton,” Kyrie said.

      “Protective? How so?”

      “Like maybe your neighbor has a taboo relationship with his professor,” Kyrie suggested.

      “Or maybe Colton is related. It’s possible for a fairy to have a changeling that doesn’t mature into their gifts until late in life. Uncle Levi was like that,” I said.

      “Possibly. Nick will know.”

      “That pisses me off, too. If there was something I needed to know about Colton, then he should have told me. How in the world am I going to lead us if I don’t know everything?” I huffed.

      Kyrie kept his distance. He knew how volatile I was when I was mad. I looked down at my hands, but the normal fire building there hadn’t reached the point to be visible.

      Malphas and Echo were the first to arrive. They shifted into human as they landed.

      “Callum and Isabella will be along shortly. Are you alright?” Malphas asked.

      “I’m fine. But Nick has some explaining to do,” I said.

      “About?” Malphas asked.

      “About my human neighbor, Colton Walker, and his history professor, Seth Karis,” I said.

      “I don’t recognize the name,” Malphas said.

      “I thought you guys were all buddy-buddy. Doesn’t he tell you all his secrets?” Kyrie asked.

      “Apparently not,” Malphas said.

      A large white raptor and owl flew in from the south. Aydan shifted into human, but it took a moment for Isabella to shift. She landed naked behind Aydan, then I felt her Winter power move, clothing herself with a glamour.

      “What’s going on?” Aydan asked. Kyrie explained the situation to him while he and Isabella listened. She didn’t talk much, and it occurred to me that I should get to know her better since she had been spending so much time with my brother. It also reminded me of how self-centered I could be.

      “So, we need to be on the look-out for an ambush?” Aydan said.

      “I’d almost welcome one at this point. We have no other leads? No one found anything in their searches?” I asked.

      “We found nothing,” Malphas said. Aydan shook his head.

      “We need to be ready for anything. Kyrie and I will go back down and sit on that bench,” I said, pointing in the direction where we had last talked to the professor and my neighbor. “If you spot something, do whatever you have to do to signal us. I’ll out that professor in a heartbeat if it means saving our lives.”

      “Hold your horses, Winnie,” Nick said, joining us on the roof from the door to the library.

      “You got some ‘splaining to do,” Kyrie teased to lighten the mood.

      “And I will explain. I met Seth Karis not long after I moved to Steelshore. I’d stopped for coffee at a place just off campus. When he came in, I knew he was a fairy,” he said.

      “And how did you know that?” I asked. Dominick Meyer was a Faeborn wolf which meant one of his parents was a full-blooded fairy. I knew he disliked his fairy side, but occasionally he did use it. Things were tense, and jerking his chain about his abilities thrilled my soul.

      Nick sighed and shook his head. “I looked at him through my sight.”

      “Oh, that’s right! You are Faeborn,” I teased.

      “Winnie,” he growled.

      “Sorry,” I shrugged.

      “Anyway. I followed him back to his apartment where he turned the tables on me. He knew I was following him. He explained that he had a contract with the Sanhedrin, but they refused to protect his son.”

      “Colton,” I said.

      “Yes, so I volunteered to put him in the apartments with us.”

      “Why would you tell me to stay away from him?” I asked.

      “His father’s ties to the Sanhedrin would put you in danger. I’m not sure why the Sanhedrin gave him a contract. I’ve not met any other fairies that have contracts. There must be a reason. If there is one, Karis hasn’t been forthcoming,” Nick explained.

      “Does their contract on him explain the ward magic around him?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Nick replied. “You go down there and talk to him. Maybe he will tell you something that he wouldn’t tell me.”

      “He knew who I was,” I said.

      “Winnie, every fairy in this town knows you are Grace’s daughter,” Nick said.

      Being the daughter of the Queen of Winter had some perks, but I didn’t think everyone knew who I was. So much for keeping a low profile.

      Suddenly, something dawned on me. “Is that why you want me in charge?”

      “Get down there and talk to Karis,” Nick ordered. I’d struck on a piece of truth that he didn’t want to talk about right now. Kyrie took my hand and lowered us to the ground. We casually walked to the bench and took a seat.

      “I think this would be a perfect time to make-out,” Kyrie said.

      “I think you are nuts,” I replied.

      “Is that a no?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s a yes?”

      “No. It’s a no!”

      “You are amazing, Wynonna.”

      “That isn’t going to change my mind.” I couldn’t look at him, because he had me grinning from ear to ear. So, I didn’t see Professor Karis when he walked up.

      “I’d rather not talk in the open,” Karis said.

      “I’d rather not talk in private because of your ties to the Sanhedrin,” I replied.

      “How do you know about that?” he asked.

      “I can see their mark around you. You’ve been through their wards,” I said as if it were fact. If they didn’t mark him as one of their contracted fairies, then the residue had to be from their ward. I just hoped it was from the new location instead of the old one.

      “Part of my contract is to check in once a week with them. Although they are not happy about putting my son into the care of the F.B.I. I’d petition to send him to Shady Grove, but I doubt your mother would accept him,” Karis said.

      “Why? Because he is human?”

      “He won’t be human for long. His abilities will kick in eventually.”

      “The king is a changeling,” Kyrie said.

      “He is full-fairy now thanks to the Queen,” Karis said.

      “Actually, he did that on his own via Tennyson Schuyler,” I corrected him. “Either way, I don’t see them turning him or you away. My mother has dealt with the Sanhedrin. The question is, why are you entangled with them when you have the option to go to Shady Grove like all the other fairies in the human world?”

      “It’s complicated,” Karis responded.

      “I’d say I have time to hear you out, but I don’t. I have an appointment tonight, and I need to find my friends. I need to know where the Sanhedrin are now. They took our friends which includes the Prince of Summer,” I explained. “We are going to have a very mad king in Steelshore if we don’t find his son.”

      “I don’t know where they moved,” Karis said.

      “I went to see them yesterday for my check-up. I saw your friends there. They were not being held. Or at least they weren’t bound or jailed. They were sitting and having tea with Reyna and some of her minions. They told me they would be changing locations, and that they would contact me when they were settled.”

      “Soraya and Rory had to be held there.”

      “Why? The Sanhedrin can make fairies do things against their own will. They can be very persuasive,” Karis said.

      “They persuaded you to sign a contract,” I surmised.

      Karis nodded. “I sent my son back to the apartment building. If you can get him into Shady Grove, I would appreciate it.”

      “I’ll do it,” I replied.

      “What do I owe you in payment?” Karis asked.

      “Nothing. I’m not the Sanhedrin. If you choose to give me something in return, it is your choice. I require nothing,” I said, hoping that was enough to get him to spill any information he had.

      A raven landed in the tree behind the bench. It cawed loudly three times.

      “We have to go,” Kyrie said. “You know where to find us.”

      “Thank you, Wynonna,” Karis said. However, he didn’t give me a damn thing. I nodded, and we walked to the curb where Aydan picked us up in a black full-sized pick-up.

      We sat silently until we got a block away from the Professor.

      “He didn’t tell you anything,” Isabella said.

      “No, he didn’t,” I replied. The frustration dripped from my voice. Aydan drove us back to the office. I watched the tall pine trees give way to the river which flowed into the bay. Its waters sparkled with the setting sun. A shrimp boat moseyed up the river with its long net arms held high. I’d never had a lot of seafood in Shady Grove, but I enjoyed it here while in Steelshore.

      I missed home and the simple complexity that was Shady Grove. But I’d become very fond of Steelshore and its quirks. More than anything I wanted to claim this city for my mother’s reign by stopping the trafficking that flowed through the port.

      I came here to figure out who I was. I knew one part of that now. This was my city, and I’ll be damned if the Sanhedrin or these trafficking thugs ruined it. The Phoenix was here now, and I’d lead this crew to clean it from shore to shore.

      But right now, I had a date with a pirate.
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      Kyrie watched me finish my make-up and hair from the living room with Colton. They were bonding over a video game. When I returned from meeting with Scarlett O’Lear, we were going to drive him to Shady Grove ourselves. I just hoped that we would get the information we needed from Scarlett to find the Sanhedrin. I didn’t want to return to Shady Grove without information for Astor. The King of Summer was a gentle giant, until you pissed him off, then he would turn into the Viking king and rip your throat out.

      “Well?” I asked the man-boys.

      “You look beautiful,” Colton said.

      “Thank you.”

      “You look too beautiful to be going out with someone other than me,” Kyrie said.

      “You are worried about the pirate?” I asked.

      “He is a vampirate, and he’s older than fuck. So no, I’m not worried,” Kyrie said.

      I kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll see you later tonight. Take care of Colton.”

      “Oh, why do I have to babysit?” Kyrie whined.

      I laughed at him and opened the door to my apartment to find Ruby standing there about to knock.

      “Oh, hey,” I said.

      “May I come in?” she asked, holding her nose high.

      “Sure,” I said, stepping aside for her.

      “Oh, you poor thing. I heard you were in such a predicament. I assure you that I will take very good care of you,” Ruby said, rushing over to Colton.

      “Good luck,” I said to Kyrie who gave me a pitiful look, as I walked out the door.

      I admit that I wasn’t the prim and proper woman like Ruby. Descending the stairs in heels proved to be much harder than I thought it would be. When I reached the front door to the complex, it opened for me.

      Seamus waited next to a black limo while one of his men had opened the door for me. Seamus always had a classic style. Not exactly what you would expect for a pirate, but exactly what you would expect for a vampire.

      His black suit fit him perfectly, creating a slim line from shoulder to toe. He wore a wool overcoat that hung to his knees. He finished the look off with an ornately carved cane with a silver knob on the top. He lifted an eyebrow as I approached him.

      “Miss Wynonna, you look lovely. It is an honor to escort you tonight,” he said.

      I stopped before climbing into the limo. “Are you wearing eyeliner?” I asked.

      “That is not eyeliner, my dear. It is my sensuality escaping from my eyes,” he replied.

      “Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?” I asked.

      “Have you ever met an incubus?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Let’s just say I taught all of them how to seduce prey.”

      I snorted, then climbed into the vehicle. He shut the door, crossed behind the car, then entered in on the other side.

      I’d never been in a limo. The white leather gleamed under the accent lighting. A small wet bar with a miniature mini fridge sat on the right side of the vehicle. A tinted window separated us from the driver. Without a command, the limo began to move. While looking around the seating area, I got a closer look at Seamus’ cane.

      The carved silver knob was actually a pirate skull with vampire teeth. The long ebony cane had rune markings from top to bottom. Through my sight, I could see the runes glowing with magical power.

      “Nice cane,” I said.

      “I keep it for emergencies,” he replied.

      “Are we expecting an emergency tonight?” I asked.

      “The last club you went to was magically shot to pieces. I’m playing the odds,” he replied with a smirk.

      “What do you know about Scarlett?” I asked.

      “She is a wonderful dancer. She puts on a fabulous show, and she’s a mermaid which means I keep her at arm’s length. All pirates are wary of the wiles of a mermaid. She was born to seduce men,” he said.

      “And the fairies in her performances, are they all legit?”

      “I do not know.”

      “Do you know anything about Rory and Soraya?”

      “I know that they were moved recently. I also know that the Sanhedrin paid Professor Karis a visit after your meeting with him.”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Darlin’, there is very little in this town that I don’t know. However, since I left, I know less than I used to, and that irks me.”

      “It’s my town now.”

      He grinned but did not respond. I watched the city pass us by as we made our way to the Savoy Palace. When we arrived, the marquis had changed. It read “Rare duo performance – Scarlett O’Lear and Eartha Hamlet.”

      “Interesting,” Seamus said, as he tucked my hand into the crook of his arm.

      “Aren’t they enemies?”

      “Sometimes the enemy of your enemy is your friend.”

      “Who is the common enemy? The Sanhedrin?”

      “Could be. Could be you.”

      My heart began to pound in my chest. Maybe I shouldn’t have trusted Seamus. He was a pirate after all. He was motivated by money. I didn’t think he would risk betraying my mother. Then again, I was glad he was with me. He had lived for a very long time which meant he was a survivor. I sighed as I calmed my inner fire.

      “Wynonna Riggs, your heart sounds delicious,” he commented, showing me his fangs.

      “That’s creepy. Stop,” I said with a nervous laugh.

      “It is the truth, but I’d like to keep my fangs. You have nothing to fear from me,” he said.

      “You are afraid of my mother?”

      “Your mother, your uncle, your brothers, but most of all, you scare the shit out of me.”

      “I do not,” I said, calling his bluff.

      “Good evening, Mr. Daragh. Your box is ready,” a shirtless man said as we entered the venue. He walked up the velvet carpeted stairs, and we followed.

      “You hold a great power within you that you have yet to completely control. That is frightening considering you’ve claimed this city. A city which used to be mine. I happily relinquish it to you, but I warn you. There are far darker things in Steelshore than just fairy traffickers and zealots,” he said, sounding ominous.

      Mr. Pecs, as I decided to call him, opened a curtain for us, and we stepped out into Seamus’ personal box. Two red velvet lined chairs sat side by side with a golden champagne ice bucket and two crystal goblets.

      “Nice view,” I said.

      “Sit and have a drink with me before the show,” he said.

      I sat down as he popped the cork on the champagne. He poured my glass first, then one for himself.

      “Do you need anything else?” Mr. Pecs asked from behind us.

      “I am satisfied. Do you require anything to complete your pleasure?” Seamus asked me.

      “No, thank you,” I replied.

      Seamus handed the man a golden coin. He bowed, then ducked out of the curtain. I thought about what Seamus had said about my power. I controlled it mostly. I hadn’t lost control for several months. Of course, thankfully, I’d been with Kyrie who had a way to calm me in the tensest moments. I didn’t have that comfort now. I had to be able to do it on my own. I didn’t believe for a second that Seamus feared me, but he used it only to make a point.

      My thoughts drifted to the recurring dream. I thought I’d orchestrated it perfectly for that moment to be when I confronted Reyna to save my friends, but then they moved and that plan got shot to hell. Now the only thing I knew was that they seemed to be fine with the Sanhedrin who were waiting for us to vacate the city. I wanted to call home and ask for advice, but I knew I needed to figure this out on my own.

      The house lights blinked warning us that the show would start soon. Seamus refilled my glass. I hadn’t realized I’d drunk it all.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “What troubles you?”

      “Everything.” I don’t know why I had always found it so easy to talk to Seamus. Perhaps that is what he meant by being able to seduce women. He gave off a sense of honor which contradicted his profession. However, he wasn’t an active pirate. Not in the same sense of the word. I wished that he was. He might know the traffickers if he were more in touch with the sea.

      “Surely not everything. You seem to be quite satisfied with Mr. Kyrie Babineau.”

      “What do you know about that?”

      “I’ve seen you many times in your life. I’ve never seen you-how can I put this delicately-so satisfied.”

      No way. Seamus couldn’t have known that Kyrie and I had been together.

      “I am very fond of Kyrie.”

      “He is devoted to you.”

      “Yes.”

      “And the wolf?”

      “Mark has his own life in Shady Grove. Mine is here.”

      “Indeed, but in a world where fairies can skip place to place and open portals with swords, is distance really a factor?”

      He had a point, and it was that my excuse was just that, an excuse.

      “I didn’t like the idea of being the dutiful mate. I am my own person.”

      “He never treated you like that.”

      “No, he didn’t. Mark was always kind. He always stood by me as long as I was at home. But I didn’t want to be the Alpha’s wife. I want to be…”

      “The Alpha.”

      The lights dimmed, and his description sank into me. He was right. I was the Phoenix. The only Phoenix. For all purposes, I was the Alpha. The only problem was I didn’t have a pack. Gaining one didn’t seem to be on the horizon. But I thought about Kyrie, Rory, Soraya, and the others. Mark’s pack wasn’t just wolves. My pack didn’t have to be phoenixes. They just had to be loyal.

      That’s what had changed in me when I received my father’s powers. The little human girl died, and the Phoenix rose. Humans weren’t lesser beings, but they certainly had less magical powers. Mark would always be my best friend. I could always count on him, but I could never submit to him. He needed a mate that would for the strength of his pack. I hoped that one day he would find her and fall in love with her. I wished it with every fiber of my being. He deserved it.

      But I knew one thing, it wasn’t me.
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      The same announcer as before stepped out onto the stage. The crowd clapped, but Seamus and I sat very still watching the show unfold before and below us from our perfect perch. The far side of the stage was so dark, that I couldn’t see anything. Not even with my sight.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen, for the first time in Steelshore history, two melodic voices will join together in song. All funds collected at the door tonight will go to the refurbishing of Ely House after the brutal attack there a few nights ago. That loss allows us to have these mavens on the same stage for a one-time performance that will never be repeated. I present to you, Eartha Hamlet and Scarlett O’Lear!”

      The crowd stood, clapping and cheering as the two women entered from opposite sides of the stage. Miss Hamlet stood closer to us. The two smiled at each other, which seemed forced, then bowed to the cheering crowd. Eventually, the patrons took their seats, and silence filled the room. Both women wore liquid silver gowns with flashing sequins. Miss O’Lear’s gown showed more skin, but not as much as her burlesque costume had. I waited for one of them to speak. Instead the music started with a lone piano, then the tish-tish of a quiet cymbal. A saxophone joined the others. A trumpet filled in the intro just before Miss Hamlet began to sing Stars Fell on Alabama.

      The crowd clapped in appreciation for the song choice. She sang through several lines, then Miss O’Lear took over. Before the end of the song, their voices joined together. The crowd seemed mesmerized by their song. A true seduction by sound. I’d seen it before with Uncle Levi and Killian.

      My eyes cut to Seamus whose cane stood between his legs. His hands sat atop it as the runes glowed with power. He was blocking their trance.

      “I figured you could resist it on your own,” he explained quietly.

      “I don’t feel anything, but the crowd looks lost in it,” I said.

      “It’s because they are. Never in my life have I seen these two on a stage. Something is changing in Steelshore. Enemies are now friends.”

      “Do they know you can resist them?” I asked.

      “I’m counting on them not knowing. I believe they are doing this on purpose. Try to remain calm and focus on them as if you were enthralled. We need to get to the bottom of this,” he said.

      I looked over the crowd once more though my sight. There were humans in attendance, but the glow of fairies filled most of the room. Focusing back on the singers, I watched them sway as the brass played an interlude between the lines of the song. I knew the song itself was fairly short, and it didn’t have real stanzas. But the women were making it last longer than normal. I felt their magic slithering around me like a cold snake. I shivered, then focused my power to keep me still.

      The song ended, but the audience didn’t move. The women looked at each other, and Scarlett nodded to Eartha.

      “Thank you all for coming out to hear me sing. I appreciate your generous donations to help rebuild Ely House. The servers will now come to you. I ask you to donate whatever you have in your pockets. I would also be grateful for any jewelry or other valuable donations.”

      The Mr. Abs and Mr. Pecs entered the crowd carrying empty champagne buckets. Every person in the place emptied their pockets. Seamus laid his hand over mine, and I felt his consciousness digging toward my mind. I let him in.

      “Do not move. When the servers come into the box, I will take out my wallet and empty it. You pretend that you do not have anything of value.”

      I barely nodded my head to acknowledge him, but my rage grew as these women tricked the entire crowd into donating to their cause. Mr. Pecs came into the box. Seamus mindlessly removed his wallet, emptied it into the champagne bucket. The gold coins poured out of the wallet. I counted the clinks as they fell. There had to be at least seven of them.

      “Is that all, Sir?” the server asked.

      “I travelled light this evening,” Seamus said in a monotone voice.

      “Thank you for your donation,” the man said. He offered the container to me, but I shook my head. He smiled, then slipped out of the curtain.

      Seamus kept his hand resting over mine, and I left my mind open to him. He’d lived on this earth for a very long time, and I was sure that if he truly wanted in my mind, I couldn’t stop him. I’d prefer it to be voluntary.

      “Thank you again for your generosity. Now, I relinquish the stage to Miss O’Lear. This is what you all came here for tonight,” Eartha said with a smile. She exited the stage, and Scarlett moved to the middle.

      To my surprise, the music wasn’t a typical jazzy burlesque song. It was Mercy by Duffy. And despite my earlier assumptions, Miss O’Lear definitely wore a burlesque dress. The long tease lasted about four minutes. The crowd slowly awoke from the trance and cheered for the dancer as she removed her clothing piece by piece. With a final flourish of swinging tassels, Miss O’Lear dashed off the stage and the curtain fell.

      “I feel the justice welling up inside of you, but you have to let it go. Every person and fairy here came on their own accord. Is it right? Probably not, but we are here for a specific purpose. When we meet Miss O’Lear do not mention the first song. We aren’t supposed to remember it.”

      “I understand,” I said quietly. He stood, offering his hand to me. Mr. Pecs arrived to escort us to Miss O’Lear’s chambers.

      When the door opened, she looked exhausted.

      “Seamus, I’m not in the mood tonight,” she said, but her eyes widened when she saw me on his arm. “It is good to see you again, Miss Riggs.”

      “You, as well,” I responded.

      “How did you enjoy the performance?” she asked with her back turned to me. She sat at a large lighted vanity and looked at me via the mirror.

      “I was surprised with the song choice, considering it was so modern, but it fit perfectly with your performance,” I said.

      “Songs just have to have a sexy soul to them. Do you have any desire to dance?” she asked.

      “Like you?” I coughed. “No, no, I don’t think so.”

      “You would make a ton of money doing it,” she said, standing to face me.

      “Money isn’t everything,” Seamus said.

      She walked to him and kissed him on the cheek despite the fact I was on his arm. “Seamus, you are adorable, but not nearly as fun as you used to be. Miss Riggs, if you ever change your mind, you are welcome to dance on my stage. I’ll teach you everything I know.”

      “Wow! That is a generous offer, but I have to decline,” I said, trying to puff her up.

      She shrugged as she wrapped a transparent robe lined with feathers around her body. She took a seat on a pink velvet couch and gestured to another across from her. Seamus sat down next to me.

      “What’s the purpose of the visit, Seamus?” she asked.

      He looked at me and nodded, urging me to ask what I’d come there to ask.

      I cleared my throat and gathered my courage. “My friends, Rory and Soraya, were taken by the Sanhedrin. They were with me here the other night, if you remember.”

      “The Summer Prince?” she asked, as if she didn’t know.

      “Yes. You were seen leaving the Sanhedrin safe house yesterday. I was wondering if you knew anything that could help me find my friends,” I said.

      “The Sanhedrin have been a plague on upper world fairies. We had thought with their latest split that they would cause us less trouble, but they are actually more trouble than I care to deal with on a daily basis. I was there, but I didn’t see your friends. I pay them to keep them out of my club and off my back,” she said, reaching into her very thin thong, she produced a gold coin like the ones Seamus had. She twirled it around her fingers. “The depths of the sea hold many treasures. Right, Seamus?”

      “They do indeed,” he replied.

      “I have many stashed away, but the Sanhedrin are bleeding me,” she said.

      “They are running a mafia-style protection ring?” I asked. Seamus nodded. “I know a few things about the organization. Miss O’Lear, it is my intention to see the safe return of my friends, and I won’t stand for their extortion of fairies.” I stood up and approached her. “I also won’t stand for you extorting humans and fairies in this club. If you think for a second that I won’t call down the wrath of the royal family, then you are wrong. The Tree forbid I call my own wrath down on you.”

      She didn’t flinch, but I saw the look in her eyes. I felt Seamus move behind me. He grabbed my arm gently. “That’s enough, Miss Riggs.”

      We walked to the door, and she said, “It was a pleasure to see you again, Miss Riggs. Your father was a wonderful man.” I wanted to turn and lash out at her for trying to smear my father’s name, but Seamus shoved me out the door.

      “What does she know about my dad?” I huffed.

      “Your father wasn’t devoted to anyone until he met Grace. Scarlett O’Lear won’t be the last fairy you come across that has had relations with him. I suggest you let it go,” he said, guiding me down the steps to the lobby.

      A wave of dizziness hit me, and I saw Seamus’ cane begin to glow. “What the hell?” I said, as he braced me from falling. He forced the cane into my hand while still holding it himself. I regained my balance and saw the culprit across the lobby.

      Reyna Havlin stood with her hands down at her side, palms out. Each palm glowed with the arcane circle the Sanhedrin used for casting. There were multiple people in the lobby including some humans. I saw Elias and Gamma near the doors to the main seating area.

      “Not here,” Seamus growled in my ear. I looked down at my hands which glowed with fiery power.

      “I want to end it,” I said.

      “You won’t make friends in the fairy community running around throwing fireballs with innocents in the way,” Seamus advised.

      “What do you suggest we do, old wise one?” I mocked him.

      “I am old, but you don’t have to rub it in. Besides, I look damn good for my age, Love,” he smirked.

      “Seamus!”

      He guided me back up the stairs. We passed Scarlett’s changing room. I reached out with some of my fairy powers and didn’t feel her there. I looked over my shoulder to see Judith and Simeon running behind us. I continued to hold Seamus’ cane because it still glowed as we ran down the hallway toward the red exit sign.

      The door opened before we got to it. Nick and his sidekicks walked into the hallway. Malphas and Echo shifted into bird form and raced toward the two following us. I spun around ready to attack. The birds ran interference, giving us an opening to escape.

      “No fire!” Nick said.

      “Fine!” I pulled on the Winter abilities that I knew I had. I stretched my hand out and bright blue tattoos appeared down my arm matching the ones that my mother had in the height of her power. I thrust my hand forward and a puff of snow flew out of my hand and quickly dissipated. “Not now!” I screamed.

      “They are just holding them off. We knew they would come after you. They will have to go back to their new base, and we will follow them,” Nick said. He’d made this side of the plan without telling me. Maybe the whole making me the leader was a joke to get us to this point. I felt like a fool. The one time I needed the Winter power it fizzled out on me.

      I ran out the door to the metal steps leading to the ground. I saw Kyrie waiting in his car for me. Without looking back, I ran to the car and climbed in.

      “Go!” I said.

      “What about the rest of them?” he asked.

      “They planned this. They can figure it out,” I barked.

      “Wynonna,” he said.

      “Drive or I’m getting out,” I said. Kyrie obeyed, but reluctantly. He looked back to Nick who didn’t try to stop us. He knew I’d be mad. I wasn’t as mad as I was hurt that he didn’t feel the need to tell me what was going on. There was no reason to keep me out of the loop. I seethed when what I really wanted to do was curl up in a ball and cry.

      “I didn’t know,” Kyrie said.

      “Of course, you didn’t. They couldn’t tell you, because you would have told me. Where is Colton?” I asked.

      “Ruby is entertaining him,” he said. My eyes widened. “Not like that.”

      “Wait! Did she know the plan?” I asked. Kyrie grimaced, and I knew the answer. That did it.  A tear rolled down my cheek. “Why didn’t they trust me?”

      “I don’t know,” he said softly, reaching out for my hand. I let him take it and vowed not to shed another tear. If I didn’t belong in Steelshore, then I’d find somewhere else to do good. Kyrie would go with me.

      “If I leave…”

      “I’ll go with you.” At least I had one loyal friend. Well, I had two, but the other one wasn’t here.

      My phone rang. Glancing at the caller I.D., I sent it to voice mail. Kyrie’s phone rang. He looked to me. I shrugged. It didn’t matter if he answered it or not.

      “Hello.” To my surprise, he answered it. “She doesn’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to talk to you, Nick. You kept information from both of us. You put her at an unnecessary risk. That’s not okay.” He paused. I started to pull power to enhance my hearing, but Kyrie hit the speaker phone.

      “Tell her that I have an explanation. We didn’t think about it until after she left. I failed to see the danger. It’s my fault, and I knew we had to be there to back her up. I didn’t tell you because you had to cover Colton. We will meet you back at her apartment. Winnie, I know you can hear me. Please don’t leave,” Nick pleaded.

      “I don’t want to talk to you,” I said.

      “Tough shit. You will hear me out,” he replied.

      I shook my head, and Kyrie disconnected the call. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t think he would do something on purpose to put you in danger. He’d never break that bond with your uncle. They are like brothers, and well, your uncle is like a father to you,” Kyrie said. I heard the hesitation in his voice.

      “Are you afraid of me?” I asked.

      “I’m afraid of losing you,” he replied.

      I didn’t feel like giving him any reassurances. I felt like being a bitch, even though I told myself that it wasn’t necessary. I told myself it was immature, but did I listen? Not to myself, but in that moment of silence, I heard the skipping beats of Kyrie’s heart. It would skip, then speed up. He took several deep breaths. He’d told me that he was afraid I’d hurt him. Nothing could describe the sound of his heart other than pain.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered. The heart thumped loudly, speeding up. “You aren’t losing me. I’m just being stupid. I need you to do something for me.”

      “Anything.”

      “When I’m being stupid or mean, please tell me to stop.”

      “I do not have a death wish,” he said with a light chuckle. I grabbed his hand and squeezed it in mine.

      “Do not placate me when I’m wrong. You can be against me and still support me, because you aren’t really against me. You would be doing me a favor by checking my ego.”

      “Winnie.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You are being stupid.” I slapped him on the shoulder. “Ow! I did what you said!”

      I laughed, then kissed him on the cheek. “I know. Thank you.”
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      While we waited for Nick to return, we sat and listened to Ruby explain politics in the Summer realm. To be honest, I didn’t give a fuck, but we had nothing else to do. Colton seemed to be very interested. In Ruby.

      He couldn’t help himself. She was an auburn-headed goddess. Long, slender legs and a trim waist. She always wore revealing clothes, because she’d bloomed giant boobs before any of the rest of us. Mine were okay, but she was killin’ it in the boob department.

      I sipped on a glass of red wine while sitting in Kyrie’s lap. Ruby and Colton sat on the couch. He was completely enthralled by her. Kat and Cat appeared at the window, and I got up to let them inside.

      “Oh, wonderful. You restocked your wine,” Kat said.

      “Did that cat just talk?” Colton asked.

      “Yes. Colton Walker, please meet Kat and Cat,” I said. Kat jumped up in his lap, waiting for him to pet her.

      “Go ahead. Stroke me,” she said.

      “Yeah, stroke the kitty,” Kyrie teased. Colton blushed a deep red, and Ruby’s eye shined when he did. Perhaps she found him just as attractive as he did her. I hadn’t really looked at him that way, but he was handsome. I knew he was a changeling, so his natural body form included muscles he didn’t have to work for and a chiseled jaw indicative of his fairy father.

      “Colton, why isn’t your last name Karis?” I asked.

      “Just an added layer of protection. Walker was my mother’s last name,” he said. The ‘was’ part didn’t slip past me. I decided to leave it alone.

      “I need pets, too,” Cat complained.

      “Kyrie is open,” I said. Kyrie patted his knee, and Cat reluctantly jumped into his lap taking my seat. Instead, I decided to refill my glass.

      A storm had been brewing since we got back to the apartment. The rolling thunder became louder and louder. The lights flickered in the old building several times. When I looked up after the last flicker, I saw a form at the open window. Without hesitation, I threw a fireball at it. The form dodged, and everyone rolled into a battle position. Cat and Kat scampered off to my bedroom, and Ruby threw Colton behind her. The lights went out completely, and the figure rose to her feet. I could see her delicate curves, and knew it was a woman. I lit the room with a fireball which hovered over my hand.

      “Careful with that, Princess,” she said.

      “Who are you? What are you doing here?” I demanded. She didn’t seem poised to attack, even though she held a dagger in her hand.

      “I was summoned here by Dominick Meyer.”

      “Catrina?”

      She whispered a word, and light ignited over her body. She turned her back to me as the sugar skull tattoo on her back glowed like neon.

      “Stand down,” Kyrie said to me and Ruby.

      “You shouldn’t leave your window open,” she chided.

      “I can handle it,” I return.

      “Orgullo precede a la caída,” she said in Spanish. I didn’t know Spanish.

      “Pride comes before a fall,” Ruby said.

      “How do you know Spanish?” I asked.

      “I know twelve human languages,” she said.

      “Of course, you do.” I rolled my eyes and tuned my attention back to Catrina. “He should have been back by now.”

      “Who is the target?” Catrina asked.

      “We aren’t killing anyone,” I said.

      “Then, why did he call an assassin?” Catrina asked.

      “You are a tracker,” I said.

      “I track to kill.” She was blunt and humorless.

      “We need to find Soraya and Rory, the Summer Prince. It seems we might need to find Nick, too,” I said while dialing Nick’s cell. No answer.

      “Give me a target, Fire Child,” Catrina said.

      “Look! I’m not a child. Don’t make me prove it to you,” I growled. Kyrie stepped in front of me. I saw the look in his eyes. Once again, he wanted to say something, but didn’t. I cocked my head sideways at him. “Am I being stupid again?”

      “No, but maybe a little extra feisty,” he said with his signature smirk.

      “Who do we send her after?” I asked. “Nick or Reyna?”

      “If it’s a contract, I say Reyna,” Kyrie said.

      “I agree. I want my brother back. In fact, I contract you to find the person who kidnapped my brother,” Ruby said.

      “And payment?” Catrina asked.

      “Payment?” I echoed.

      “I don’t work for free.” I wasn’t sure I’d ever met anyone so dry and humorless. Perhaps she found it necessary to complete her contracts. Either way, I didn’t like it.

      “You will be paid in gold via the Summer Court,” Ruby said.

      Colton stood behind Ruby silently, but his eyes widened when she mentioned the gold.

      “We are going with you,” I said.

      “I work alone,” Catrina said.

      “Then you won’t work in my town,” I said.

      “I don’t follow fairy rules. I’m human,” she spat back at me.

      “And? You are a member of this community. Just like Colton.” I pointed at him, and he ducked further behind Ruby.

      Catrina held her dagger up, showing us the black blade. I’d seen ones like it before. My mother died after being wounded by one in the Battle of Shady Grove when she took over the rule of Winter. She returned to us, but it was an ordeal. I was still a child, and I’d already had two parents die. I shook off the bad memory. We watched as Catrina knelt in my living room floor. She sat the blade down on the hardwood floor. Cat and Kat peeked around the corner of the bedroom.

      Black smoke swirled around the blade, and Catrina began to chant. I closed my hand dousing the flame I’d held in my hand for light. Her chant was in Spanish. I looked to Ruby to translate.

      “Death blade, hear my request. Lead me to those who deserve thy wrath,” Ruby said.

      “Damn,” I muttered.

      The smoke around the blade increased, floating up around Catrina and igniting her tattoo. The darkness sank into her skin, and the bright light died out.

      “For someone with no magic, that was hella magical,” Kyrie said.

      “The blade and tattoo are magic. I am not,” she said as she stood.

      “She’s little Miss Sunshine,” I commented. She shot me a look, but I knew she only killed on contract. She wasn’t going to harm me.

      “The tattoo is leading me to my mark. Shall we?” she said, motioning toward the door.

      “What about Colton?” I asked.

      “I’m going with y’all. You aren’t leaving me here,” he said.

      “I don’t think that is wise,” I said.

      “Has that ever stopped you before?” he asked.

      I wanted to protest that he didn’t know me, but he’d hit it on the nail. I laughed, and Kyrie held back a chuckle.

      “I’ll keep him safe,” Ruby said.

      “Okay then,” I said.

      “We are going, too.” The feline voice came from my bedroom.

      I looked at Cat and Kat who sat next to each other in the doorway to my bedroom. I’d already lost one protest, and who knew, they might come in handy.

      “Sure. Why not?”

      We hurried down the stairs to Kyrie’s vehicle. Catrina mounted a motorcycle, and we pulled out of the parking place to follow her. She headed straight for the docks. The moon above us was nothing but a small crescent. Thin clouds shrouded the stars. I tried Nick’s phone again. Still no answer. Then, I made the phone call I hated to make.
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      Uncle Levi’s voice sounded worried even before I spoke. “Winnie, what’s going on?”

      “Hey, I’m not sure what happened to Nick, Malphas, and Echo. They went after the Sanhedrin who have Rory and Raya but didn’t come back. Catrina is here, and we are following her to find them. She’s been contracted by Ruby to find her brother. Or rather find the person who kidnapped Rory. I haven’t seen Aydan or Callum since we came back from meeting Professor Karis this afternoon. We have his son with us, and…”

      “Wynonna, calm down. You are rattling off a bunch of stuff that doesn’t make sense to me. Callum and Aydan came home earlier today with Isabella. They are both in Winter with your mother. I was heading there myself. Do you need me?” he asked. I hesitated. “It’s not a failure to ask for help.”

      “We might need help,” I said.

      “I’m on my way with reinforcements. See you soon. Be careful.” He disconnected the call.

      “It was the right thing to do,” Kyrie said as he drove over the speed limit to keep up with Catrina. She pulled her motorcycle next to a warehouse near the boat we had stalked earlier in the week.

      The hull of the Orefeo could be seen just beyond the building. The Sanhedrin were holding Rory and Raya here? I jumped out of the vehicle and ran to Catrina.

      “They are here?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “This is the trafficking boat,” I said.

      She shrugged. “My tattoo does not lie.”

      Kyrie grabbed me from behind. “Are the Sanhedrin trafficking?”

      “To what end?” I asked.

      “Hell, I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense,” Kyrie said.

      “There’s only one way we are going to find out,” Ruby said with Colton, standing behind her.

      We followed Catrina through the shadows. Her body seemed to darken as she passed from one shadow to the next. I looked at her through my sight, and her power radiated on the surface of her skin, but nothing dipped further. She had no aura that I could see. She was completely human.

      My mother had a tattoo with powers, and I knew that Catrina’s tattoo had a similar origin. The ink was used by the Sanhedrin to track fairies with contracts. We were walking straight to the Sanhedrin.

      “Wait!” I hissed.

      Catrina stopped to look at me. Her eyes flared with anger. “What is it?”

      “Your tattoo, is it Sanhedrin ink?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “They can track you,” I said.

      “No, my ink is the reverse. It allows me to track my enemy. Any ties linked to them were erased by my boss several years ago,” she said to reassure me. I felt humored.

      “Tennyson,” I said.

      She had worked for Tennyson Schuyler during his mob days. Even though he didn’t participate much in the fairy happenings now, he used to be very involved. Catrina was just one of his many tools to complete whatever task he deemed necessary. He’d built an empire, then gave it all to Uncle Levi.

      Kat and Cat ran ahead of us and up the gangplank. It was too late for me to stop them. They blended into the shadows.

      “You all cannot follow me,” Catrina said.

      “I’m going,” I said. I saw the look in Kyrie’s eyes. He wanted to go with me, but I doubted we could convince Ruby to stay behind.

      “I’ll take Colton up,” he said.

      “Up?” Colton said. His voice trembled.

      Kyrie kissed me boldly in front of the others. We’d never merged that deep into PDA territory. Ruby cleared her throat, and he pulled away.

      “I’ll be waiting for you,” he said, then took Colton’s hand. They shot up into the sky. A dark puffy cloud formed then others joined it, as Kyrie built a platform for them to stand and look down on us.

      “Well, won’t Mark be surprised to hear how serious things are between you and Starboy,” Ruby said.

      “This isn’t any of your business,” I growled at her.

      “Not now. We don’t have time for juvenile bullshit,” Catrina said.

      She darted out of the shadows toward the gangplank. Rushing up it, she was on the boat within seconds. Ruby conjured a spell beside me, and I felt her magic drift around us. She’d concealed us. Together we ran up and onto the boat.

      Crouching beside a container, I waited for Catrina to make a move. Kat scared the shit out of me by jumping from the box down to me.

      “They are here,” she said.

      “They who?” I asked.

      “Ruby and Rory,” she replied.

      “Who is with them? Reyna?” I asked.

      “There is no sparkling kitty litter here,” she said.

      Catrina looked puzzled. “No Sanhedrin,” I said.

      She nodded, then moved toward a stairway that led to the second level of the ship. We followed her still under Ruby’s concealment.

      “I can feel him,” Ruby said behind me.

      “Feel him?” I asked.

      “He’s my twin. He can feel me, and I can feel him,” she said.

      “Can you talk to him? Like I talk to my mom?” I asked, hoping they shared some sort of telepathic bond.

      “Yes, of course. He’s here and he’s tied up. Soraya is with him. They are in a wooden box,” she said.

      My mind flashed back to the box that we’d found with Ren inside it. They were going to sell my friends.

      Catrina began to climb another level.

      “Wait! He’s not up there,” Ruby said.

      “I’m not looking for him remember. I’m looking for the people who kidnapped him,” Catrina replied.

      “You go. I’ll go with her to find them,” I said.

      “All the better for me, juera,” she said, then dashed away.

      “Lead the way,” I told Ruby. She went into a doorway. We moved quickly but quietly down the hallway to a door. When she opened it, a stairway led down into a dark room. Cat and Kat followed us, then I shut the door. “Is Nick here?”

      “Rory doesn’t know,” Ruby said.

      “The wolf is not here,” Cat said.

      “He followed the Sanhedrin, and they aren’t here,” I said.

      “One thing at a time,” Ruby said.

      “No shit,” I snapped at her. I wished I had a link to Kyrie. I could send him to find Nick. It would have to wait.

      “We need some light,” Ruby said.

      I lifted my hand and formed a small ball of fire. It illuminated the room full of wooden crates. My mouth fell open at the massive number of boxes. Looking through my sight, I couldn’t see inside of them. I didn’t see any magic keeping me out, but I couldn’t tell if they were inhabited or not.

      Ruby led us down the edge of the wall to a third row of boxes. These were larger like the one we’d intercepted earlier in the week. She ran between the boxes to one. She knocked on the outside, and I heard muffled voices inside. Looking through my sight again, I still saw no evidence of fairy auras.

      I helped Ruby wedge the box open. Inside, Rory blocked Soraya from us. She peeked over his shoulder. They were both a gagged and tied with a strange rope. I saw their auras now, and the power in the rope.

      “Can you get it off?” I asked.

      “I think it has an alarm attached to it,” Ruby said, as she pulled the cloth from Rory’s mouth.

      “Yes! It will alarm them if you take it off,” he said, breathing hard.

      I shoved him to the side and hugged my friend. Quickly, I removed her gag. She coughed, then smiled at me.

      “Took you long enough, Wildfire,” she said, looking down at my hand.

      “All this wood, I gotta be careful. As much as I’d like to burn it down, there are a lot of crates here,” I said.

      “They aren’t all full,” Rory informed us. “We can’t get them all open right now.”

      “I’m not leaving anyone behind,” I hissed.

      “We can smell them,” Kat offered.

      “You can smell the fairies?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Cat replied as if I’d hurt her feelings.

      “I’ll buy you each a bottle of wine if you can tell me which boxes have fairies inside,” I said.

      “We are not doing this,” Ruby protested.

      Gunshots echoed through the boat. “Catrina,” I said.

      “The assassin is here?” Soraya asked.

      “Ruby hired her to hunt down Rory’s kidnapper,” I said.

      Gunfire erupted again, then fell silent.

      “I’m not staying behind. You do whatever you want,” Ruby said, as she removed the ropes from Rory. He tried to jerk away from her, but he didn’t have far to move. The box was barely big enough for him and Soraya.

      “Well, fuck it,” I said, pulling the ropes off of Raya. She wrapped her arms around me in a huge hug.

      “We can save some of them,” she said.

      I nodded, then motioned to Kat and Cat. They ran from box to box, skipping more than stopping. When they found one that was inhabited, they scratched on the outside. Raya and I pried the first one open and found a faun, cowering in the back of the box.

      “I’m Wynonna Riggs, daughter of Gloriana. Come with us,” I said, holding my hand out to him. His hooves clip-clopped as he walked out of the large box. His eyes landed on Ruby and Rory, and he fell to his knees. I pleaded with Rory. He rushed to me and helped the faun up.

      “No need for that now. Let’s find the others,” he said.

      “Cat and Kat, split up. Rory will go with one of you. Raya and I will go with the other,” I ordered. We opened the crates finding pixies, brownies, hobgoblins, and even a mid-sized troll.

      Catrina appeared when we opened the last box on our route.

      “The job is done,” she said.

      “Who did you kill?” I asked.

      “There were five on the deck, then three in the engine room. There are more here though,” she said. “You don’t have time to do this.”

      “We are finished on our end,” I said. “Follow me.” The fairies we’d found followed us up the stairs. Rory joined us with his group. There were two high Winter fairies and a centaur among other small ones with him.

      When we reached the top of the stairs, I looked through the hole to see if anyone was in the hallway. I didn’t see anyone, so I ran out ahead of the group. They followed close on my heels. I pulled my power to my fists which began to glow brightly. I rounded the corner and slammed into a big body.

      I lifted my eyes to see the hulking man before me. He had to be a troll or ogre. I balled my fist and slammed him in the stomach. He howled in pain and teetered back on his heels. Rory rounded the corner behind me and hit him with another magically powered fist. The man flew backward over the railing to the main deck of the ship. He yelled the whole way down alerting the crew to our presence.

      Soraya and Ruby herded our rescued fairies down the steps with Rory leading the way.

      “I’ve got this one,” he yelled back at me. I turned around to look after the last fairy when a brute ran down the hallway after the faun we’d first found. He grabbed the poor thing, knocking it to the ground. I couldn’t throw fire, so I ran toward them with flaming fists. My approach was enough for the man to release the faun.

      “Run!” I yelled at him. He scampered to his feet. As he cleared, I tossed two balls of fire striking the brute in the chest with both. His clothes ignited, and he squealed in horror.

      I didn’t bother to see what happened to him as I ran after the faun. Rory was fighting two other ogres.

      “Raya, I wish for huge fists!” he yelled.

      “As you desire,” she said and motioned toward him. Purple smoke flowed out of her palm, enveloping Rory’s fists. When the smoke cleared, his fists were three times their normal size.

      “Damn,” I muttered as I helped fairies down the gangplank.

      Rory and his fists made quick work of the two ogres. Soraya passed me as she ran down the gangplank. I shook my head at her, but she winked in response.

      A figure stepped out of the shadows down on the dock. We had company. I stood on the edge of the ship and looked up to the clouds. Kyrie swooped down out of the sky, scooped me up, and we landed right in front of the three men holding swords.

      “Uncle Levi!” I exclaimed.

      “Hey, Wildfire,” he said with a grin. I was old enough now to realize how handsome he was and didn’t blame my mother for falling for him at all.

      “We have to get them out of here,” I said.

      “Allow me,” Astor said behind him. He swung his sword in a circle, opening a portal to Shady Grove. Astor was once a knight of the round table. Percival, the Grail Knight. His sword bore the cracked scar where it was once broken. He’d reforged it but would not part with it despite its imperfection.

      “Daddy!” Ruby yelled, running to her father. He reached out and hugged her with one of his hulking arms. Ruby and Rory had gotten their red hair from their father. The ginger knight.

      “So many,” Levi said.

      “I think there are more, but we are already being followed,” I said.

      Gunfire erupted once again on the ship. The third man with Levi threw a large blue shield up to block us from the bullets. The blue light illuminated his cleanly shaven face.

      “Tennyson,” I said in shock. He rarely fought anymore. He, too, had once been a knight. Lancelot.

      “Hello, Wynonna,” he said with a devious smile. He’d changed so much in the past years. The stains of his past had been washed away in death, and he returned to us with a clean heart and clean skin. The tattoos that once marked him were gone.

      “It’s good to see you. Catrina is here,” I said.

      “I know,” he said. Of course, he knew. He knew everything. He might be out of the mob boss role, but he still had his hand in the pot.

      “Where is Nick?” Levi asked.

      “Not here. We thought the Sanhedrin had Rory and Soraya, but they didn’t. The traffickers had them,” I said. Colton walked up next to Ruby, and she winked at him.

      “Who is this?” Levi asked.

      “This is Colton Walker. His father is contracted to the Sanhedrin,” I said.

      “He’s human,” Levi said.

      “Yes, well, actually changeling,” I said.

      “No, he’s human,” Levi said.

      “What?” Colton said.

      “Son, I don’t know who your father is, but you aren’t changeling. You have no fairy aura,” Levi said.

      “He’s not developed any skills,” I said.

      “Winnie, even an undeveloped changeling has an aura. It’s how Grace knew I was a changeling when she met me,” he said.

      “Your father isn’t Professor Karis,” I said.

      “I, I, I don’t know,” he said.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I suggested as the last fairy went through the portal.

      “Astor and Tennyson, go back with these fairies. I’m going with Winnie,” Levi said. I knew he wouldn’t go back until we had found Nick.

      “Son,” Astor said, reaching out for Rory.

      “No, Dad, I belong here,” he said. Astor nodded, then looked at Ruby.

      “Someone has to watch the human,” she said with a shrug. Colton blushed.

      Astor shook hands with Levi, then he and Tennyson disappeared into the portal. It closed quickly behind them.

      “Do you have a vehicle here?” Levi asked.

      “Around here,” Kyrie said. We piled in the SUV on top of each other. Catrina was already gone. Too bad. I could have contracted her to find Reyna, but if I knew Uncle Levi, he had something up his sleeve.

      I tried to figure out how we’d gotten thrown off the trail of Rory and Soraya. Scarlett O’Lear said she’d seen them with the Sanhedrin, and the Sanhedrin had left a note for them. Reyna had even taunted me about them.

      “Did the Sanhedrin ever have you?” I asked.

      “I don’t know who had us,” Rory said. “We were kept in the box. We’d been moved around, but I never heard any references to the Sanhedrin.”

      “I heard a man’s voice and the mermaid,” Soraya said.

      “Karis and O’Lear,” I said. “Karis is definitely with the Sanhedrin. Contracted or not, he lied to us about Colton.”

      “But he’s always taken care of me. I don’t remember my mother. She died when I was little,” Colton protested. “Why would he have done that if he wasn’t my father?”

      “It’s possible he was fooled,” Levi mentioned. “The man that raised me thought I was his son.”

      “He would have to be a pretty dumb fairy. He had to have known. He had the kitty litter sparkle. Oh shit! Where are the cats?” I said in a panic.

      “We are here,” Kat said from under the back seat. I saw her bright eyes. Next to her, Cat’s eyes blinked. “We wouldn’t miss our wine.”

      “Do I want to know?” Levi asked.

      “I’ll explain once we get Nick back,” I said.

      “Despite all of this, you look well, Winnie,” Levi said.

      “Thanks.” Aydan told him what he knew about Kyrie and me.

      “I’m sure Aydan has threatened you, Kyrie. He still threatens me about Grace. The damn kid can be pretty intimidating, but not nearly as intimidating as his mother,” Levi said.

      “I understand,” Kyrie mumbled. I giggled quietly, watching him squirm. He shook his head at me as we pulled up outside the office. We hurried inside. It was already past midnight, and I felt like shit that I’d ran off on Nick, leaving him vulnerable.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked Levi.

      “He is blood-sworn to the crown of Winter. Therefore, I can find him,” Levi responded. Each one of my mother’s knights swore a blood oath to her. That blood oath was renewed to Levi when he married my mother. “I need something of his.”

      I walked across the office to the coffee pot, and picked up the mug that said, “Certified Ass Man.”

      Levi shook his head at the mug, then I heard the soft sounds of a guitar playing. Uncle Levi had a guitar tattoo that ran from his shoulder to his wrist. It, too, was made with the same special ink. Because he was a bard, he could play the tattoo instead of carrying around a real musical instrument to work his magic. He also had the power of Winter behind him, because he was bonded to my mother. Not just married to her but bonded by blood. He had all of her powers at his disposal, making him very fucking powerful.

      He lifted his eyes to me, and the normal denim blue had changed to a bright turquoise like my mother.

      “He’s Northeast of here,” Levi said.

      “Back to the university,” I said.

      “Everyone isn’t going,” Levi said.

      Ruby piped up. “I’m going to take Colton back to your apartment and console him.”

      “You do that. Cat and Kat, go with her. I’ll bring home the wine,” I said. The cats didn’t protest as they had already curled up in a ball to go to sleep.

      Levi checked his sword which he wore on his back. It was a bad place to wear it if you had to unsheathe it quickly. However, he had the power to call the sword to his hand. Levi owned the Great Sword made by the fairies and given to King Arthur, who carried it back to the Otherworld when he became King Oberon, my mother’s father. Levi inherited the sword by virtue and with the blessing of my mother who had no desire to wield Excalibur.
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      We stood on the library once again using our sight to look over the campus. Levi said he was drawn to the same building that Karis had entered earlier in the day. From the outside, we couldn’t make out any wards or magic.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “I’m going in there. You can stay here and back me up, or you can go with me,” Levi said.

      “I’m going with you. Kyrie and Rory can go in the side entrance. We can meet up inside. Just be quiet and smart,” I instructed.

      Kyrie nodded, then laid his hand on Rory’s shoulder. They flew down in the darkness to the side entrance. Levi took my hand, and we skipped to the other entrance.

      When we stepped inside, I immediately felt the ward. It clawed at me like it was trying to rip off my skin. Levi huffed, and his guitar played a dissonant chord. The ward wavered allowing us to enter.

      “Will that work for Rory and Kyrie?” I asked.

      “Probably. If not, they will find a way to get in, but whoever is here, knows we are here now.”

      I nodded and followed him down the hallway. We came to a double staircase. One set of stairs went up. The other went down.

      “Down,” Levi said. I stuck close to him as we descended the stairs. I opened my sight to see the sparkling residue of the ward surrounding us. That’s why we had seen it on Karis. He’d gotten it from going in and out of this building. I just hoped that for Colton’s sake Karis wasn’t involved.

      We came to a landing, and another single set of stairs descended further.

      “Down?” I asked.

      Levi nodded, and we moved down the steps quietly, but quickly. I felt his magic move, pulling Excalibur to his hands. I revved up my power, making my hands glow brightly. The building seemed quiet, showing no signs of anyone being here.

      “This way,” Levi said, turning to his left. We followed the small hallway past the doors labeled with the names of various professors. I assumed this was a faculty office area. However, at the end of the hallway it turned slightly to the right. When we reached that turn, a noise moved behind us.

      I spun around to find Kyrie and Rory stepping out of another stairwell hidden by a door. Lowering my fists, Kyrie moved close behind me.

      “He’s behind those doors,” Levi said.

      “This is a basement level. There probably isn’t any other way in there,” I said.

      “Probably not, but I don’t want all of us barging into the room,” Levi said.

      “Rory and I will wait out here. We will only come in if you call for help,” Kyrie said.

      Rory didn’t seem to be happy about that idea. He seemed juiced up since his fight with the ogres. I patted him on the shoulder to show my support. He didn’t respond. Kyrie grabbed my hand and squeezed.

      “I’m tired of us splitting up,” I said.

      “Me, too. We should stop that,” he said, giving me his classic smirk. “You got this.”

      Levi moved around the corner, holding the sword. It glowed with blue Winter power. I held my fists up while pumping heat into them. Levi released a chord on his guitar, and the doors blew off their hinges. I raised my eyebrows at him.

      “I’ve done that before,” he said as if it were no big deal.

      We stepped into a room filled with magical objects. Bottles and vials of substances that glowed with power. A wave of magic hit us both, but Levi’s guitar played away whatever danger it had posed.

      “In the name of the Crown of Winter, surrender now,” Levi barked.

      We couldn’t see anyone in the room, but I could feel their presence. “I wonder how some of this stuff would react to fire.”

      “That would be unwise,” Reyna’s voice echoed all around me. I couldn’t make out a direction, and Levi seemed equally confused.

      “Show yourself, or I’ll be forced to play Hide and Fire Seek,” I said.

      “That one didn’t work,” Levi whispered.

      “I thought it was good,” I muttered.

      “You are half-fairy. You should be able to find me,” Reyna taunted.

      She wanted me to switch to my sight, so I didn’t. Levi nodded that he understood without me saying anything.

      “I knew you were a coward,” I returned the taunt. “Hiding behind your magic. Come on out so I can kick your ass.”

      “There are two of you and many of us. I know the Bard King is powerful, but let’s test it,” Reyna said. I felt power pulled toward her. It moved on my left side. Levi played a tune on his guitar and blocked the magic she threw with the sword. It splashed against Excalibur, and the blade gobbled the magic up, making it glow brighter.

      “You have no authority, Reyna. Even the sword recognizes that. The Sanhedrin are done. Come out and talk so that no one has to die,” Levi said still giving her an out.

      “That’s where you are wrong, King. The Sanhedrin have never answered to the monarchy. It was why we were created by both Summer and Winter. We govern ourselves and recognize no authority but our own,” Reyna said, appearing across the table in front of us.

      “Where are Nick and the Ravens?” I demanded.

      “It’s funny. I tried to sell the wolf and the ravens to the traffickers like I did your friends, but they didn’t want the flea-ridden varmints. They were tried, convicted, and sentenced to death,” Reyna said.

      “They are not dead,” I yelled at her, knowing the Levi had followed magic to this place while tracking Nick.

      “Oh, but they are,” Reyna smirked. She pulled her hand from behind her back and tossed the head of a wolf on the table. Blood splattered. I couldn’t stifle the shriek that escaped my lips.

      “Dominick Meyer was a knight of the Crown of Winter. You made a huge mistake killing him,” Levi said. His voice cracked as we stared at the head.

      I felt Rory and Kyrie come into the room. My scream must have alerted them.

      “Ah, wonderful. More fairy trash to dispatch,” Reyna said. To our right, Gamma and Simeon appeared. To our left, Judith and Elias faded into view. Two others that I did not know appeared behind Reyna.

      My anger rose as I stared at the wolf head. Blood from the head dripped off the table to the ground. I studied it closely. It certainly looked like Nick’s wolf. He had a reddish-tint to his fur like a fox with black hair mixed in. I dared to do what Reyna wanted me to do, and I opened my sight to look at the wolf head. No aura surrounded it. It wasn’t Nick. It was a fake. She didn’t want me to use my sight and used reverse psychology on me.

      “This ends tonight,” I growled.

      Levi shifted his feet to ready for an attack. The Sanhedrin raised their hands, forming their arcane circles. Rory smacked his fists behind me. I cut my eyes to the side to see him. His wish granted fists had reappeared. Then, I felt the cool, calming power of Kyrie building up behind me. A mist rose from the ground that twinkled like stars. It rose to our knees, and Reyna shifted uneasily looking at it. She’d probably never seen the full-power of the Star Folk. I almost wanted to lower my fire and allow Kyrie to show off.

      I moved my hands to my chest. One palm pointing up. One palm pointing down. A ball of crackling fire formed between my glowing hands.

      For only a split-second, I saw the doubt in Reyna’s eyes as she sized up the competition. She had to know of Levi’s power, but she couldn’t possibly know the depth of mine. It was my nature to suppress my gifts. First out of fear. Now it was for the element of surprise. She couldn’t have possibly imagined a Summer Prince with Hulk-sized fists, plus his other Summer gifts. Then, throw in the wild card of Kyrie. She had to be shaking in her panties.

      “Kyrie,” I said. Gamma screamed as the fog wrapped around his leg, then jerked him down out of sight. Kyrie laughed behind me. “Lay off the maniacal.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, as his power moved again past us to one of the men behind Reyna. He too was jerked down into the fog, screaming his head off as he went. The man beside him looked down in a panic, and I took the opportunity to throw my fire ball at him. It hit him in the chest, and he yelled as the fire spread across his clothes. He patted wildly at it trying to get it to stop.

      Reyna slapped her hands down on the table with the wolf head on it and then lifted it up off the ground with her palms. She slung the table at us. Levi stepped in front of me, and Excalibur split the table in half. Kyrie and Rory dodged the shards of wood and bits of wolf skull.

      Simeon charged Rory. Of all the Sanhedrin, he was the largest of the bunch. He slammed into Rory’s chest while barely missing a monstrous punch. However, when they hit the ground, Rory began to way-lay him in the ribs with those massive fists. Simeon fought back the best he could, but Rory continued to pound on him.

      I spun around to see Reyna preparing her circle. It stretched wide in front of her like a shield, but the magic felt offensive. Movement to my left caught my eye, and I saw Elias running toward me. Then, he passed me and Kyrie, continuing to run down the hallway away from the fight. I smelled the slight odor of piss. Poor thing wet his pants.

      Levi slowly approached Reyna as she moved her hand, making the glowing circle in front of her spin.

      “Reyna, you are losing this fight. There is no reason for you to lose your life,” Levi pleaded with her.

      “I’m not dying today,” she smirked as the circle spun faster and faster.

      The man I’d set on fire whimpered as he took his last breath before sinking into the fog. I knew that Kyrie couldn’t hold more than two of them, so he’d maxed his abilities. I also knew neither one of them would be able to get away from the attack. Judith stood still to my left, watching Reyna’s circle grow and spin.

      “In or out, Judith?” I demanded.

      “Attack her!” Reyna commanded.

      Judith turned to me and began throwing small bursts of power at me. They hit my skin, but it only tingled like the slap of a branch while running through the woods. She wasn’t putting her entire might behind it.

      Feeling Winter’s power so strongly through Levi, I dug into that coldness once again, hoping that this time it would respond to me. I out-stretched my hand toward Judith as her tiny attacks continued. The blue glow of Winter raced down my arm to my hand. I didn’t try to force it. Instead, I let it flow out of me like a river. Once it hit the air outside of my hand, I watched the cold wind rush toward Judith, knocking her back against the wall. Her head bounced twice, and I lowered my hand. She slumped to the ground as I heard a crack behind me.

      Rory had either subdued Gamma or killed him. It didn’t matter. We were winning, but Reyna smiled behind her big glowing Ferris wheel of magic.

      “Time to face the real law,” I said.

      “I don’t think so,” she said as she flung her hands forward which shoved the spinning circle toward Levi. Excalibur cut through it, but the hole wasn’t large enough to block all of its spinning power, knocking Levi to the ground.

      Instinctively, my body burst into flame, but I kept my wings tucked close behind me. The magic passed around me but struck Kyrie and Rory to the ground. Both were unconscious while Levi was dazed from the attack. His shirt had singes, cutting holes into it and smoking from the firepower of the magic.

      “You really are a beautiful creature,” Reyna said. “All of that flame and fury. I wish I had an ounce of it.”

      “So, we’ve established that you are jealous of me,” I said. My voice deepened when I was in this state. I’d had to learn to talk while on fire. At first, I’d feared that I’d swallow the flame, but I had to accept the fact that I was the flame.

      “I am, but I imagine that will end when I end you,” she said, throwing another smaller flaming circle at me. Once again, it passed through me with no effect.

      “That doesn’t seem to work. Do you have anything else?” I asked, while walking toward her. She stepped backward toward the wall. I saw the fear in her eyes. Suppressing the desire to turn her into charcoal, I watched her weigh her options.

      “Of course, I do,” she said while crossing her arms in front of her. The two shelves of magical objects and potions flew at me from both sides. The shelves incinerated when they touched me, but whatever chemicals had been in the bottles landed on my skin. It didn’t hurt, but it did itch. I looked down at my hands and watched the skin being eaten away like I’d been doused with acid. “Bye, Wynonna.”

      Bit by bit, my body turned to ash and hit the floor. I heard her laughing as she began to form another circle to strike Levi who had managed to get to his feet.

      The darkness overtook me once again.
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      My scream dissipated in the darkness. I hadn’t realized I was screaming as I died. The acid hurt as it ate through my skin.

      “Hello, Wynonna,” a deep voice came from behind me. I saw the candlelight flickering as it had been before. “Come and sit with me.”

      “I can’t. I gotta go back. I have to defeat her before she takes out Levi,” I said.

      “He will not allow himself to go down again,” Uriel said.

      “I have to go back,” I insisted.

      “You cannot go back until you have sat with me,” he said raising his voice.

      I stomped over to the candle and took a seat across from him. His form appeared, and the flames licked around his skin. He radiated a light that I couldn’t explain except to define it as goodness.

      “I’m sitting,” I said.

      “My such a smart mouth on so young a person. Tell me. What have you learned since you were last here?” he asked.

      “Learned?”

      “Yes, you have been gone for a few days. You must have learned something about yourself or your abilities,” he said.

      “A Sanhedrin circle of power can’t harm me if I’m ignited,” I said.

      “This is true. Your fire has a dispelling effect on magic. It doesn’t nullify it, but it does protect you from it,” he said. “What else?”

      “I used my Winter power tonight without it fizzling out,” I said.

      “Wynonna, tell me something about you. What have you learned about yourself? Are you a better person since we last met?” he said.

      “Can you see me out there?” I asked.

      “We can,” he replied.

      “We?”

      “The phoenixes before you,” he said, confirming my worst fear.

      “Oh, crap. My dad saw me and Kyrie!”

      Uriel grinned. “He turned away.”

      “Still.” I sighed in embarrassment.

      “What did you learn about yourself?” he pressed.

      “That I allow my heart to feel.”

      “You have felt many things over the years. Love, fear, sadness, joy. Why was this different?”

      “Because it was like giving a part of myself to someone other than my parents.”

      “Other than the wolf.”

      I ignored his comment about Mark. “It was different, because it is a risk. Kyrie may be devoted, but ‘us’ isn’t a sure thing. It is for now, but we don’t know what our future holds. I also realized that I had used distance as an excuse to not tell Mark the truth.”

      “And that truth is?”

      “That I don’t want to be his submissive wolf wife. I have to be in charge of my own direction. I love him and his pack, but that is not who I want to be. He can’t be anything other than an Alpha. And neither can I.”

      “I’ve never heard a phoenix describe themselves as an Alpha. You have no pack.”

      “I do. My pack is Nick, Malphas, Echo, Rory, Soraya, and even Kyrie. I will lead them, and they will follow me. Which is probably the worst thing they could possibly do, but yeah.”

      He stared at me for a moment, processing my words. “Could Reyna be part of your pack?”

      “Absolutely not. She’s just as Alpha as I am.”

      “Nick is an Alpha.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Yes, it is. He can suppress his need to control the pack. He can forsake it, but it will always be a part of him.”

      “May I return to my pack now? They need help.”

      “Just one more thing. Ask yourself if you can turn your enemies into friends for the greater good. Your mother and your father joined together to bring many different sides together as a whole. It was his legacy beyond you and your brother. Could you be as great or greater than your father?”

      “I could never be as great as Dylan Riggs.” I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but I had. He grimaced at my words but nodded.

      “You may rise, Wynonna. Just remember as you go back, the fire burns around you, but it is nothing compared to the brightness of your soul. Rise and continue the fight.”

      I tried to comprehend his words, instead I allowed the esoteric mumbo-jumbo to go in one ear and out of the other. Standing, I turned my back on him, knowing he would disappear. I wondered if in these moments I was conjuring Uriel from my imagination.

      “Nah. I’d never say anything so supposedly inspiring. Time to get shit done.”
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      When I rose, the giant raptor I became barely fit inside the room, so I forced myself back to a human form, but kept the fiery wings. Because they were as cool as fuck.

      Reyna snarled at me.

      “Oh, did you think you’d killed me? Only a royal fairy can extinguish me. The verdict is in, Reyna. You aren’t queen of shit,” I said.

      She threw another circle at me, then another. Levi moved slowly beside me but allowed me to take the lead. He hid behind my wings which weakened her magic. He’d built a forcefield around himself, learning from the first hit.

      “We are not the only Sanhedrin. There are more. Many more. And they are coming here to stop you and your task force,” she mocked. “You will submit to the Just Law of the Sanhedrin!”

      She backed into the wall once again, but I was close enough to flap my wings once, then wrap my fingers around her neck. I pulled back on my fire. I didn’t want to snap her head off. But her skin melted under my touch. She screamed in pain until I heard two clicks. I released her and she dropped to the floor. She chanted, lifting her hands to her neck. Only her wrists were cuffed. Levi had bound her while I distracted her.

      A soft tune played on his guitar as he reached up to touch her neck. The melted skin healed with his magic.

      Kyrie and Rory helped each other off the ground. Levi tossed them sets of magical cuffs. They snapped them on the ones that had survived, including Gamma.

      I killed my fire, and Levi snapped his fingers, forming a layer of fairy glamour clothes on me. They matched the ones I’d worn before I burned them off.

      Kyrie touched my shoulder, and I spun around into his arms. He embraced me. I held on to him tightly while Levi spoke softly to Reyna.

      “Where are they?” he asked.

      “Don’t you know?” She had a terrible attitude considering we had just handed her ass to her.

      “I don’t want to waste time. Just tell me,” Levi pressed.

      She closed her eyes to ignore him. Judith sat groggily next to the far wall. “They are on the other end of the building in a room just like this one. You will have to break the ward to see them.”

      Levi ran down the hall, and I raced after him. Kyrie and Rory stayed behind to watch our prisoners. He bashed through the doors into the dark room. He spun around looking at the ward. I could see him using his sight as the turquoise in his eyes flared again.

      His guitar came to life. Instead of discording the ward, he played a melody. Around me I could see the darkness shake as if it were trembling at the song. Levi played it louder and hummed along. The ward shattered like black glass. I threw my hands up in defense.

      When I lowered them, Nick, Malphas, and Echo stood chained to the back wall. Levi ran to them touching each cuff from the chains and shattering it with winter cold. He and Nick embraced.

      “Thank you, Brother,” Nick said.

      “Thank Winnie. She’s pretty damn amazing,” Levi said.

      “Thanks,” I muttered. He kissed me on my forehead.

      “You are my girl, Winnie. I’m so proud,” Levi said.

      Nick watched the exchange, then wrapped me up in his arms. “Good job,” he whispered in my ear. “I knew you had it in you.”

      Malphas and Echo shook hands with Levi, then we gathered our prisoners. Levi opened a portal to Shady Grove, and we all went through it.
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      Rocking in the swing on my porch back home in Shady Grove, I talked with my new friend Renata. She liked Shady Grove, but she wanted to go back to Steelshore with me.

      “It would be nice to have another friend there, but what we do can be very dangerous,” I warned her.

      “I’m aware of the dangers. I have talents that would be beneficial to you and the F.B.I.”

      Aydan and Callum thought it was a great idea. They had seen what she could do. I hadn’t seen it, but it seemed like it would be a help. After Soraya and Rory getting captured, I hated the idea of bringing another friend into the fray.

      “I’ll consider it,” I said.

      Kyrie walked out of the house carrying a cup of coffee for each of us.

      “Thank you,” Ren said. She got up, leaving the seat for him.

      “You don’t have to leave,” I said.

      “Yes, I do. I have to go pack,” she said, giving me a wink.

      She went back into the house. Mom had allowed her to use my bedroom until she decided where she wanted to go.

      I sipped on the sparkling coffee with special magical powers to calm your soul. Kyrie sat down next to me and put his arm around my shoulders. I leaned over on him.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “We have to go back. Kat and Cat said that there were more on that ship,” I said with a sigh.

      The cats had returned to Steelshore after our short trip through Levi’s portal. I had to promise them multiple bottles of wine, but I was thankful for their help in rescuing those that we had. Nick and the Ravens had gone back as well. They reported that the Orefeo was gone, taking whatever remaining fairies they had with them.

      After a thorough examination by my mother, we determined that Colton was completely human. His “father,” Seth Karis, had disappeared. We couldn’t tell him what to do, but he decided to stay in the apartment building. Ruby was spending a lot of time with him.

      Killian joined us on the porch, but he sat on the steps instead of squeezing on the swing. He’d grown so much. He looked to be the same age as the rest of us. I hadn’t really noticed the night I’d died, but he was nearly a man with a few boyish features remaining.

      “So, you’ve died twice now within just a couple of days, how does that feel?” he asked. He always had been inquisitive and wanted to know things without any sense of decorum.

      “I don’t fear it anymore. I also know that it hurts. I feel every moment leading to death. It sucks,” I said.

      “What happens while you are dead?” he asked.

      I hadn’t told anyone about Uriel. My hesitation to answer caused Kyrie to stiffen. He knew I was about to hold back.

      “Nothing. Just darkness.”

      “I hate it,” he said.

      “So, do I,” Kyrie echoed.

      “It’s not like I’m trying to die,” I said.

      “I have to go to work,” Kilian said.

      “Work?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I help Callum at Hot Tin,” he said.

      I started to say he wasn’t old enough to work at a bar, but age really wasn’t a factor for us anymore.

      “Tell him I said hi. We are going back to Steelshore today,” I said.

      Killian rose from his spot and walked toward me. I stood up to meet him. We hugged.

      “I like the natural color,” he said. My hair had been its natural brown for a couple of days. I hadn’t had time to worry about what I looked like. I kissed him on the forehead. Music came out of nowhere as Killian pulled power to himself. He disappeared, skipping to his job.

      A figure walking down the driveway caught my eye. I sucked in air, seeing him approach. Kyrie stood up behind me.

      “I’m going inside,” he said.

      “You don’t have to go,” I said.

      “Yes, I do,” he said as he kissed me on the temple.

      I didn’t want to sit on the porch and talk to Mark, so I walked down the drive and met him halfway. He wore dark jeans and a buffalo check flannel shirt. He smiled widely when he saw me. I felt awkward standing before him, but he just laughed, then wrapped me up in a hug.

      “So, you are dying now,” he said.

      “Word travels fast,” I said.

      “It’s Shady Grove. Everyone knows everyone’s business,” he replied. “Wanna walk?”

      “Yes,” I replied, and he turned to walk back up the drive toward the main road.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I am. It scares the shit out of me, but then there is just peace, and I rise,” I said.

      “I’m sorry that I’m not there for you,” he said.

      “You have your own troubles,” I said, referring to the pack wanting him to mate.

      “Winnie, it’s not just that they want me to mate. They want me to mate a wolf. I see their point. I can’t be the Alpha they need if I don’t produce heirs to ensure the future of the pack,” he said.

      “So, it’s not just a mate. It’s me,” I said.

      “In a way. Dad tells me that it doesn’t matter, that things always find a way of working out. But I see you now. You are with him,” he said.

      My heart sank. I should have known his wolf senses would have picked up on it. “How did you know?” I asked anyway.

      He winkled his nose. “I smell him on you.”

      I bit my lip, holding back a giggle. He looked at me, then laughed too. “I’m not trying to hurt you,” I said as the laughter died.

      “I know that, but you are happy. That’s all that matters. My problem is there aren’t any young female wolves here,” he said.

      “There is a pack in Steelshore. Nick knows them. Maybe there is someone there,” I suggested.

      “Are you trying to hook me up?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye. Mark had matured since I left. Sometimes accepting our situation and working around it took courage and maturity. I already knew he was brave.

      “I want you to be happy, too.”

      “You know, I once thought that you were the only one that could make me happy. But I looked at the people around us and I realize that just isn’t true. Luther had a wife and children that he loved before he met Betty. Your mom loved Dylan. My mother assures me that she loved my real father even if he didn’t love her in return. I won’t lie and say my heart doesn’t hurt, but I also know that there is room there for someone else.”

      I couldn’t resist. I wrapped him up again in another hug. He squeezed me back. I felt his breath in my hair. The familiarity of his embrace warmed my soul.

      “You have the biggest heart of anyone I’ve ever known,” I said.

      “And yet, you reject me,” he teased. I heard the tone in his voice, and it made me laugh.

      “It’s not a rejection. Life has led us in different ways. I didn’t go to Steelshore with the intention of falling for Kyrie,” I said.

      “Yes, well, I still think he is bad news, but I see him support you. He cares deeply for you and always has despite his penchant to get into trouble. But you have the same tendency. Maybe you are perfect for each other.”

      “It’s not that serious.”

      “I have something for you.”

      “Mark.”

      “No, don’t protest. I bought it after you left.” He handed me a velvet box the size of a playing card. Inside I found a silver necklace with a silver compass pendant. “You seemed lost when you left like you were looking for your place in the world. I see more confidence in your eyes now, but I think you still need this to help find your way.”

      “It’s so pretty,” I said, removing it from the box. I handed it to him, and he helped me put it on. “How does it look?”

      “You make it look beautiful.”

      “Damn, Mark.”

      He laughed. “I know, but it’s the truth.” He reached out and touched the compass which hung just below the notch in my neck. My key still hung down around my neck, but it was below the neckline of my shirt as I always wore it. “You know that no matter where you go, there are people here that love you. Home may end up being somewhere else, but Shady Grove is always a good alternative.”

      “Shady Grove will always be home,” I assured him.

      “I gotta run. Pack meeting tonight,” he said.

      “Good luck.”

      “I don’t need luck.” It was the first arrogant thing I’d ever heard him say, but it was the truth. Mark would navigate his world, and I would mine. In the end, we might end up in the same place. Either way, I knew that we had an understanding. I loved Mark Maynard, and I wasn’t afraid to admit it. But deep inside, I didn’t feel like he was the end game for me.

      He shifted into a burst of fur and ran off into the woods. As I walked back to the house, I heard him howl, and it made me smile.

      I walked inside to find Levi and my mom standing in the kitchen cooking something that smelled great.

      “Are you making spaghetti?” I asked. Mom knew it was my favorite.

      She wore cut-off blue jean shorts and a t-shirt that said, “Trailer Park Queen.” I pointed at it and laughed.

      “Yes, it’s spaghetti, and Levi got me the shirt. I felt obliged to wear it,” she said, which meant she loved it. I gave Levi a thumbs up. Kyrie sat at the piano with Killian. I walked over to watch my brother playing only to find that Kyrie was playing with him.

      “You play?” I asked.

      “No,” Kyrie responded, but continued to duet with Killian who tried to change the tempo on Kyrie, but he caught on quickly. I watched them and laughed each time Killian tried to trip him up. Eventually, he did, but I knew Killian had just been toying with Kyrie.

      We sat down to a large family dinner. Aydan brought Isabella, and Callum brought Michael. I was surprised to see them still together. They never seemed like a match to me. Kyrie had noticed the necklace, as had the rest of my family, but no one asked about it. They all knew who had given it to me.

      We said our goodbyes after dinner. Uncle Levi opened a portal with his sword, and we stepped through to my apartment. Kat and Cat sat on the couch. Neither of them moved when we walked in. I knew they knew we were there, but cats. I walked to the kitchen counter and popped open a bottle of red wine from the orchards of Summer. Both felines bounded off the couch as I poured it into their bowl.

      “What is this?” Cat asked.

      “It smells delicious,” Kat said.

      “It’s wine from a Summer realm orchard. Especially made by the king in thanks for your help in finding his son,” I said.

      “Aw, it was nothing,” Cat said.

      “I’ve decided that I want the vampirate,” Kat informed me.

      “No, he’s mine! We discussed this,” Cat protested.

      “Drink your wine!” I ordered.

      “Yes, ma’am,” they said, then began lapping up the fairy made wine.

      Kyrie took a seat on the couch, and I curled up next to him.

      “Your mom makes a mean spaghetti,” he said.

      “Yes, she does. It was always my favorite,” I said.

      “We will have to go back more often and have it again.”

      “Mark gave it to me,” I blurted out.

      “I know that.”

      “It’s pretty.” My fingertips grazed over the cool metal.

      “It is, and it’s perfect for you. I’m a little jealous that I didn’t think of it.”

      “Do you think he thinks I’ll come back to him?”

      “I don’t think that’s a question that I can objectively answer.”

      “He said that the pack is giving him hell, not just because of a mate, but because of me.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not wolf. A phoenix can only have one child, and that child would be a phoenix. They need a wolf to lead them. It would always be a huge destabilizing thing for them to have a queen that wasn’t wolf with the added difficulties of being phoenix. They are just concerned about their future well-being.”

      “Seems stupid to me. Love is love.”

      Kyrie had a way to make everything simple.

      “I am here with you.”

      His arms tightened around me.

      “And I am very happy that you are. You hold my heart in your flaming fists.”

      “Then it is in the safest place it could be.”

      He kissed my cheek, then my neck, then nibbled on my ear. I got up and led him to the bedroom, and we shut the door on the cats.
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      I sat at my desk waiting for Nick to arrive so we could start tracking the fairies again when my phone rang.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “They got out,” Levi said.

      “The Sanhedrin?”

      “Yes, we underestimated them.”

      “I don’t know what it is about you and the Shady Grove law enforcement, but you have issues keeping the bad guys imprisoned,” I said, remembering a few incidents from my childhood when they’d let others escape.

      “I’m beginning to think that is why Oberon relied so heavily on the death penalty. It’s hard to magically hold extremely powerful magical beings,” Levi said.

      “Sounds like a problem you need to figure out.”

      “Did you just get smart with me?”

      “Yes. Was I wrong?”

      He laughed. “No. You aren’t.”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “You are just like your mother.”

      “Aw, Dad, you said it!” Silence filled the line. I heard him breathe hard and swallow. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Winnie.”

      “I have one question.”

      “You can ask me anything you want right now.”

      “I’ve never seen you go down in a fight.”

      “I’ve fallen before.”

      “Not like that.” He knew I was talking about the fight with the Sanhedrin.

      “I just miscalculated her attack.”

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I knew that you had the situation under control. You needed to handle it. You didn’t need me there. I will always come if you call, but you’ve got this.”

      A rare tear rolled down my cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Talk to you soon.”

      “Yep,” I said, wiping away the tear. He disconnected the call, and I swallowed. I had a father who existed on the other side somewhere. He could see me. But Levi had always been like a second father to me. Subconsciously I supposed I always considered him to be a father-figure despite calling him Uncle Levi. I didn’t regret it, and I heard the joy in his voice. He deserved it for standing by me.

      Kyrie bounced through the door with a box of doughnuts and another small box. He slapped the small box down on the table. Hot tamales. I grinned, opened them, and dropped two in my coffee.

      “Doughnut?” he asked.

      “Yes, please,” I said.

      “Where’s Nick?”

      “Hell, if I know.”

      “We better not have to rescue him again,” Kyrie teased.

      Nick walked through the door alone. I expected to see Malphas and Echo with him, but they weren’t.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You and me. Kyrie, do you mind?” Nick asked.

      “Um, no, sure. I’ll just grab a doughnut and take a walk around the block,” Kyrie said.

      Nick sat down on top of his desk as Kyrie left. I shrugged at Kyrie because he’d given me a strange look before going out the door.

      “What’s up?”

      “How was home?”

      “Good.”

      “I’ve got to go. You are going to be in charge. I don’t know how long I am going to be gone. I’m taking Malphas and Echo with me. I’ll send them back if you need them for anything.” He pulled a file out of the top of his desk. He slapped it down in front of me. It jiggled the box of Hot Tamales. “That’s all I’ve got on the trafficking stuff. Check with Seamus. He has some more information for you. You can trust him. I hope you know that.”

      “I do,” I said, picking up the file.

      “He’s disappointed that he didn’t get to finish your date with him,” Nick teased.

      “It wasn’t a real date.”

      “I know. Anyway.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Lyra and her pack need my help. It’s something only I can do. You have a job here, and I know you can do it. I’m just a phone call away.”

      “Lyra, huh?”

      He cleared his throat, then his eyes focused on my necklace. “Mark, huh?”

      “It’s nice, but I’m with Kyrie.”

      “Did he tell you everything?”

      “He told me about the packs concerns. He seemed to agree with them.”

      “You are okay with that?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because no matter how much you want to deny it, Mark Maynard is very important to you. I just want to make sure what he said didn’t hurt you.”

      “I can’t say it was easy, but I think we are on our own paths.”

      “Good. I have to get going.” He stood and hugged me. “Take care of them.” He meant the rest of the team.

      “I will,” I promised.

      He hurried out of the office, leaving me alone with the thick file of information. I sat down at the desk and began flipping through it.

      There were fairies out there that needed my help. It was my job. My purpose.

      A fire of satisfaction stirred inside of me. The compass on my neck felt heavy. For now, I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      Kyrie walked back into the office. He looked at the file then at me.

      “Time to get to work,” I said, handing him half of it.

      “Sure thing, Boss Lady.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wynonna and her task force will return in 2020. The next book in the tandem series of Stories of Frost and Fire and Dog River Wolfpack is Wayward Son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Trailerverse Expands!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        STORIES OF FROST AND FIRE

        ZERO HOUR - PREQUEL

        FIRST FLAME - BOOK ONE

        SECOND SIGHT - BOOK TWO (2020)
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      Coming in December:

      
        
        DOG RIVER WOLFPACK

        WAYWARD SON - PREQUEL

        BAD MOON RISING - BOOK ONE
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      Dominick Meyer stumbles upon a matriarchal Wolfpack outside of Steelshore while working with Wynonna and the Fairy Bureau of Immigration. Their leader seeks his help to fend off an invasion from another pack. Things get dicey when he realizes that he’s not just against a pack of wolves, but also a banished Winter fairy.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        OTHER TRAILERVERSE SERIES IN THE WORKS:

      

        

      
        LA CALAVERA

        REVIVAL OF THE SANHEDRIN

        MAGIC CITY BLUES

        SHORT STORIES FROM SHADY GROVE

        THE BETWEEN SEASONS

      

      

      

      Visit The Trailerverse Website for details and announcements.
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        DOG RIVER WOLFPACK

        BOOK ONE: BAD MOON RISING

        (COMING IN DEC 2019)

      

      

      

      Chapter One

      

      When she stepped into my office, my heart lurched at seeing her again after our first meeting. However, she clearly wasn't here for that this time.

      "Lyra, is everything okay?" I asked.

      She shifted her weight, sighing deeply. Opening her mouth to speak, regret flowed from her dark green eyes. She hated me. Hated what happened between us. That would explain a lot actually. She had helped me search for Rory and Soraya, but we’d barely spoken.

      "I need your help," she mumbled.

      Life had taught me to be guarded. Her disappearance had reinforced that principle.

      Grace and Levi sent me here to help the supernaturals in this city. Even though Lyra wasn't technically from Steelshore, she and her sister lived close enough. But I didn't dare lower my guard.

      "What can I do for you?" I asked, remaining seated behind my desk.

      "Wow. I didn't expect such coldness. Not from you," she fired at me.

      "Why not? I tried contacting you. You made it very clear that you weren't interested in talking to me," I fired back.

      "Perhaps I had more important things going on that responding to a one-night mistake!" she exclaimed. "I should have never come back here."

      Turning on her heel, she marched toward the door. Cursing me under her breath where I could hear it, I waited for her to change her mind.

      Looking back over her shoulder, the fire subsided in her eyes. Her shoulders slumped. Raising her hands to her hips, she stared at the floor.

      Whatever had brought her here was important. More important than her pride. For that reason, I apologized.

      "Forgive me. This is not about us, is it? What can I do to help you?" I relented.

      Her voice was just above a whisper. "No, it's not about us. It's about my family."

      Lyra took care of her younger sister, Tinley, after their parents were killed in an invasion into their territory. Lyra's pack had retained control over the Dog River region, but she lost both parents in the process. Her father was the Alpha with no male heir. However, their pack had always been guided by her great aunts, the matriarchs of the pack. They put Lyra in charge. She struggled to retain control which she didn't outright tell me. However, after one night in bed, I knew. She fought me for control. I let her have it. It was what she needed.

      One night. Then silence.

      In the end, I knew it didn't matter that I had allowed her take the lead. She had given me more than she had ever intended.

      "Nick, another pack is moving into the region. There is discord in the pack. They are losing faith in my leadership abilities. I need an Alpha," she whimpered.

      "I'm not an Alpha," I responded quickly.

      "Just because you renounced it, doesn't mean it isn't still in you!" she growled.

      "I can't lead your pack," I said.

      "You won't. It's mine, but I need back-up," she said.

      "I'll call Mark. He can send down some fighters to help protect the pack," I responded.

      "No outsiders!" she exclaimed.

      Her emotions teetered from high to low like a squeaky see-saw.

      "It wouldn't be permanent. The Shady Grove pack is trained for this kind of thing. We help shifters all over the country. Not just wolves. They would be under your control," I said.

      She stomped back across the room in her killer heel boots and leaned over my desk. Her eyes flashed with the animal inside of her.

      "I didn't ask for the Shady Grove pack. I asked for you, but you are a coward. You think because you lost a hand that you can't lead. That no one but your little task force here will listen to you. Get over yourself, Dominick. Are you going to help me or not?" Her voice dripped with fire. The fire I'd come to associate with strong, stubborn southern women.

      Grace.

      Wynonna.

      Lyra.

      Fuck me.

      “Let me grab my jacket.”
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