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   Author's Note
 
   Harvest of the Gods is the first book in the Godhunter series split and I'd just like to take a moment to explain what that means to you. With her father's ring, Vervain now has the ability to live in the God/Human world and the Faerie world continuously. Her ring simply takes her back to the moment she left whichever realm. Due to this, I've taken the liberty of splitting her life into two. I'll be releasing two books at a time now, one chronicling her life with the gods and one with the faeries. You'll be able to read them either separately, as two individual stories, or you may read them together, jumping with Vervain every time she travels to the other realm. This way you can experience events as she does. They are two separate stories though and you can enjoy them either way, the choice is up to you. The books will continue to be numbered in the order in which they should be read, and either way you choose to enjoy them, you should start with the lowest number first. Thank you all for bearing with me and joining Vervain on her adventures.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   A great roar filled my ears, my throat, my land, and it was all lion.
 
   I specify that it was lion because I now held three beasts within me and when I roared, I never knew what was going to come out. Today though, I ran with the Pride(seventy-three beautiful lions of differing color) as a lioness. We stalked through the tall grass at the far reaches of my territory in the God Realm, near the mountain range that defined my land.
 
   We'd already hunted and brought down 3 wild pigs for our supper, so now we were headed back, the pigs carried over the shoulders of three of my lions, who had changed back to their human forms to handle the meat. They were naked and savage looking with the carcasses thrown over their shoulders. A few years ago I would have been embarrassed to see them like that but not any more.
 
   Now I was their Tima, their heart, Goddess of Love and Lions, as well as Rouva to the Froekn(werewolves). Trevor, my alpha mate, was a Froekn Prince but when I hunted with my Intare, he stayed home, along with my other lovers. All except Kirill, my Ganza and sole black lion, who walked beside me as we headed home to Pride Palace.
 
   I breathed in deep, taking in the smell of the land and my lions. Rich earth, sweet grass, and the faint scent of moisture on the breeze, fought with the masculine aromas of heated male flesh and lion fur. The ground beneath my paws was soft and I dug my claws into it as I walked, loving the feel of stretching them out into my land. The taste of blood was still in my mouth and I savored it, knowing that soon the kill would be roasting over a fire and adding its delicious scent to the rest.
 
   We reached the edge of the wide, still lake and paused, all of us instinctively looking toward the spot that had become our graveyard. A little ways off from the shore, back under the shade of some delicate trees, stood six gravestones. The lions we'd lost since I'd become Tima. The wound was still fresh in all of us and a low mewling spread through the ranks before we moved on.
 
   Alfred, Rick, Hamish, George, Alan, and Noel. Their names were branded in me, each of them leaving a ragged tear where we'd once been connected. I don't understand how Nyavirezi could stand to kill her own men when she was their Goddess. How had she coped with the grief of it? Maybe she hadn't felt any, she had been a sadist, a rapist, and a cold-hearted bitch after all.
 
   Yeah, the last Goddess of the Intare had killed her own with a flippancy reserved for backwoods, inbred, mutant sociopaths, sometimes even forcing the Intare to kill each other- an order that was unbearably cruel for men who thought of each other as brothers. Then they were even denied a proper burial, tossed into mass pits near the mountains behind the palace like refuse. We'd made the area into a garden, at the center of which we placed a large stone carved with all the names of the Intare buried there. I hadn't known those men but my lions had and I was happy to give them a memorial that hopefully brought the living lions some peace.
 
   I'd finally let go of my guilt over the recent deaths, knowing now that my men were happy at last and that they'd all fought gladly beside me to protect that happiness, knowing that death was a distinct possibility. Darius, one of my lion lieutenants, said the men who died since I'd taken over, died free and that each and every one of them would rather die like that than under the cruel thumb of their previous Tima. Having met and killed the woman, I could see the truth in it.
 
   When we finally made it back to the Palace itself, it was to find Trevor waiting on the wide veranda in front of it, his dark wavy hair hung to his shoulders now and combined with the scruff on his face he kind of looked like a pirate. He smiled when he saw us and Kirill and I broke free of the pride and ran the rest of the way to him like puppies. The scrape of thick claws on wood reminded me that I hadn't withdrawn them, so I flexed my paws and padded the rest of the way silently. Trevor's hand stroked down the back of my head as I rubbed by him and through the door he held open for me.
 
   “How was the hunt?” His bright, honey-colored eyes gleamed.
 
   “Good,” Kirill answered and I glanced behind me to see that my black lion had returned to his glorious human body, which was now only clad in his hair. Since his shiny black hair hung to about mid-thigh on him, this was actually more of a cover-up than you'd imagine. He had a definite Lady Godiva thing going on but in an oddly masculine way. I could never figure out how he did that, exude such masculinity with such ridiculously beautiful hair. He grinned at me, noting my perusal and swinging back all that hair to give me a better look. “Ve have pork for dinner.”
 
   It's the other white meat, I thought as I looked over his own delicious appeal.
 
   “Pigs huh?” Trevor followed me, barely even noticing my second lover's display, as I headed for the master bedroom we all shared.
 
   I waited till I was inside with the door shut before I changed back to human. I may have gotten comfortable with the Intare being naked around me but I wasn't ready to give up my modesty yet. The lioness flowed away with a tingling rush of magic, like getting the shivers, someone walking over your grave is what we used to say. I shook out my long, dark hair(I could rock the Godiva look too) and glanced back at Trevor with a grin.
 
   “Three little piggies,” I teased, “and you didn't even have to huff or puff, my big bad wolf.”
 
   “Damn,” he laughed and caught me up in a hug, “can't we still do a little huffing?”
 
   “That is about the least romantic thing you could possibly say to me,” I griped, trying to struggle out of his grip of steel.
 
   “Now come on,” he set me down on the bed. “I'm sure I could think of something worse.”
 
   “Ridiculous,” Kirill shook his head and headed past us. “I'm going to shower, you two have fun.”
 
   “Oh please,” Trevor rolled his eyes, “you get just as cheesy as I do and you know you're gonna come back out here in a few minutes to join in, so don't give me that shit.”
 
   “Don't get Tima too tired,” Kirill shot back with a smirk, “you know I last longer zan you.” He disappeared through the bathroom door before Trevor could respond or throw something at him.
 
   “Hmph,” Trevor looked at me with a smirk. “We'll see about that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   After the barbecue, we headed over to Moonshine, the club Trevor and I owned, to have a few drinks and relax. Some of the God Squad and hopefully a couple of my other lovers(don't judge, it's a lion thing), were going to make an appearance. I sat on the upper level of the club, back on a faux hill that served as a couch. There was a stream near me, it flowed across the second floor and over the side, where it became a waterfall, tumbling into a small rock-encased pool. The sound of rushing water was joined by the soft music pumped in through hidden speakers and I smiled at the combination.
 
   Moonshine really was magical for me and that said a lot, seeing as I'd been to not only several god territories but to the Faerie Realm as well. Moonshine held its own special place in my heart though. There was just something wonderful about transforming the ordinary into something beautiful and Moonshine had all those other places beat in that department. It's one thing to just create an amazing place with magic but it's another entirely to take a warehouse and transform it into a forest using no magic at all. The only magic came into play after the club was finished, that of the “Moon” security system which could sense changes in emotions and prevent altercations, and the oathing magic we used to ensure that gods didn't use magic inside the club.
 
   When I thought about how Trevor had come up with the concept and had the club built, all on his own(as in without magical help), it boggled my mind. My artist soul was just so impressed by the attention he paid to detail. From the melding of real plants and trees with fake, to the Wild Room for shifters which led to the running track inside the walls. It was an amazing accomplishment and I felt like I was taking credit for it every time I told people that the club belonged to us both.
 
   Trevor would actually give me credit if asked about it, saying that I was the inspiration for its creation if not the actual conceptualist but I was uncomfortable with that. Moonshine was all his doing and I wanted it known. He deserved the credit, not just for making such a wonderful place but for creating legitimate, and by that I mean non-killing, job opportunities for the Froekn. He knew how much it bothered me that the wolves had been assassins for hire in God society and so he'd given them all a choice. I was thrilled when they all went for it, though Trevor's father, Fenrir, got restless sometimes.
 
   I reached down and stroked the petals of a real flower growing next to my fake hill/seat and smiled. It was nice to have a place I could invite all of my friends to without worrying about people disturbing us. It had been awhile since I'd seen some of my friends and I was looking forward to it, unfortunately, the first person to arrive wasn't one I'd been hoping to see.
 
   “Hello, Miw-sher,” Anubis said from the top of the stairs, that came up beside the waterfall.
 
   “Anubis,” I whispered in shock as Kirill growled. 
 
   Luckily, Trevor had gone down to his office to handle payroll, or there might have been an altercation. As it was, Kirill might jump him. No one really liked the Egyptian God of the Dead, ever since he abducted and did nefarious things to me that I can't talk about without blushing. 
 
   “Lose a few lions, did you?” Jewel tones swirled across Anubis' eyes.
 
   “Hold on, Kirill,” I said before my Ganza could launch himself at Anubis. “Remember, he helped us with Eris. Now what are you trying to say, Anubis?”
 
   “Just that I found a few stray cats and decided to give them a home.”
 
   “Do you mean my lions? My dead lions?”My heart leapt. “What did you do to them?”
 
   “I claimed their souls,” he shrugged.
 
   “And did what with them?”
 
   “Kept them, Miw-sher,” he frowned. “I wouldn't send your men to Aaru and they couldn't go even if they wanted to, they don't have the faith. They're living with us in Duat.”
 
   “Why?” I narrowed my eyes on him even as my chest filled with hope. 
 
   I'd wondered what had become of my lions after they died. Without a strong religious belief, they wouldn't be accepted into any of the afterlives the gods provided. I didn't think the other gods could claim them and I wasn't a god of death, so I couldn't. I did see Balder in Niflheim though, so I knew that even gods could have an afterlife, I just didn't know how it worked. Or where the ones that didn't get claimed went.
 
   “I thought you'd want them provided for,” Anubis spread his hands out in innocence. 
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I thought that were you to die, you might choose to live in Duat, with your lions.”
 
   “Choose?” I frowned deeper. “We can choose?”
 
   “If you have more than one option, more than one death deity coming to claim you, there would be a choice,” he nodded.
 
   “You have Odin and Azrael,” Kirill growled. “You could go vith either of zem.”
 
   “I can?” My head swirled with the possibilities. “And all of you can choose your afterlives too?”
 
   “Da,” Kirill nodded, his Russian accent getting even thicker with his agitation. “I believe ve can but ve'd probably need to have agreement vith one of ze death deities first, so zat zey could claim us ven ve died. Ve are not followers, so it's different.”
 
   “It does make things easier to have a contract, yes,” Anubis agreed. “Your five lions didn't have an agreement with anyone but I was able to catch their souls at the moment of death and offer them a choice.”
 
   “Catch their... you stalked my men?”
 
   “I was on the battlefield when they died, Miw-sher,” Anubis shook his head. “There was no need of stalking. Every death deity felt them die. I simply took the time to find them and provide for them. I would think you'd appreciate my claiming them when none of your lovers did.”
 
   “So Odin and Azrael?” I looked back at Kirill.
 
   “Zey vere both overrun by Eris' army of dead,” Kirill said gently. “Zere vas nozing zey could do.”
 
   “And you weren't?” I looked back at Anubis.
 
   “My jackals protected me,” another shrug.
 
   Anubis' jackals were shifters but not like other shifters. Their first form was jackal, not man, so they have a more animal mentality. They could rise from the dead, over and over, and if they killed someone, that person would rise as a zombie intent on fighting for Anubis. It was a fearsome magic that had been difficult to fight, back when we were on opposites sides of the god war. I hadn't even considered the benefits of having Anubis on my side.
 
   “Wait,” I just realized what he'd said. “Five? You only have five of them?”
 
   “Al didn't fall at battle vith Eris,” Kirill's hand was on my shoulder, stroking it gently. It was such a cat comfort, that I smiled a little at him before I realized what had been said.
 
   “Oh, right,” I ground my teeth. “That was Demeter.”
 
   Anger burned within me once more for the Harvest Goddess. She'd abused Kirill, kept Persephone in perpetual childhood, tried to murder Trevor, Hades, and my son Vali, and then finally killed my lion, Alfred. We'd been hunting her forever, it seemed, both the Intare and the Froekn combined, but she knew how to hide and no one had found any trace of her. It was truly an amazing feat since some of the greatest trackers in all the realms were on her trail.
 
   “I'm sorry I could not take your other lion,” Anubis actually did look concerned. “I would spare you any and all pain if I could, Miw-sher.”
 
   “Anubis,” I turned and sat back down on the hill, indicating that he should sit on the little hill across from me. “Please stop calling me kitten.”
 
   “Everyone else has some personal name for you but I cannot?”
 
   “Agh,” I ran my hand through my hair. “Okay, fine, whatever.”
 
   “Thank you,” he nodded regally. “Now, you may come and visit your men anytime you wish.”
 
   “I can?” I cocked my head at him. “And you'll let me leave when I want to?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” it was his turn to sigh. “I don't wish to enslave you anymore, Miw-sher. I promise you'll be safe with me. Ma'at would like to see you as well.”
 
   “Yeah,” I grinned at him mischievously. “What about Re?”
 
   “You are most cruel,” he made a face. “I'm surprised he hasn't approached you on his own, he talks about you nonstop.”
 
   “Huh,” I chuckled. “Nope, haven't seen him but I've been a little busy. You've heard about my recent discovery?”
 
   “Discovery?”
 
   “Tima is faerie.” Kirill smirked at Anubis.
 
   “Faerie?” Anubis frowned and then his eyes went wide. “You're one of the fey? That's not possible, the fey withdrew centuries ago.”
 
   “Yeah, it's a long story but you know how my soul is really Sabine, Odin's wife?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It turns out that Sabine was fey,” I pushed down the dragon-sidhe part of me that wanted to rise up and roar happily at the announcement. “Sabine's mother hid her nature to protect her from the dragon hunters of that time but Aednat died before she could remove the enchantment and Sabine remained human.”
 
   “Dragon hunters? What would dragon hunters have to do with anything?” Then his eyes widened further. “Dragon-sidhe. You're a fey dragon?”
 
   “You got it,” I smiled.
 
   “And she's got new husband too,” Kirill was just having the time of his life. “He's dragon as vell.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” It's funny how much the Egyptian god could sound like an Englishman on occasion.
 
   “Another long story,” I sighed. “I'm the last female dragon-sidhe and Arach's the last male. We ended up getting married. I don't want to go into it, it's a fey thing and as far as I'm concerned, it's only applicable when I'm in Faerie.”
 
   “So you're married to a fey?”
 
   “Fey King,” Kirill chuckled.
 
   “Will you knock it off, Prince Kirill?” I shot back at him. 
 
   I'd only recently found out that Kirill was the son of the Russian Tzar, Peter the Great. He would have ruled if Nyavirezi hadn't abducted him but Kirill didn't really like people to know that though and he growled at me as a reminder.
 
   “Prince?” Anubis looked over Kirill like he might have missed something before.
 
   “Lion Prince,” Kirill sniffed and looked away.
 
   “So you have two Princes now?” Anubis rose a brow. 
 
   “And a Faerie King,” Kirill happily averted the attention off of himself.
 
   “You married a Faerie King?” Anubis sat back against the hill/seat, hard. “Anything else I should know?”
 
   “Uh,” I thought back over recent events. “We killed Iktomi and Mica, that was difficult.”
 
   “Tima almost die,” Kirill announced succinctly but still melodramatically.
 
   “You what?” Anubis' brows rose.
 
   “Iktomi turned into a giant spider,” I grimaced. “I ended up killing him like I killed Eris.”
 
   “With the emerald?” Anubis' eyes went to the large stone around my neck, a gift from Odin. “Speaking of jewelry,” he reached into an inside pocket of his suit jacket and pulled out a velvet pouch. “You seem to have lost not only your lions but your diamonds as well.”
 
   He handed me the bag and I opened and then upended it in my palm. Millions of dollars worth of diamonds came spilling out, catching the ambient light in the club and flashing it back at me gleefully. I knew they were worth millions because I'd sold them not so long ago to help with the care and feeding of my seventy-three cats. Well, seventy-four if you count my actual cat, Nicholas.
 
   The jewelry had been a gift from Anubis on the day we were supposed to get married(he blackmailed me with Trevor's life) and I'd kept them, as well as the other expensive jewelry he'd given me, until I realized that they'd fetch a nice price, even at resale, and although we had the club, I didn't want to take money from it for my Intare. The lions helped as much as they could but I knew it was my job to take care of them and that meant I needed money, lots of money. So I sold the diamonds(I kept the diamond shoes, they were too fabulous and kind of made me feel like Cinderella) but now they were back in my hands. 
 
   “You just shoved them into a pouch,” I slid them carefully back into the velvet. “Jeesh, Anubis, didn't they give you the boxes?”
 
   “They were too bulky to carry in my jacket,” he rolled his eyes, “and it wouldn't have been as dramatic.”
 
   “Now I have to go find some boxes for them,” I grumbled.
 
   “Will you cease? I'll give you the damn boxes,” Anubis huffed. “Miw-sher, if you needed money, you could have asked.”
 
   “Like I would have asked you for money,” I scoffed. “I figured I might as well get something out of being tortured by you.”
 
   “Vervain,” oh he used my real name, “you said you forgave me all of that.”
 
   “I have,” I shrugged, “but I'm not stupid. I haven't forgotten.”
 
   “Fine,” Anubis exhaled in a loud huff. “I've accomplished what I wanted to today, you know about your lions and you have your jewels once more. I guess I'll leave you in peace but if you need anything, Miw-sher, I'm eager to prove myself to you. Don't hesitate to call.”
 
   “Anubis,” Trevor had arrived.
 
   “Wolf Prince,” Anubis nodded.
 
   “You want a drink?” Trevor motioned to one of the werewolf waitresses as I gaped at him. 
 
   “A drink?” Anubis looked startled as well. I think the only one who wasn't surprised was Kirill but then there were times when he knew Trevor better than I did.
 
   “Sure,” Trevor walked over and sat down beside him. “I think it's the least I can do after what you did for us.”
 
   “What I did?” Anubis wasn't sure if he could trust this new Trevor and I didn't blame him. Trevor had previously barely tolerated him, which had been a step up from wanting to kill him, but he hadn't ever been friendly.
 
   “Coming to our aid,” Trevor frowned at him, then gave his attention to Natalie, the waitress. “Can you bring us a bottle of champagne? Four glasses, thank you.” 
 
   “You want to drink with me?” Anubis looked back and forth between Trevor and me.
 
   “Well, I'm not saying I want to be best friends or anything,” Trevor shrugged and smiled at me, “but I've learned to appreciate those who want to keep Vervain alive. You do want her alive, don't you?”
 
   This was a dangerous and loaded question. Anubis had previously insinuated that he was waiting for my death because then I'd be all his. With Kirill's new information though, I now knew I could go with Azrael or Odin, and Anubis knew that I knew it. I was curious to see what he would say.
 
   “Of course I want her alive,” he didn't miss a beat and I released the breath I didn't realize I'd been holding. “I want her free to live and be happy, not restrained in any way.”
 
   “Then I think we should drink to that,” Trevor nodded with a glint in his eye. 
 
   I shouldn't have been surprised by Trevor's deft maneuvering of the situation, he was a Prince after all, and a werewolf, two things which contributed to tactical and political capabilities. I was surprised though, happily, and extremely proud. If I hadn't been a goddess and known the truth about gods, I would have wanted to say a prayer of thanks for Trevor being in my life. As it was, I just counted myself lucky. I glanced at Kirill, very lucky
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   When the Angel of Death came for me, I wasn't ready to go.
 
   “Can you give me a few more minutes,” I asked before I gave Azrael a quick kiss. “I need to grab a couple things.”
 
   “No problem, I can be patient.” He grinned broadly and took a seat on the wide bed. 
 
   Since we were at Pride Palace, the bed was on a stepped platform and had four posters. Azrael looked fabulous on it but then he pretty much looked fabulous wherever he was. His short black hair was styled casually, his diamond eyes were sparkling, and his sleekly muscled physique was shown to its best advantage in the worn jeans and T-shirt he had on. The wings helped too, they were out on full display, a black frame for his gorgeousness. 
 
   Death was finally getting a vacation. Michael, yeah the archangel Michael, said he'd keep an eye on things while we were gone. Az had given him the scythe and everything. I didn't know he could do that but Azrael assured me it would be fine on a temporary basis. Mike could use the scythe to harvest souls and take them to their appropriate afterlives, he just couldn't give comfort to the bereaved. They'd have to deal with their grief all on their own.
 
   Maybe I should feel bad that the Angel of Death wouldn't be there to comfort people in their times of need, but I didn't. Azrael worked hard, taking his position very seriously, and he was a compassionate man. He deserved some time off, and as far as I was concerned, I'd saved humanity repeatedly. They've given me enough grief that they could deal with some on their own for a little while, and give me some alone time with my angel. I'd dealt with enough trauma on my own in the past month, didn't I deserve a little comfort too?
 
   So we had a week all to ourselves. No godhunting, no werewolves, no faeries, and no werelions. No problem. I was looking forward to some quiet time with my angel. I glanced over at Azrael's biceps and grinned. Maybe some not so quiet time too.
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor came into the room with a serious expression on his face.
 
   “Oh no, no, no,” I held a hand up to stop whatever he was about to say. “Not another word. I'm going with Azrael to Barcelona and I'm going to finally see the Sagrada Familia Cathedral before they finish it, goddammit! I don't care what major catastrophe has happened. The Godhunter is off duty!”
 
   “We got a scout back,” Trevor's expression didn't change. “They found Demeter.”
 
   “What?” I dropped the leather jacket I was about to pack.
 
   “We sent out four Froekn,” Trevor's jaw clenched. “Only one made it back. She killed the other three.”
 
   “Shit,” I whispered.
 
   “I know you want to go with Azrael but we need you to come down and see if you can track her, your dragon senses are stronger than our Froekn now. We need you, Minn Elska.”
 
   “Az,” I sighed and looked over at the angel, “a small detour?”
 
   “Let's go get that bitch,” Azrael smiled. “Then we'll really have something to celebrate.”
 
   “I love you,” I sighed and both of them said it back.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Three dead Froekn were sprawled across the wet ground. Three more names to add to the list of horrible things Demeter had done. Ben, Ethan, and Jake. I stood staring at them, at the bluish tint to their skin, and the way they were all as wet as the ground. I watched a drop of water roll off the dark leather of Ethan's boot and plop into a puddle. Even the air smelled wet, like a storm was brewing.
 
   “Why are they wet?” I looked over to Fenrir, who stood beside me with arms crossed and forehead lowered over his eyes.
 
   “She froze them, the ground too. Everything was melting by the time we got here,” his teeth were grinding together. “I've had enough of this, Godhunter. I need her dead. Her or I, it has to be one of us to give me any peace.”
 
   Godhunter. I knew it was bad when Fenrir used that title in particular. It was partial hope and partial admonition. He expected me to do something about this and he expected it to be done months ago. Bad enough that the greatest trackers on the planet couldn't find Demeter, but the Godhunter... she should have brought Demeter down by now. All of that, he got across to me with one word.
 
   “I know,” I squeezed his arm. “Me too.” I bent over Jake. “Always with the ice or heat. Isn't there more to Demeter's magic than that?”
 
   “She's a fertility goddess,” Trevor answered. “Her magic is that of the Land, the Seasons, and Growth. She could create life if she chose to but her anger has corrupted the magic and now all she does is destroy.”
 
   “Like Aphrodite,” I sighed. “Yeah, I remember when Persephone told Demeter that the power of Creation will always conquer Destruction but I don't think Demeter bought it.”
 
   “She should have listened to her daughter,” Samantha, my Froekn best friend, who was also married to Fallon, one of my lion lieutenants, had come with us since she'd been at Pride Palace when we got the news.
 
   “Not listening to Persephone is kind of what started all of this,” I grimaced. “She's really taken it too far though. All because Persephone wanted to move in with Hades.”
 
   “It's like Munchausen by proxy,” Samantha huffed, “hurting her child under the guise of helping her.”
 
   “Okay,” I held my hand out to Fenrir, “I need the hair.”
 
   He handed me a long lock of golden hair, bound at both ends with little pieces of duck tape. I frowned down at the silver tape. Men. Then I shook my head and held it up to my nose, taking in Demeter's scent. It was a complicated smell, part heat and part cold, like frozen ashes, the scent of a fire burning in an igloo. Underneath that was something bitter, acrid, like wine turning to vinegar.
 
   I frowned, scent was a very personal thing and often  with magical people, it was very telling. Demeter's scent was no different, a bitter woman who blew hot and cold. That was her alright. When I'd first cut the hair from Demeter's head, I could have killed her but I chose to leave the job up to the Froekn. The hair I took practically guaranteed they'd find her and if I was entirely honest with myself, I really didn't want to kill another friend's mother. Yes, I've done it before.
 
   “I should have killed her when I had the chance,” I grumbled. The hair hadn't helped the Froekn, Demeter had disappeared, and now I was left the task of finding her again.
 
   I found the trail easily, the sharp layer of her hatred making it so clear that I could almost see it like a red mist in the air. I followed it to a spot where she'd traced out. Normally this wouldn't be a problem, Froekn could actually follow a scent through the Aether, and it turned out that I had a similar capability. I could see the trail in my head, a path through the Aether and into the God Realm. Problem was, it was blocked. Wherever she'd gone in the God Realm, she'd sealed the place beyond the usual wards. I couldn't even tell where she'd exited.
 
   “Fuck,” I swore. “She's blocked her path into the God Realm somehow.”
 
   “Yeah, that's the problem we've been having,” Trevor sighed. “It's okay, Minn Elska, you tried.”
 
   “No,” something tightened inside me. “This isn't right. I should be able to find her. I'm part fey and the fey created the Aether. I should at least be able to tell where she went in the God Realm.”
 
   “I can help you,” everyone turned to look at Torrent. I hadn't even realized he'd come along, until he spoke. “I can go into the Aether through the Inter Realm and take a longer and closer look at her trail.”
 
   “How would you even know what to look for?” I asked as my heart sped up. 
 
   “If you would just step into the Inter Realm with me, you can follow her trail through the Aether, and I can decode the block she has on her location.” He said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Step into... decode?” I shook my head. “We don't even have a router here, there's no Inter Realm connection, and how can you decode magic?”
 
   “I am made of codes, Internet energy,” he shrugged, “but I'm also made of magic. Iktomi had to imbue me with some of his own magic in order to give me life. Because of this combination, I've been able to connect with most magic like it's source code, a readable set of instructions that I can take apart. If you can point me in the right direction, I can unblock the path for you.”
 
   “Holy hand grenades!” I grabbed him and hugged him. “Torrent, if you can do that, you might just save my life again.”
 
   “I'd be happy to help,” he smiled wide, the perfectly smooth skin on his face rippling like water instead of wrinkling. His clear green eyes, glass-like in their clarity, shimmered over a second, like a light had been passed behind them.
 
   “Bring me our vengeance, boy,” Fenrir rumbled as he stepped forward and grabbed Torrent's shoulder, “and you will be considered family by the Froekn.”
 
   “He's already family,” I smiled at the man who'd saved me from Iktomi, betraying his own creator to save a stranger and win his freedom. “But I'm sure he'd appreciate the gratitude of the Froekn.”
 
   “It would be my honor to help Vervain's people,” Torrent nodded.
 
   “That's a good lad,” Fenrir nodded. “This goddess has plagued us for far too long. I refuse to lose any more of my children to her.”
 
   “Where are we anyway?” I suddenly realized I had no idea of where Trevor had brought us.
 
   “Yosemite,” Fenrir glanced around.
 
   We were in a clearing, just on the outskirts of a forest. Most of the trees were tall and kind of conical, pine maybe. I don't know, I've never been good at recognizing plants. Far off behind me was a river, peacefully flowing along, and in front of me, back behind the trees, a mountain rose up into the blue sky. It wasn't like the mountains in Hawaii that I was used to, it was more gray rock than green and its sharp cliffs were straight edges, like something had just sheered part of the rock away. It was beautiful though, if only it hadn't been sullied by death.
 
   “Yosemite National Park?” I asked.
 
   “No, Yosemite Sam's house,” Trevor smirked at me.
 
   “Very funny,” I gave him a look. “The question is, what was Demeter doing here?”
 
   “Hiding out?” Trevor shrugged, “going for a stroll? Who knows and who cares? Let's just find her.”
 
   “Okay already,” I huffed. “Torrent, you still haven't answered my question. How do we get into the Inter Realm without a router?”
 
   “I am a router,” he laughed. “Well, kind of. I can connect to the Inter Realm whenever I wish. I'm a walking hot spot.”
 
   “There are so many jokes,” I shook my head, “and this is so not the time for them.”
 
   “Maybe another time then,” Torrent held his hand out to me. “I think your family wants us to get started.”
 
   “Right,” I took his hand and suddenly the Human Realm was overlaid by the Inter Realm. Everything was sharper, the colors brighter, and multi-colored streams of energy ran in all directions, transporting information all over the world. Now that Iktomi and Mica were dead, there was no taint to the web, no toxic threads running by. It was good to see, like a once polluted stream cleared and running pure.
 
   “Can you still see Demeter's trail?” Torrent asked.
 
   “Yes, it's red, very easy to spot in here.” 
 
   “Good, I can't see it, so remember what it looks like. Come on, this way,” he grabbed one of the threads and I jumped on behind him, the information pulling us along at a dizzying rate. 
 
   We finally jumped the thread at a spot that seemed to have a glowing tunnel going through it. I walked up to the golden haze hesitantly, suddenly remembering the little jaunt I'd taken through the Aether via the Inter Realm, during which I'd paused to take a look-see. I never did it again. The Aether was hard to behold, a collection of memories, desires, and magic that swam about without rhyme or reason. Now I was not only going to have to take another look, I was going to have to look longer.
 
   “It'll be okay,” Torrent said as if he knew my fears. “Just concentrate on finding Demeter's trail.”
 
   “Right, okay,” I looked around. “I don't see it here.”
 
   “I didn't expect you to,” he smiled. “She traced in way back in Yosemite. You'll have to find her again in the Aether. Do you think you can?”
 
   “If it's as obvious as it was over where we started, I should be able to,” I frowned and looked back over my shoulder, the way we'd come. “I know the direction to look in.”
 
   “Okay,” he took my hand. “Let's do this.”
 
   We stepped into the tunnel and made our way forward into the Aether. I could feel the change as soon as we passed through the hazy wall but I took a moment to steel myself before I looked up. The Aether was intense, it held pieces of everyone who'd ever traveled through it and energy from every spell ever crafted with it. Looking into it was like looking at a carnival side show view of millions of lives all at once.
 
   I finally looked up and tried to ignore the bombardment of memory upon memory, searching instead for the telltale sign of Demeter's passing. It was nowhere to be found, since I was pretty sure we were in the line that connected Odin's Santa TV to the Human Realm, I was a little relieved to know that Demeter hadn't jumped out in Asgard. On the other hand...
 
   “Can we move horizontally through here?” I asked Torrent. 
 
   “Sure,” he moved toward the spot I indicated and just kept walking. The Inter Realm moved with him, “it's pretty flexible if you exert your will on it.”
 
   “Oh, sweet,” I started forward but the tunnel wouldn't budge for me. “You mean if you exert your will on it,” I gestured to the immovable wall and began walking behind Torrent.
 
   “Huh,” Torrent blinked and then shrugged. “Okay, I guess it doesn't do that for everyone. I'll keep going straight and when you spot her trail, just give me a holler.”
 
   “Okay,” I took little glances as he walked, not able to withstand the onslaught of the Aether for long.
 
   We'd gone quite a ways when I finally spotted it, a red line running across our path and going straight toward the boundary of the Aether. I was about to point it out to Torrent when a memory floating through the Aether, caught my attention.
 
   It was of a little girl with rich brown hair and huge green eyes. She was smiling, reaching up for someone. The memory was from that person's perspective, so I couldn't see the face, but the arms that reached for the child were pale gold and a gold braid swung forward into view. The child laughed as she was swung above the person, smiling down with adoration.
 
   “Sephy?” I whispered.
 
   “What's that?” Torrent turned around.
 
   “I think that's Persephone when she was a child,” I pointed at the memory as it continued to play out, undulating through the Aether, though it stayed fairly close to the red streak. “Demeter's left a memory behind.”
 
   “We all do,” he shrugged. “It's like paying a toll but it's only a copy, the Aether doesn't steal the memory. So can you see the path now?” 
 
   “Huh?” I blinked and looked away from what had to be one of Demeter's happiest memories of her daughter. “Oh, yeah, it ends right there, at the point next to that blue sports car.” 
 
   “I see the block,” he declared as he moved our little vein of Inter Realm closer to the spot Demeter's path disappeared. “This is no problem at all, only take me a few minutes.”
 
   “Great,” I chewed at my lip. 
 
   The glimpse into Demeter's past was making my belly clench. It was hard to equate the loving mother in that memory to the monster Demeter had become. The most troubling thing about it though, was that it wasn't only Demeter's memory. It belonged to Sephy too. This was the mother she remembered and this was what she'd be losing when we killed Demeter.
 
   “It's done,” Torrent turned to me triumphantly but lost his grin when he saw my face. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Yes,” I took a deep breath. “Thank you, that's amazing that you did it so fast.”
 
   “Vervain?”
 
   “The memory,” I shrugged.
 
   “It's hard to see someone as a person, with thoughts and emotions, when you need to kill them,” he said gently. “But it's good that you feel that way. Iktomi did once, before he turned...” 
 
   “Evil?”
 
   “Yeah, evil,” he huffed a sort of laugh. “Just as Demeter has changed. She's not that woman anymore and she's hurt a lot of people.”
 
   “You're right,” I shook myself out of it. “Of course, you're right.” 
 
   “Yes, of course,” he grinned teasingly. “Now do we go in after her or go back and get the others? We can see exactly where she exited now.”
 
   “We just go in for a peak, so I know where to trace back to,” I smiled. “Unless you have some other trick for tracing too.”
 
   “Oh, no,” he laughed, “as far as tracing goes, I'm as limited as you are.”
 
   “Okay then, let's go in but be prepared for anything. Knowing Demeter, she's probably got as many booby traps as a Tomb Raider movie.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “Is that what I think that is?” I stared across the rolling green hills at the monolith shining at the zenith like a sculpture on a pedestal.
 
   “It looks like the Parthenon,” Torrent stared along with me, in rapt fascination. “She really takes her heritage seriously, huh?”
 
   “She takes everything seriously,” I grimaced.
 
   “Should we take a closer look? Do some reconnaissance?”
 
   “I don't know, there's not a lot of cover here,” I looked around us. “Booby traps could be anywhere.”
 
   “Don't there have to be buildings for booby traps?” Torrent frowned at the scenery. “Preferably ancient buildings with sandy floors and torches on the walls?”
 
   “Not when you're a goddess.” I peered at the manicured lawn skeptically and then at the floor beneath our feet.
 
   We stood in a smaller version of the building up on the hill. White pillars defined the open space, set firmly between a white marble floor and an angled roof made of the same marble. The front of the roof had a triangular panel set into it, carved with scenes of people harvesting corn. I frowned when I saw that, those carvings were the only crops to be seen. You'd think the Harvest Goddess would have something to harvest in her territory.
 
   “It's definitely easy to defend,” Torrent brought me out of my musings. “Are those cliffs?”
 
   “Yeah, I can hear the ocean,” I squinted toward the edge. “There must be a drop down to the water over there.”
 
   It was good to know, maybe we could use that. We did have a god of the sea on our side after all. So I took the time to take a good look around. Near the Parthenon reproduction was a smaller building with a few trees around it, but there weren't any more buildings(besides the one we were in) to be seen. There were very few trees as well, just a few scattered randomly about the open grassy hills. The only other decorations were carved stone statues that dotted the landscape like sentinels. 
 
   Behind the tracing building we were in was more of the same, just open land as far as I could see. There must be some kind of border to her territory, so I was thinking it was probably the ocean. She lived on an island, like Greece itself. Made sense but I was expecting a little more from Demeter. Open space was great and all but what do you do with it? Something didn't feel right to me. There was something I was missing.
 
   I stepped warily from the building, watching the temple on the hill for any signs of movement, and then made a split decision to chance a closer look. I started taking off my clothes.
 
   “What are you doing?” Torrent looked panicked, his perfect skin stretching tight, as his eyebrows lifted closer to his pale hairline.
 
   “I'm going to shift into my lioness form and have a quick look,” I laughed. “Just turn around a sec, please.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” he gave a relieved sigh. “Warn me first next time.”
 
   “Haven't you seen a naked woman before?” I teased. When he didn't answer, I looked up to see the blush steal over the side of his face. “Holy shit,” I stood, my pants in my hands. “I'm so sorry, I didn't think about how you've been living. Don't be embarrassed.”
 
   “There was never a chance for me to meet anyone,” he stared resolutely away from me, the perfect gentleman. 
 
   “Of course not,” I felt like such an asshole. “I wasn't thinking. Hey,” I divested myself of the rest of my garments quickly, putting them in a pile by my feet. “Life is going to be different now and let me tell you, you're living with the right bunch of guys to help you out with women. My lions are lady magnets. They'll show you the ropes,”
 
   “Please don't tell them,” he looked over at me with a horrified expression that became even more so when he realized I was nude. He quickly looked away again.
 
   “I won't,” I said gently. “I promise. We'll just ask them to take you out sometime. Then you can watch them and take mental notes. Okay, enough of this, we'll talk about it later if you want. Or not,” I saw him blush again. “We can pretend we never talked about it at all, if you'd prefer.”
 
   “That would be great,” he let out a relieved laugh. “I feel like I'm finally learning how to live, Vervain. It's exciting but kind of scary and now, a little embarrassing.”
 
   “Like I said, nothing to be embarrassed about,” I changed into a lioness before I got distracted again, and walked up next to him.
 
   He smiled down at me, probably relieved that I was finally covered, and gave me a quick stroke over my head. I knew it was hard to resist petting me when I was in lioness form. Something about having a wild animal standing beside you who you knew wasn't really wild, made you want to reach out and touch them. But I didn't have time to be pet, I had work to do.
 
   I ran off toward the temple on quiet kitty paws at a breakneck speed. Nothing appeared out of thin air to stop me, no one screamed, no bells clanged in warning. Nothing. It was kind of eerie. Even my lion senses couldn't pick anything up beyond the obvious; the scent of the sea, the earth, and the bruised grass beneath my paws. I heard a distant crashing of waves but beyond that, nothing.
 
   As I crested the last hill, the Parthenon, or rather Demeter's temple, came into view. From up close I could see that although the pillars defined an open space, there was an enclosed area inside. Marble walls stretched to the ceiling, creating a square room at the very center of the temple. Scenes of harvest, like the ones carved into the tracing building, were carved all over it in great detail. It was stunning.
 
   Set into one of the walls and outlined with carved sheaths of wheat, was a golden door, very tall and pretty wide. The inner enclosure itself wasn't very big, especially considering the size of the building around it, making the door look out of proportion. That inner room had to be only about fifteen feet square. There was no way Demeter lived in that small space.
 
   I changed back to my human form and tried to open the door but it didn't budge and I didn't want to force it open just in case, by some miracle, she didn't know I was there. So I just placed my ear against the crack and listened. Nothing again, no sound at all. She wasn't in there. No way.
 
   So where was she? I looked around, able to see the whole expanse of her territory from up there on the apex. It was definitely an island. I could see the edge of the land where it dropped away down to the ocean, and beyond it was only open water as far as the eye could see. The building to the side of the main temple was a pool, the pillars around it more for definition of the space than cover. Besides that, all I could see were those randomly placed statues. Why would anyone just put statues out in the middle of open grassland like that? It was weird. I frowned and tapped my foot. Where does she live? That goddess was not a minimalist, she had to have an extravagant lair somewhere.
 
   And then I looked down at my tapping foot, slowly stopping the movement as a thought occurred to me. It had to be. I bet the room had a set of stairs or something that took you down beneath all this open land. Demeter was a goddess of the land after all, she'd enjoy being surrounded by it. Though after Persephone buried her alive, it might not be so comfortable any more.
 
   Still, I gave the ostentatious door one more look before changing back to a lioness. I knew Demeter was living beneath the ground. It made total sense. I bet she thought it was brilliant. She could defend her territory easily, without worrying about any damage to her actual living space, and if she had to, she could retreat below ground.
 
   Demeter didn't think like a human though. I chuckled a little to myself as I sped back toward Torrent. I remember watching a special about underground cities once, the archaeologist narrating had one thing to say about the defense of such a thing. An underground city is nothing but a tomb. All an enemy really had to do to kill you was find your air source and cover it. Then it would only be a matter of time. The only thing you could protect yourself against below ground, was the weather. 
 
   Demeter's power was manipulating the seasons, the weather. She'd built her defenses out of ego, thinking only of how she would attack an enemy. She hadn't considered other means of combat. Dirty means. Several methods immediately came to mind. Even though smothering wouldn't work permanently on her, it would knock her out long enough for us to kill her. How convenient for her to hole up in an actual hole.
 
   I shifted course and ran over to inspect one of the statues, some instinct telling me it wasn't what it appeared to be. Sure enough, when I got close enough to look it over, I heard the wheeze of air drifting through an opening. I shifted to human once more and examined the statue from head to foot. Finally I found them, small holes cut out of the eyes, ears, and nose of the figure. I gave a laugh and rapped on it lightly. A hollow thud echoed back to me.
 
   “Well, I'll be,” I shook my head. “I was right.”
 
   I changed back to lioness and ran to the tracing building, glancing over at the scattered statuary as I went. They were probably all hollow. Air shafts, cleverly disguised as decorations. The underground area must be massive, as huge as the island itself, if the statues were any indication. 
 
   Despite myself, I was impressed, but she should have hid them better. If she'd created gardens around the statues, they wouldn't have looked so out of place. A nice home instead of the Parthenon replica would have been a clever disguise as well. I would have searched it, found nothing, and simply thought she'd left. I never would have thought to look for more below ground. Instead, she'd let ego take over and had given herself away.
 
   “Did you find anything?” Torrent asked after I'd finally returned and re-clothed myself.
 
   “In a way. I found nothing, which told me everything,” I laughed at his confused expression.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   “You did it?” Trevor looked stunned. “Really? We can finally go kill the monster?”
 
   “Yep,” I winked at Torrent. “All thanks to Torrent here.”
 
   “Thank you,” Trevor shook his hand.
 
   “Yes, the Froekn are in your debt,” Fenrir agreed, “but we can talk about it later. I don't want to miss the opportunity to catch Demeter.”
 
   “Right,” I nodded, looking down at my glove-less hands. I didn't really have a use for my old weapon anymore, now that I could create my own claws... two types actually, but I was still getting used to being without them. “Torrent, you've done more than enough, you don't have to come with us.”
 
   “You're joking, right?” He looked around at the serious faces, a lot more than had been there when we'd left to track Demeter. Fenrir had called in back-up and it looked like Fallon, who'd come with Samantha, had fetched some of the Intare as well. “I'm not missing this.”
 
   “You're a good man,” Fenrir clapped a hand on Torrent's shoulder and gestured to me. “Okay, you and Torrent can each take two of us over and then once we know the location, we'll send a couple back to bring more.”
 
   “Alright,” I nodded, thinking about how telling it was that Fenrir had called Torrent a boy when we first tracked Demeter but now that he was going with us to actually kill her, he was a man. “Let's go.”
 
   I grabbed Fenrir and Trevor, leaving Torrent to take his pick from the remaining Froekn, and traced us over to Demeter's territory. We arrived in the tracing building and Fenrir immediately went back, leaving Trevor with me. Torrent traced in and both of his passengers traced back as well, so that it was just the three of us staring out across Demeter's immaculate lawn.
 
   “You'd think she'd have some crops,” Trevor mused as we waited.
 
   “I know, right?” I shook my head. “What a waste of space. In Hawaii the only land this wide open are graveyards and golf courses.”
 
   “Graveyards and golf courses,” Trevor laughed. “It sounds like a joke. What do graveyards and golf courses have in common?”
 
   “They're both focused on putting something in the ground?” Torrent offered.
 
   “Hole in one,” Trevor laughed some more.
 
   “Well,” I felt my face settle into grim lines, “let's hope this turns out to be a graveyard with only one corpse: Demeter.”
 
   It didn't take long for the rest of the Froekn and my lions to arrive, as each batch was able to bring back twice its number. I explained to them what I believed was waiting for us below ground and gave them two options. We could cover the air shafts and hope we get them all, then wait for her to surface or pass out. Or we could just go in swinging. Guess which option my fighting men choose.
 
   So I found myself running across Demeter's land once more, my eyes shifting left and right, just to be sure I hadn't missed anything. We got to the temple quickly and Fenrir took only moments to get past the golden door, partially kicking it in and then tearing it off its hinges. We piled into the small space after him.
 
   “Shit,” I stared at the delicate gold cage that hung above a hole in the floor. It was good to be right about the underground bit but that tiny elevator would hold two of us at the most... or one Fenrir. 
 
   “Very clever,” Fallon opened the door and eyed the interior of the elevator before inspecting the mechanism attached to the top of it. “We'll have to fight her one by one while we wait for everyone to descend.”
 
   “If she hasn't shut it off completely,” Trevor narrowed his gaze on the cage. “Why is it up here waiting for us?”
 
   “Either she knows I entered her territory and has fled,” I frowned. “Or she knows we're coming for her and it's an invitation. Either way, it's bad news down there.”
 
   “So we just walk away?” Fenrir shot me an astonished look.
 
   “I didn't say that,” I glanced at him. “I just think we need to plan out how we're going to do this.”
 
   “Okay,” Trevor nodded. “So we assume we're walking into a trap. Should we send our best warriors in first or keep them in reserve and just keep her distracted until we can pool our efforts?”
 
   “Fuck this,” Fenrir was already in the elevator. He closed the door and hit the button. “I go first.”
 
   “Dad!” Trevor made a grab for the cage but Fenrir was already descending with an evil grin on his face. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Trevor stomped around and then paced while he stared over the side of the hole.
 
   We heard the elevator stop but it didn't start up again. The sounds of fighting were the only thing coming up the shaft. I looked around frantically as Trevor started to swear more, and finally found the controls to bring the cage up again. I hit the button and the sound of gears shifting came from a mechanism in the corner. It was coming back up but I didn't know if we'd be in time to save Fenrir.
 
   Normally I wouldn't worry for Fenrir, he's amazingly strong and has survived countless years of pursuit from gods who wanted him dead. He could take Demeter on, no problem. But we were in Demeter's territory and both of them were angry enough to make killing a fellow god possible. The odds were at least even, if not leaning in Demeter's favor.
 
   Finally, after an excruciatingly long time, the cage was back up. Trevor immediately entered but when I made to follow him, UnnúlfR stopped me with a hand on my arm and a shake of his head. I was about to protest, when he spoke. “It's my father down there.”
 
   I nodded and stepped back. I knew all about the ties of blood. It would be cruel to prevent a son from going to defend his father but that didn't make it any easier for me to let my lover go down there without me.
 
   The elevator lowered once more, Trevor holding my gaze for as long as he could, before he was beyond my view. I didn't walk to the edge and peer over, all you could see was a shaft barely bigger than the cage, going down through raw earth. Instead, I waited, listening carefully for the sound of the machine stopping. As soon as it did, I hit the button to bring the cage back up. I was going next, no matter what.
 
   I jumped in and Ty, Trevor's other brother, went in with me. He gave me a grim look and flexed his shoulders as we went down into the ground. He'd taken off his shirt and jeans, leaving only his boxers on in preparation for his shift. We wouldn't have fit if he'd shifted first, another limitation of Demeter's devious elevator. He'd have to hope for an opportunity to shift when we got there.
 
   Growls and screeches greeted us as we descended but the volume of the sound was nothing compared to what I'd been expecting. Someone was down already, I knew it. I reached for War and Victory, the clang of swords and the shine of gold filling my head as the magic gave me added strength and upped the chances of us winning. Unfortunately when you fought gods, even victory magic didn't guarantee you'd win, but it did help.
 
   I shifted my hands into dragon claws just as the elevator touched ground, so Ty had to open the door for me. The sight in front of us made my stomach drop and had the both of us running in opposite directions. 
 
   Ty ran to Fenrir, where the Wolf God was unconscious and buried beneath a lot of rocks, and I ran over to Trevor, where he stood over the prone body of UnnúlfR. Demeter was resplendent in her golden Atlantean armor in front of him. Obviously prepared for us, she was holding Trevor at bay by radiating heat onto him. Trevor was drenched in sweat and shaking, the small room we were in was quickly becoming an oven.
 
   I leaped for her, taking her to the ground and breaking her concentration. She smashed her gauntleted fist into my face, breaking my nose with a crunch that echoed through my head and releasing a tide of blood down my chin, but I held tight. She pulled back, trying to keep her face out of the way, and I laughed.
 
   “Afraid of a little blood?”
 
   “Not at all,” she spat. “Just don't want to catch anything. Everyone knows what a little slut you are.”
 
   “Why is it always that insult?” I shook my head, splattering blood all over her like a dog shaking off water, as I leapt to my feet and kicked her while she was down. Yeah, I kick villains when they're down. I never said I was an angel, only that I slept with one. “Can't you guys come up with something better than I'm a whore? It's boring really.” I tried to crush her head with my boot but she rolled out of the way at the last second.
 
   “Don't worry,” she laughed as she jumped up, “you won't be bored for long, dead people don't feel boredom.”
 
   “Oh, now see,” I nodded with approval. “That's much better but I've met several dead people and I have a feeling you're wrong. Balder definitely seemed bored right before Hel turned him into a tree.”
 
   “Balder was turned into a tree?” She stopped and stared at me. 
 
   Demeter had aligned herself briefly with Odin's son, Balder in an effort to defeat me but it hadn't worked out. Loki had killed Balder and now Balder was in Hel's territory, one L not two. Technically he was in Niflheim, one of the two Norse territories which provided afterlives for those of the Viking persuasion, but whatever. 
 
   “Yep,” I punched her in the gut, right where her breastplate ended, and tore my claws up into her ribcage, behind her armor. “I don't recommend pissing off Hel.”
 
   Trevor had recovered from his heat stroke and was at my back, waiting for an opening as I pushed Demeter further and further down the hallway that was connected to the elevator room. He would have jumped in when I pulled back but Demeter used the chance to turn and make a run for it, dripping a trail of blood over the white marble floor as she went.
 
   “Damn it,” I swore as I heard the elevator touch down once more behind me.
 
   I hadn't heard anything from Ty, so I had no idea if Fenrir and UnnúlfR were okay but I didn't have the time to go check. Fenrir would want me to pursue Demeter no matter what was going on with him, so I did. Trevor ran beside me in his werewolf form, having finally gotten a chance to shift when I was keeping Demeter busy. I considered shifting into a lioness and my magic tingled inside me at the thought, but I didn't know what to expect in Demeter's underground lair and I decided it was safer to remain human for the time being.
 
   Suddenly the hall opened up and we stopped short to stare. It was surprisingly bright underground. Light filled the whole of the massive chamber as if it had its own sun. It illuminated the numerous gardens, villas, and pools that spread across the ground without any trace of its source. The ceiling was covered in plant life, none of it glowing, although it was very pretty. So where the hell was the light coming from?
 
   There were several buildings spread across the expanse but mainly the underground chamber was filled with plant life, intricate gardens filled to overflowing. All the buildings were ancient Greek, done in white marble and adorned with statuary, but the gardens were an assortment of every type you could think of. From Japanese tea gardens, with carefully pruned pines and curving bridges over ponds filled with koi, to jungle-like areas kept restrained only by large marble walls. 
 
   There was a wild English garden to my right with a trellis covered in roses, and lavender growing out of its bed in disarray. Next to it were manicured hedges outlining a more Victorian themed lawn with restrained flowers set in defined squares. Next to that was a desert landscape full of cacti, and then Moroccan gardens with a tiled fountain in the center of it. It went on an on, gardens of all varieties, leading towards a Greek palace in the center of it all.
 
   The white marble monstrosity sat like a Queen among her courtesans, all paths leading to her. It had a long veranda with tall columns supporting an angled roof inset with a fresco of Demeter. Set back in from the veranda, the palace split into two levels, the upper edged with a balcony and the lower set with a golden door in the center of it. The veranda widened outwards into a half-circle with steps leading down from it, and at the base at both sides of those steps, were two immense statues, one of Demeter and one of Persephone.
 
   Demeter raced along the white path before us, heading straight for the palace. She was completely healed since she was a harvest goddess and they tended to have a quicker recuperation time than the rest of us. The recuperation must have applied to hair as well because her golden locks flowed out behind her, as long as they were before I'd chopped them off. She glanced over her shoulder at us and her face paled. Then she put on an extra burst of speed.
 
   I looked behind me and wasn't surprised to see Azrael there, his wings were down but even though, I could just barely see Fenrir and UnnúlfR behind him, both were a tad dirty but otherwise unharmed. I smiled in relief but wasted no time in pleasantries. I got myself in gear and ran after Demeter. The men raced behind me, more Froekn and Intare coming in behind them, until we were all running in a mad dash through the most magnificent collection of plant life I'd ever seen. 
 
   My nose was filled with the heady mix of a myriad of blooms and ripe fruit overlaid by fecund earth and the clean scent of green growing things. Branches hung out beyond the boundaries of several types of walls, into the walkway as if they were trying to impede our progress, but I kept running, brushing them out of my way without a thought. Then they actually were trying to stop us.
 
   A tree branch bent down and knocked me back into an iron fence. I gasped as other plants came to life and began battling everyone else. I looked ahead and Demeter smiled back at me, waving her fingers in a sassy way more appropriate for a fifteen-year-old girl than a goddess, before turning around and continuing to flee. I cursed and got to my feet, cutting back the attacking plants with my claws as the others pretty much did the same. All except Azrael who was using his scythe in a way that was probably not religiously approved but worked really well with foliage.
 
   We trimmed enough back that we could make a run for it, now knowing to beware of the plants as we continued to chase Demeter. She had managed to gain quite a distance on us with that latest trick and we could only watch with horror as she reached the palace and ran up the steps toward thick vines that fell down from the ceiling. They lifted her up like an acrobat with Cirque du Soleil, to the opening of an air shaft. 
 
   Before I could start screaming in frustration, Azrael sailed past us overhead. Both the Froekn and Intare started shouting in encouragement as we ran along beneath him and it looked as if Demeter was as good as caught. Except just as Azrael was reaching the air shaft, another vine snaked out of the plant covered ceiling and wound tight around him, holding him back as Demeter was lifted up into safety.
 
   Azrael's wings fluttered, beating at the vines like a moth against the side of a lantern. I watched helplessly as one of the vines snaked around his neck and tightened, his hands tearing at it, pulling it away only to fight the next vine that took its place. He was soon overwhelmed, covered in thick, glossy vines which writhed about him like snakes.
 
   “Azrael!” I screamed as I ran.
 
   The vines suddenly released him and Azrael began to plummet to the ground, unconscious. I screamed and ran faster but it was Kirill who reached him in time, catching my fallen angel as if he were no more than a feather pillow. He carried Azrael back to us as I continued to run forward, meeting them halfway. I caught up with them and my hands went immediately to Az's face.
 
   “He's fine, Tima,” Kirill reassured me. “Zere ve go,” Azrael's eyes fluttered open and Kirill put him on his feet carefully.
 
   “Az,” I looked him over, watching as the bruises from the vines disappeared.
 
   “I'm okay,” Az frowned up and over his shoulder at the opening Demeter had disappeared through. “Thank you for the catch, Kirill,” he looked back at Kirill and they exchanged nods. “I'm sorry to have failed you, Carus.”
 
   “It was a valiant effort,” Fenrir had come up behind us. “Thank you for trying.”
 
   “So what now?” I grimaced and took the hands of both Kirill and Azrael as I looked up at Demeter's statue. Trevor came up beside us and then wandered further up onto the veranda.
 
   There was no point in rushing now. Fenrir had sent a group of wolves racing back to the surface in a last ditch effort but he stayed behind with us, knowing as well as we did that it was in vain. The plants at least had simmered down now that their goddess was gone but there was an obvious feeling of frustration permeating the air.
 
   “We can set up a guard at the tracing building,” I suggested as I tromped over to the steps of Demeter's palace. “We'll catch her if she comes back.”
 
   “We'll have to leave more than one,” Fenrir griped. “You saw what she can do against just a few of us. What she did to me.” 
 
   “We've been a little too focused on finding her,” I nodded. “We never stopped to consider what we'd do if we actually did. Find her, that is. Maybe we should search the palace,” I waved an arm back toward the massive building. “We might luck out and learn something useful.”
 
   “Alright,” Fenrir nodded and called some Froekn forward to help us as Trevor, Az, Kirill, and I went on in.
 
   I let go of my men as I wandered through the wide hallways of the palace, glancing through richly appointed rooms that kept to the Greek theme. It was all very vibrant, a lot of rich fabrics and chaise lounges with several indoor fountains bubbling away merrily, but nothing jumped out at me as a personal space where she might keep important information.
 
   Then upstairs, I found a more modern looking room. An office, with a sturdy wood desk, silk carpets, and bookshelves filled with books. It had access to the balcony at the front of the palace and was afforded a dramatic view of the underworld gardens. I disregarded the view and sat in the chair behind the desk, where I started rummaging through drawers as the guys searched the rest of the room.
 
   Pencils and pens, scissors, tape, all your standard office detritus. Then I found the files. In a bottom drawer, stuck neatly in hanging folders, were files on me and the Froekn. I pulled them out slowly, unable to believe I'd actually found proof of Demeter's persecution of me.
 
   “Damn Dementor,” I hissed as I spread the files out on the desk.
 
   “What's that?” Trevor came over to see my find, along with Kirill and Azrael.
 
   “Folders on all of us,” I handed Trevor his file. “Looks like she's had us followed. There's pictures of me at the grocery store, the mall... Ross,” I looked up in shock. “I can't even shop for some savings without being spied on.” 
 
   “She has my Moonshine schedule here,” Trevor flipped through pages, the folder looking small in his werewolf paws. “As well as Ty's.”
 
   “She has information on all the Froekn,” Azrael was flipping through pages in yet another folder. Here's one on Fenrir, and... whoa, that's me.” He held up an 8x10 glossy of himself, leaning against the outside of my house. 
 
   “I remember that,” I reached for the picture and he handed it over. “I was picking oranges in the front yard and you were keeping me company. We went out to dinner afterward at-”
 
   “Morton's?” Az held up another picture of the two of us at dinner.
 
   “What the fuck?” I took that from him too. “This woman has no life. This is a really nice shot of you though,” I held up the picture of him at my house. “I think I'll frame that.”
 
   “You're going to frame a picture of me?” Azrael gave me a goofy grin.
 
   “Seriously?” Trevor gaped back and forth between me and Az. “We've got fucking spy folders on us here and you two are getting googly eyed over one of the surveillance photos?”
 
   “That's a pretty nice shot of you right there,” I pointed to one in Trevor's pile.
 
   “Really?” He looked down and grinned, “yeah it's kinda- damn it, Vervain! Stop that.”
 
   I laughed and grabbed the picture from him. When I did, a note slipped out and fell on the desk in front of me. I frowned and picked it up. It was hand-written and short.
 
   “Your order is ready,” I read aloud, “and it's signed M.A.. What the hell is this?” 
 
   “Order?” Kirill took the paper from me and frowned at it. “Zat can't be good.”
 
   “Let's just take it all with us,” I gestured at the whole lot. “Fenrir's going to want to see this too.”
 
   “Yeah, and you'll be wanting to keep these aside,” Trevor handed me the two photos of him and Azrael.”
 
   “Thanks,” I grinned and took them. “Did you find anything else?”
 
   “Just normal stuff,” Trevor held up a picture of Persephone as a little girl. She looked just as she had in the memory I'd seen of her in the Aether. “Should we take this for Persephone?”
 
   “No,” I frowned. “Put it back, this will all be hers if we kill Demeter. I think that's soon enough for her to be getting back pictures of herself.”
 
   “Oh,” Trevor put the frame back on a shelf, “yeah, good point.”
 
   “Did you guys find anything?” Max, one of the Froekn, poked his head into the room. “We've cleared out the rest of the place and the Valdyr wants to head out.”
 
   “Yeah, we found something,” Trevor held up the stack of files. “Tell Dad we'll be right out.”
 
   “Right,” Max nodded, his eyes on the folders, before he left.
 
   We gathered it all together and went out to find Fenrir waiting for us in front of the palace with an eager expression on his face.
 
   “What did you find?” He asked as soon as we were in hearing range. 
 
   “She's been spying on us,” Trevor held up the folders he was carrying.
 
   “How many of those are there?” He frowned when Kirill and Az both held up a stack.
 
   “A lot,” I motioned us forward. “We've got them all so we can look over them when we get back to your Hall.”
 
   “Alright,” Fenrir looked grim but he turned and started walking back through the gardens with us.
 
   “There was a strange note in Trevor's file,” I avoided the plants hanging out into the path, even though they seemed to be dormant. “Something about an order that was ready.”
 
   “What's that?” Fenrir had stopped, blocking most of the path, and cocked his head to the side.
 
   “I said-”
 
   “No,” he cut me off with a slashing motion. “I heard something. It sounded like a female crying.”
 
   Everyone quieted and sure enough, there was the soft sound of a woman's tears on the breeze. I sniffed the air, caught the scent of a human and took off down another path, with the rest of them following close on my heels.
 
   I followed the scent through a field of tulips and past thick hedges cut into strange shapes. They were guarding a Greek villa, a long building with the door set into one of the short ends. It was locked but a swift kick took care of that, and it opened onto a hallway with several doors. The crying was coming from the last door on the right.
 
   “Hey,” I called through the barred panel in the door. The woman inside was wrapped only in a sheet. She looked up from where she was huddled on a bed, startled. “It's okay, we're here to help.”
 
   “Move aside,” Fenrir moved me gently but firmly out of his way, and simply pulled the door from its frame.
 
   The woman stared at him in shock, holding the sheet to herself like a shield, and a part of me shrank back at the look, just as Fenrir did. I know what she saw and I know why it frightened her but I hated to see that look on Fenrir's face, especially when he was trying to play the savior. I wished the world would see past his scars for once, past the massive height and breadth of him, and see what I saw. I was just about to say something about it to her when she spoke.
 
   “Are you with Demeter?” Her voice shook for a second but then she seemed to reach deep and find some courage. She stood up to face us. “I'm not going to make it easy for you. You'll have to kill me this time and I promise you, I'll take as much of you with me as I can.”
 
   Fenrir's face cleared as he realized it wasn't his appearance that had bothered her, just the fact that he was there, period. He held up a hand and smiled gently.
 
   “No one wants to hurt you,” Fenrir's voice was soft and there was a tone to it I'd never heard before. “We came here to kill Demeter. She's murdered several of my wolves and tried to kill my first son,” he waved a hand and I looked back to see Trevor standing partially in the doorway.
 
   “Wolves?” Her eyes went wide, her dark hair falling in wild disarray around her and making them appear even bigger. “You're the Wolf God?”
 
   “Yes,” he looked her over like she was the most wonderful thing he'd ever seen before and she started to look at him as if he were salvation itself. “Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Emma,” she wrapped the sheet more firmly around herself with a decisive motion. “Emma Langston. I'm a zoologist specializing in wolves. Demeter hired me to advise her on wolf behavior but I guess I asked too many questions, found too many answers. I know what she is and what you are.”
 
   “Oh? What am I then?” Fenrir stared at her intensely and I willed her to say something kind, something good.
 
   “Atlanteans,” she shrugged. “An advanced race. You in particular though, you can become a wolf. You're the first werewolf and boy does she hate you. You and someone called the Godhunter. She really hates him.”
 
   “Yeah it's a her not a him, and that'll be me,” I raised my hand like I was at school.
 
   “Oh,” Emma looked happily surprised. 
 
   “And what do you think of us?” Fenrir wasn't going to let it go. 
 
   “Atlanteans or werewolves?” She tilted her head to look up at him and I realized she was fairly tall, maybe even six feet. Of course, Fenrir still towered over her.
 
   “We call ourselves Froekn,” Fenrir laughed and she seemed to become even more fascinated with his face. I didn't blame her, Fenrir's sex appeal went up exponentially when he laughed. “And you can start with us. Do we scare you?”
 
   “Are you kidding?” She frowned at him. “I've been held here for months, beaten and abused by that monster and you think I'm frightened of a wolf?”
 
   “A werewolf,” he corrected.
 
   “A werewolf is a combination of a man and a wolf, correct?” She eyed Trevor and I realized with a jolt that he was still in his werewolf form. And she wasn't screaming. Color me impressed.
 
   “Yes, basically,” Fenrir nodded.
 
   “Then for me, you're like the Holy Grail,” she spared another glance for Trevor. “All the questions I have about wolves, I can just ask them now, and the wolf can actually answer me.”
 
   Fenrir burst into laughter and the woman frowned at him, unsure whether he was laughing with her or at her, probably. I stepped between them, hesitant to break up this budding romance but knowing we couldn't let this go on forever.
 
   “Emma,” I got her attention but just barely. “Are there more people here? Prisoners like you?”
 
   “Oh god,” she gasped. “I should have told you immediately. Yes, they're several. I've only seen men though, I don't know if they're more women.”
 
   “Trevor,” I turned back to him, “can you go check the other rooms?”
 
   “Sure,” he nodded and soon the sound of crashing doors filled the air. When I turned back around, it was to find Fenrir and Emma staring at each other again.
 
   “I'm Fenrir,” he held out his hand to her and she smiled and shook it.
 
   “It's a pleasure to meet you,” she said primly. “And thank you for the timely rescue.”
 
   “The pleasure is mine,” he smiled back at her like he was never going to stop.
 
   That's when I noticed her eyes, her patient, steady eyes. They were a beautiful hazel color and I'd seen them once before. I gasped as the memory replayed itself in my head. It was the time I'd fought to win the right to be Trevor's mate. I'd had to fight Fenrir himself but I had done it with love instead of weapons. I'd healed his heart with my love magic and gave him a glimpse of the love that awaited him.
 
   The face I'd seen then, the face of the woman who was meant to take my place as Rouva to the Froekn, was Emma's. I blinked back tears as I looked at her, knowing Fenrir had finally found his mate. Emma would never reject him like his other lovers had. She already knew exactly what he was and she was more than okay with it, she was intrigued.
 
   Then I realized that they were both staring at me. I looked at Fenrir and saw that he knew already, of course he did, he probably recognized her as soon as he saw her. I smiled at him, overjoyed to find such a bright spot in an otherwise horrible day.
 
   “I told you so,” I whispered gleefully to Fenrir before I left the room.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   We found eight men, locked in the rooms next to Emma's. All were very attractive and very naked, not that I noticed, and all of them were a little broken. It looked as if Demeter had been inspired by Nyavirezi's treatment of the Intare and had decided to make herself a little harem too.
 
   The men had been horribly abused, drugged and made to do things I'm not going to talk about because it just makes me so damn mad. When Demeter decided to add Emma to the mix, things got even more interesting. Let's just say Demeter was exploring voyeurism along with sadism. The woman needed to die.
 
   We got the men settled in rooms at Pride Palace but it looked like they all had families and lives to return to, so they wouldn't be staying long, just till they got their heads on straight again. There was some concern over just releasing a bunch of men who knew the truth about gods but there had been enough done to them already so I argued for their release. It wasn't like anyone would believe stories about a Greek goddess using them as sex slaves anyway. Everyone had to grudgingly agree with that but Teharon insisted on giving them all counseling before they were released.
 
   Emma, however, went to stay with Fenrir at his Hall and I had a feeling she was never going to leave. I needed to pull out my Rouva torque and make sure to give it back to Fenrir so he'd have it to present to her when the time came. I was just so excited about their budding romance that I wanted to do everything in my power to support it.
 
   Fenrir had waited long enough for a woman to love him right. My only concern was that she was human. Then again, I above all should know that humanity was not an unalterable thing. I knew the love magic wouldn't have brought this woman to Fenrir only to take her away from him again. I'm sure we could get her an apple of immortality or something.
 
   “What the hell?” Roarke walked into my room with attitude. “I just heard you guys went to find Demeter and you left me behind. Why do I always get left behind?”
 
   “Because you're a big pain in the behind,” Azrael called out from the bed, where he was seated, waiting on me yet again. Roarke just gave him a quick glare and returned his affronted attention to me.
 
   “Roarke,” I laughed, “I didn't even know you were here.”
 
   “Yeah, you've been a little busy,” Roarke deflated.
 
   “Look, I'll be sure to bring you next time, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” he harrumphed out of the room.
 
   “Now can we go to Barcelona?” Azrael gave me an aggrieved look. 
 
   “Yes, absolutely! Let's go now before someone tries to stop us,” I grabbed his hand and we headed for the tracing wall. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Barcelona. What can I say about Barcelona? It's one of the most beautiful cities I've ever been to in the Human Realm. Gaudi's touch is seen in several places, I especially like the home with a staircase that looked like you were inside the belly of a dragon, but nothing was as impressive as the unfinished cathedral. The Sagrada Familia.
 
   The Sistine chapel may have a magnificent painting on its ceiling but its architecture was nothing compared to the Sagrada Familia. It was breathtaking, awe-inspiring, it even made an angel sigh.
 
   “Nothing like this in Heaven, eh?” I looked over at Azrael, his wings hidden under a spell of invisibility.
 
   “We Atlanteans have such long lives,” he squeezed my hand, “and we've created some amazing things but to me, this structure is more magnificent because of the short lifespans of its creators. It's wondrous what man can accomplish in such a small amount of time.”
 
   “Yeah, it is,” I took in the leaning spires, the colorful mosaics, the impossible arches, and smiled. “You know Gaudi believed that color is life. For an artist, like myself, it's true. Without this, without the inspiration of color, whether it be in a cathedral or an angel's face,” I touched his cheek and he smiled, “I'd have no reason to live.”
 
   “Wow,” he shook his head, “you really needed a vacation.”
 
   “Yeah,” I laughed and turned with him to walk back toward our hotel. “I guess I did.”
 
   “I carried Gaudi's soul to Heaven,” Azrael murmured with one last look back at the cathedral. 
 
   “You did?”
 
   “He was a decent man,” Az nodded. “A man who could have used your touch in his life.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “He never found love,” Az smiled sadly. “The only love he ever felt was unrequited and he never married.”
 
   “That's depressing,” the sidewalk echoed hollowly beneath my feet, the street itself seemed saddened by the story.
 
   “In the beginning of his life,” Az continued, “he was a vital man, into all life has to offer. He loved good food, art, and fine clothes, but as he got older, he lost his appetite for it all. He started to eat less and to neglect his appearance. It was what led eventually to his death.”
 
   “His lack of personal hygiene?” I wrinkled my nose.
 
   “No, Carus,” Az chided, “he got hit by a tram but everyone thought he was a beggar and they wouldn't help him. Finally a police officer took him to a hospital but the care they gave him was sub-par because they didn't think he'd be able to pay his bills. When a member of the Sagrada family finally recognized him two days later, it was too late.”
 
   “That's horrible,” I stopped walking, suddenly struck by the level of cruelty humans could sink to by simply being apathetic. “What difference did it make whether he was a beggar or not? He was a human being and he was injured.”
 
   “Yes, indeed,” Azrael's eyes were so sad. I reached out and touched his cheek, knowing this was the least of the atrocities he'd witnessed.
 
   “How do you do it?” I asked, amazed by the magnitude of compassion in the man. “How do you keep caring?” 
 
   “I focus on men like Gaudi,” he shrugged. “For every man who passes by a dying beggar, I think instead of the man who wouldn't. The man who does the right thing, even when he believes no one is watching. Lately, I think of you.”
 
   “Why would you do that?” I looked away, embarrassed for some reason.
 
   “Because the thought of walking past a dying beggar would never enter your mind,” he took my chin lightly in his hand and made me look at him. “Because every day of your life you spend either taking care of others or defending people who don't even know you exist.”
 
   “Don't do that,” I gently pushed his hand away and started walking again.
 
   “Do what?” He sounded so confused, I cast him a quick glance.
 
   “Make me out to be some kind of comic book hero,” I grimaced. “I've never done anything heroic in all my life.”
 
   “Carus,” he grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop. “What are you talking about? You do something heroic practically every day.”
 
   “You're biased,” I patted his hand until he released my arm. “Everything I do is selfish really.”
 
   “Selfish?” Sweet man, he had the decency to sound aghast.
 
   “Do you think I started killing gods because I wanted to save humanity?” I hoped he wouldn't think too horribly of me after I wiped the cobwebs from his eyes but he deserved the truth. “I did it because I was scared. I thought Ku's friends would come looking for me. So after about a month of being a shut-in, hiding under the covers and jumping at every little sound, I decided I'd had enough, that I couldn't live like that. I was going to kill them before they killed me.”
 
   “That took courage.”
 
   “Even a mouse will fight back when cornered,” I scoffed. “I snuck into their homes in the dead of night and cut off their heads while they laid sleeping. Where is the heroism in that?”
 
   “You're right,” he sighed and I took a deep breath, wondering if he'd still love me when the conversation was over. “That's not heroic. That's survival, that was an act of desperation, but there was courage in it too.”
 
   “Look,” I stretched my neck in a vain attempt to get the knot out before it started forming. “I've worked out my issues, I don't blame myself anymore for those deaths. Arach helped me through that, believe it or not, but I will never view my life as heroic.”
 
   “I do believe it,” Azrael smiled. “I see the good in Arach too. What I can't believe is how you've focused on the way you started and not the way you've evolved. You spared Trevor's life after he had just tried to kill you.”
 
   “He was a wolf at the time,” I shrugged. “I don't like hurting animals.”
 
   “You changed Fenrir, helped him become a better, stronger, and much happier man.”
 
   “In order to keep him from killing me,” I laughed, “and the same goes for Blue so don't even bother suggesting him.”
 
   “You saved the Intare, all seventy-seven of them.”
 
   “Once again,” I smiled grimly, “I did it to save myself. Saving them was a bonus.”
 
   “You brought Kirill back from insanity.”
 
   “I couldn't let one of them die, right after we'd gone through such hell to free them all. That's just being practical.”
 
   “You freed thousands of trapped souls from Eris.”
 
   “Because she was trying to kill me at the time,” I chuckled. “Are you sensing a theme yet?”
 
   “No one was trying to kill you when you found afterlives for them all. Or how about when Tlaloc was killing those children? He wasn't trying to kill you then either.”
 
   “They were children, I'd have to be a monster to ignore that. Hell, one of them was the son of a friend of mine. I end up being a danger to the people I love, not a savior.” An old dream flashed through my head, hanging corpses, all pointing at me in accusation.
 
   “Vervain, stop this right now,” he stared down at me with angry eyes. It was the first time I'd seen him look at me like that and it made me wince. “How can you see only the bad, when the good you've done far exceeds it?”
 
   “But does that make the bad things okay?” I asked quietly. “Does it make me a hero when I save a child who was in danger because of me in the first place?”
 
   “Yes,” he took my face in his hands and a sweet feeling of peace enveloped me. “You are responsible only for the decisions you make and you can tell me you make them for selfish reasons all you want but I know the truth. You would die for any of your lions, for any of the Froekn, or for any of your lovers. You can't hide your heart from the Angel of Death, not when he's held it in his hands.”
 
   “I'm not a hero,” I swallowed past the lump in my throat, “I don't even want to be one.”
 
   “Sorry, babe,” he kissed my forehead. “Too late.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “What did you mean when you said Gaudi could have used my touch in his life?” I'd decided to let Azrael believe whatever he wished to believe about me. I knew how important delusions could be. I had a few of my own.
 
   “Ah, yes,” he bit his lip. “I know you've been busy lately but I saw the way you lit up when Fenrir found his mate today.”
 
   “Yeah, that was pretty great.”
 
   “That was your love magic at work.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “You're a goddess now.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, originally, there were certain expectations that came with the magic,” he looked at me like I should be coming to a conclusion on my own.
 
   “Yeah, I know. Aphrodite abused it and took it to a bad place. She hurt people instead of helping them.”
 
   “Yes, and you've used it instead to heal and bring love to those who deserve it.”
 
   “I've tried to.”
 
   “There are a lot more people out there than gods,” Azrael waved his hand out to indicate the groups of people we were walking past. “I know you can't spend every day going out and finding people to share your magic with, but I thought you might actually enjoy spreading the love, as it were, every once in awhile.”
 
   “Sweet sexy angel,” I shook my head. “You're something else, you know that? I can't believe I've watched you work tirelessly, helping humans to their afterlives and comforting those they leave behind, without ever once thinking about using my magic to help them too.”
 
   “It doesn't have to be work,” he took one of my arms and looped it through his as he led me down the street. “It could be enjoyable. For instance, do you feel anything now? Any pull from your magic?”
 
   I thought about it and realized that there was a small little flutter in my belly, the butterflies of love waking up. Oh yeah, they liked someone nearby. I looked around and saw a couple holding hands, talking to each other in whispers as they strolled down the street across from us.
 
   “Those two,” I nodded my head toward the couple. “They belong together.”
 
   “So give them your blessing, O' Queen of Love.”
 
   “Alright, just don't call me that again,” I grimaced but couldn't hold it for long. When the butterflies flew out of me, I started to laugh. “You're right, I kinda like this.”
 
   “Of course you do,” he laughed. “Magic wants to be used.”
 
   “Okay, let's use it then.”
 
   We walked around Barcelona for two hours, blessing lovers both young and old, sending faith into the hearts of those who had yet to meet their mates, and granting courage to the ones who had found them but didn't have the nerve to speak up. Then we came upon an older man sitting on a bench. He was hunched over, crying quietly. 
 
   “He's just lost his wife of thirty years,” Azrael whispered.
 
   “Oh, no,” I deflated, all the happiness of the previous hours leaving in a rush. “Can you help him? This is your area of expertise.”
 
   “I could,” he nodded, “but I think this time, you should give it a try.”
 
   “I hardly think this is the time for a blessing of love.”
 
   “This is precisely the time for a love blessing. Look at him, he's got a lot of years ahead of him. There's no reason for him to spend them alone. I can comfort, Vervain, but you have the power to heal the heart and bring new love. You have the greatest power on Earth inside you and you don't even use it. Help him.”
 
   I looked over at the man and felt the butterflies rise once more. If I healed him as I'd done with Fenrir, I'd create a bond between us that would last forever. I didn't want that, I couldn't go around bonding people to me willy-nilly. Before I could take the thought further though, Love showed me how I'd created the bond with Fenrir on purpose. I'd used the power as a defense, almost an attack, and it had created the bond to protect me. I had been new to the magic and hadn't known how to direct it. Love could be given freely without binding me in the process, just as I'd done with the blessings. Of course it could, duh, it's not like Aphrodite had been bonded to thousands of people.
 
   A weight lifted that I hadn't realized I'd been carrying around. I'd been afraid to use Love fully, afraid I'd make another link that I just didn't need in my life. As with anything, fear was a destroyer. It had been weighing down my magic and holding me back from my potential. All I had to do was trust in the Love and let it go.
 
   So I did.
 
   I felt the butterflies break free of my chest and swarm to the grieving man. He winced when they hit, his crying stopping abruptly. A few minutes passed and his shoulders began to straighten, he sat up slowly and took a deep breath. His eyes went heavenward, as if searching the stars for something, and then he nodded, stood, and walked away.
 
   When the butterflies returned to me, I knew. They'd eased his heartache, showing him the moments of happiness with his wife that he'd treasure always before showing him a glimpse of the woman he was intended to meet. He was still grieving but it was more bearable now and there was hope where there was none before.
 
   “Now that,” Azrael whispered, “was truly heroic.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   High on love magic, I stumbled back to our hotel with Azrael. He helped me along, an arm around my waist, as we made our way down Passeig de Gracia and then through the tall glass doors of the entrance of Hotel Majestic, where we were staying. I leaned my head back to admire the massive chandelier hanging above us while Azrael just laughed and hurried me past the wide-eyed front desk clerks. I glanced at one of them and he gave me a wink. He probably thought I was drunk.
 
   By the time we made it up to our penthouse suite, I was a little more steady but still had the buzz of exquisite power zipping through me. I walked through the beautiful bedroom, paneled in dark wood, with a large bed and burgundy velvet padded headboard. It had the cozy feeling of the library at Pride Palace. The soft lighting enhanced the feeling and I almost paused to enjoy it but then I remembered where I was heading.
 
   Our suite was at the far right top of the hotel and had its own private terrace, complete with lounging area, jacuzzi, and a view of Sagrada Familia. The last perk was the reason I wanted to go out on the terrace. At night the cathedral was lit up, looking like a beacon to the gods, and was impossible to ignore. I leaned against the railing and sighed. 
 
   The rest of the city appeared dark by comparison to the cathedral that kind of resembled a faerie castle to me. Now that I actually knew what a faerie castle looked like, I could say that with absolute certainty. In fact, Castle Aithinne, my home in the Faerie Realm, looked very similar to Sagrada Familia, except it was created from the mountain that formed a barrier between the Kingdom of Fire and the rest of Faerie. So even though the Sagrada Familia was awe inspiring, Castle Aithinne surpassed it for me. It's hard to compete with the fey though, when they built something, they kind of went all out.
 
   I was surprised to feel a wave of homesickness for Castle Aithinne and for a second the image of Sagrada Familia was replaced with the towering spires of Aithinne, her walls also appeared to be made of mosaics but actually, the rock had been carved with images of fire, and the carvings revealed metallic deposits which sparkled when the light hit them. It made the images come alive, dragons and fire fey dancing in the flames that swept up over the surface of the castle.
 
   If you looked quickly, you wouldn't even notice the carvings, the castle was meant to look as if Nature, or Faerie rather, had made it herself. Like the mountain had pulled forth the castle from its depths and lifted her up to the sky in defiance of the Kingdom of Air which, when facing in toward our Kingdom, was directly on our right.
 
   At night, our castle was lit as well, though not as brilliantly as Sagrada Familia. Aithinne was illuminated by the glow of the fires below, the lava that flowed beneath our kingdom and out over the mountains to either side of the castle. They flowed down into a large crevice in front of the castle entrance, making a moat of magma. The light from the lava radiated upwards onto the castle, a soft light, like candlelight on a lover's face.
 
   I smiled, enjoying Gaudi's masterpiece precisely for its differences from the fey architecture. Man had made this, without aid of magic, and it was impressive to me because of that. Overwhelming in fact, to think of the amount of labor that had gone into and was continuing to go into its construction. 
 
   “Amazing what man does to catch the attention of the gods,” Azrael's tone was hushed.
 
   “Yes,” I turned to look at him. “What would I have to do to get your attention?”
 
   “You have it already,” he smiled, pulling his eyes away from the view.
 
   “Hmmm,” I pulled at the zipper down the side of my dress. “What shall I do with it then?”
 
   He inhaled sharply when I pulled the dress over my head and dropped it to the tiled floor of the terrace. His hands crept around my bare waist and up my back to undo the catch of my red lace bra. I undid the buttons of his shirt and he paused, throwing aside my bra and then yanking off his shirt.
 
   I walked away from him, heading toward the jacuzzi set smoothly into the floor of the terrace, and when I glanced back at him, he was smiling. I knew how much he liked pools. This one wasn't holy but we could probably make do. The pool of sacred wine might be invigorating but it didn't have bubble jets.
 
   I coiled my hair and tied it into a knot before I pulled off my panties and got into the warm bubbling water, sighing as it closed around me. I heard Azrael come up behind me and then he was climbing in beside me, his arms pulling me against him. There were little braziers around the terrace and they came to life with a fling of my hand before I snuggled back with him.
 
   “You're getting good at that,” he observed.
 
   “I've been practicing,” I laughed, referring to my dragon-sidhe abilities to create fire.
 
   “I have another fire for you to light,” he whispered and leaned down to kiss me.
 
   I ran my hands over his back, kissing him with the passion he'd requested, and then pulled away to cock my head at him.
 
   “I'd always thought your wings were just hidden under invisibility when I couldn't see them,” I stroked his back again, no trace of the wings apparent to me. “But they really seem to be gone.” 
 
   “I can retract them like you retract your dragon claws,” he laughed and pulled me onto his lap, my legs spreading around him. “They'd hardly be comfortable in here.”
 
   “Nice,” I whispered, “though I do enjoy your wings.”
 
   “Want to go for a flight over the city later?” 
 
   “Won't that startle a few people?” I blinked at his duh face. “Oh right, invisibility.”
 
   “Yes, but for now,” his hands slid down my belly and started doing delicious things. “I want you fully visible.”
 
   Then his mouth was on my throat, kissing his way down as he lifted me slightly out of the water so he could take the crest of my breast into his mouth. I sighed, leaning back while lowering my hand between his legs, to give him a little pleasure as well. He moaned around my flesh and I set a faster pace on him.
 
   He took a sharp breath, pulling back and pulling me down so I sheathed him smoothly. I started rolling my hips against him but in the back of my mind, I had the thought that sex in water is never as fun as you might think. The water washes away important lubrication and I always ended up a little sore. Even as I was having the thought though, I felt my magic shine brighter inside me and from beneath the fluttering energy of Love, I felt the Lust come forth in a passionate red pulse. It shot through me and into Azrael. He pulled his face away from mine to stare at me in shock.
 
   “What was that?” His body was shaking below mine, beautifully illuminated by the underwater lights set into the jacuzzi walls.
 
   “Sex?” I laughed at his grimace. “Sex magic, remember I'm not just a goddess of love.”
 
   “I hadn't even thought of that,” he grinned and then moaned as my magic pulsed through us again. “What else can you do?” 
 
   “I don't know,” I gasped as it rocked through me and threatened to send me into orgasm already. “Believe it or not, I've never tried it before.”
 
   “So I'm your first?” He grinned like a little boy.
 
   “Absolutely,” I whispered as I felt my magic rush lower, coating me with a lubrication I knew wouldn't wash away. I was so deliciously slick, I started moving faster, the water moving around us like a storm at sea. “So I think we should explore every possibility.”
 
   “Take as long as you need,” he said before taking my mouth with his.
 
   A surge of power ran up my spine and then seemed to explode out, sending star bursts of sensation through my limbs and out of my skin. I felt the shock wave hit Azrael and then he was spasming around me, inside of me, shouting out his pleasure in angelic baritone.
 
   The city seemed to go quiet around us but we kept going, my magic keeping him hard within me, and I brought him mercilessly past his orgasm and into mine. I screamed, not nearly as impressive as he had, but it was joyous and free, and when it was over, my sensitive hearing picked up the soft murmurings of excited humans nearby. My magic was spreading.
 
   I smiled as I slowed my pace, knowing the hotel and probably the surrounding buildings, would know a deliciously erotic night. Azrael lifted me from the pool, water sluicing off us in sheets and splashing all over the tiles. He took me to a lounge chair near one of the braziers, joined to me the whole way, and laid me down.
 
   His dark hair was spiked with water and he flung it back before he lowered himself, settling deeper into me with a smile. His wet skin shone gold in the firelight and he looked more demonic than angelic, but at the moment, that was exactly what I wanted. I kissed him, tasting the chlorine on his lips briefly before his flavor overcame it, espresso and chocolate, and I licked him up like dessert.
 
   His hips met mine with a hard thrust and I let him take over as my magic continued to pulse between us. My skin was super sensitized, every nerve flooded with pleasure, and wherever his skin met mine, I would glow. I felt warm and tingly beneath the red light, like the magic was condensing at those spots. 
 
   We both stared at the light for a moment, watching how it would pulse out like a heartbeat with every touch, before we smiled up at each other and joined our lips in a kiss. As soon as his lips met mine, the magic rose to meet them and when I opened my mouth to taste him, the magic tasted him too. 
 
   I felt it swirl with the movement of our tongues and then sweep into him, through him and back into me where we were joined below. A circuit of lust that gathered speed and pleasure with each round it made until his hips bucked into mine and I screamed out, breaking the kiss and the connection. I felt the magic shatter, breaking into a million stars that burst around us in a vibrant display of light before falling over us, sprinkling our skin with one last rain of ecstasy.
 
   We were shaking, shivering through after-shocks, as the magic seeped into our skin and settled back within my belly. Azrael lifted his head and stared at me with his wide, sparkling, diamond eyes, all humanity stripped from his appearance. His skin glowed with power and sparks ran through his hair when I touched it. Above us, from out of his back, rose his midnight wings, blocking out the star-filled sky so that I could only concentrate on the Heaven between us.
 
   “We are so doing that again,” I whispered and he began to laugh.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   I was in such a good mood when I got home to Pride Palace. I was thrilled to have found a new way to use both my love and lust magic, though I must admit the Lust was the most enjoyable. I was bursting with energy and happiness, using my magic had both recharged and invigorated me while providing the added bonus of helping people. 
 
   Azrael had gone back to Shehaquim to relieve Michael of his temporary duties, and I kinda missed him already. Az was the lover I could really talk to, relate to in ways that I couldn't with the others. He was almost human, having spent so many years deeply immersed in our cultures. Being with him was like the best of both worlds; I could pretend to be human for awhile or embrace the amazing reality of being loved by an angel.
 
   I'd see him soon enough though, so the pang of missing him was minor, barely skimming the surface of happiness that the vacation with him had brought. I was smiling as I walked down the corridor toward the library, intending to grab just a few more moments of peace, maybe a little time alone to contemplate my new motivation. So the sound of crying was like that of a mirror breaking, jarringly disruptive and fear-inducing.
 
   I rushed into the library and found it empty, the crying was coming from the little sitting room inside the library, off to the right. I passed the bookshelves filled with everything from Tolstoy to Sherrilyn Kenyon, barely giving them a glance, though the smell of the books filled me with a measure of calm. Just being around them was comforting to me, the words of thousands of human beings, and in the case of this particular library, many gods as well. It made me feel connected to all those people, reading their words made me a part of their world.
 
   Obviously the person crying in the sitting room didn't feel quite the same way.
 
   “Samantha?” I was shocked to find my Froekn friend curled up on the sofa, her arms around her knees, as she wept uncontrollably. “What the hell?”
 
   “Vervain,” she looked up, startled. “I didn't know you were coming home today.”
 
   “Yeah, just got back,” I slid onto the couch next to her and rubbed her shoulder. “Why are you crying?”
 
   “Fallon and I have been trying to have a baby.”
 
   “That's wonderful.”
 
   “It would be, wouldn't it?” Her eyes focused off somewhere else for a second. “But we haven't been able to conceive.”
 
   “Honey,” I patted her, “sometimes it takes a little while.”
 
   “It's been more than a little while,” she sighed. “I went to see a human doctor. He told me I can't have children.”
 
   “What?” I scoffed, “that's ridiculous. You've got magic in your blood, you're Froekn, you heal every time you shift. Your body must be healthier than any human's.”
 
   “Healthy, yes,” she looked at me with heavy eyes, filled with pain, “fertile, no. Fallon's going to be so disappointed. He talks about having a little girl who looks like me, or teaching his son to hunt. He's been so excited about having the first Froekn-Intare child, he thinks it will draw our families even closer together.”
 
   “Those are all lovely thoughts,” I nodded, “but there are other options. You could adopt.”
 
   “Adopt who?” Samantha gave a grim laugh. “Vervain, what child could we bring into this world? What would we tell the adoption agency?”
 
   “Honey, we have magic, remember? If you want to adopt a child, we'll make it happen. I could probably even make them Intare, I just need to figure out how to do that. It's gotta be possible though, Nyavirezi did it. The magic will show me how.”
 
   “Oh,” she blinked. “Yeah, that would work. I just really wanted to give Fallon a child, have a little person who was part him and part me. A physical representation of how much we love each other.”
 
   “You can get a second opinion,” I knew I was reaching for straws but that's what you did when you're trying to comfort a friend. “There must be something we can do.”
 
   “There's nothing,” she started to cry again and I pulled her over into a hug. “I'll never be a mother.”
 
   “Don't worry, Sam, we'll think of something.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “What do you mean you can't think of anything?” I whined to Odin, who I'd gone to for help with Samantha's problem.
 
   “You could go to a fertility goddess,” he shook his head sadly, “but I'm not on good terms with any personally and I doubt a goddess on the other side of this war will help Samantha. I truly am sorry.”
 
   “You don't know of any I could ask?” This was ridiculous. Why did they get to be called gods if they couldn't do something as simple as help a woman conceive a child? “Or someone Sam could ask? I'm sure she'd have no problem begging someone to help her and if it's money they want, we'll take care of that.”
 
   “Well, there was Sif but you...”
 
   “Beheaded her,” I groaned and sat back heavily against the couch.
 
   We were seated in the sunken circular area in our bedroom, on the couch that went almost all the way around the circle, breaking only for the two steps that led down into it. In the center of the circle, a fire raged in the hearth, its smoke flowing up the tube that hovered over it.
 
   “I know of a few but most wouldn't help you and the others, I have no way of locating.”
 
   “Like who?” I leaned forward. “Give me some names and I'll have the wolves look for them.”
 
   “Frigg's a fertility goddess but I don't think she'd be inclined to help.”
 
   “Frigg, you're ex-wife Frigg?” 
 
   “No,” Odin gave me a tortured expression. “A different Frigg, of course my ex-wife. There's also Freyr and Freyja but they're kinda close to Frigg, so you can see the problem there.”
 
   “Yeah,” I sighed.
 
   “There's a few Hindu gods but they can be hard to get a hold of and a lot of times, gods who people associate with fertility aren't really that kind of fertility gods. Fertility is one of those magics that seems to get stacked on with other things and unless you specialize in it, you'd only be able to do the basics, like help crops grow or help a woman who is capable of conceiving get pregnant. To actually reverse sterility, and in a Froekn who already has their own magic,” he shrugged, “that's a delicate task that I'm afraid most won't be up to, and those who might be able to do it, probably won't want to try.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Magic can go wrong,” he lifted a brow, “you should know that, being a witch. Just as it's difficult for us to kill each other, it's also difficult for us to go against the magic that sustains us.”
 
   “But Teharon heals gods all the time,” my face lit up, “Teharon!”
 
   “See, you're not getting it,” Odin held a hand out to me. “Teharon does what his magic is meant to do, he doesn't go against it, he doesn't work against our magic when he heals us... and no, he can't heal Samantha, this is not a disease, that's what I'm trying to explain to you. This is how the magic has chosen to manifest in her. It's decided that she is the end of her line.”
 
   “The end of her line?” I frowned. “The Froekn have been making babies for centuries, why would it shut off in her?”
 
   “You just answered your own question.”
 
   “What?” I was going to throttle him. 
 
   “The magic that makes the Froekn wolves, comes from Fenrir,” Odin sighed and I knew he was about to tell me something I wouldn't like. “Fenrir took a lot of sacrifices and the wolves became assassins, they were using those dead as sacrifices too. Now that they don't do that anymore, the magic is stretching thin I suspect. It can't sustain any more of them, so it won't allow anymore of them to be born.”
 
   “Are you telling me that I've doomed the Froekn to infertility because I had a problem with them being assassins?” I nearly screamed.
 
   “They live forever, Vervain,” he patted my leg. “This is hardly a bad side effect.”
 
   “It is when my best friend wants nothing more than to have little werewolf-werelion babies!”
 
   “Samantha will get over it.”
 
   “She'll get over it?” I gave an affronted laugh. “Are you fucking kidding me? No, I refuse to believe there's no one who can help her.”
 
   “As I said,” he started again with his patient tone that was making me really pissed off for some reason. “Those that can, may not want to try because Samantha's magic has made her sterile and to reverse that would be to go against the magic. It could have serious repercussions for both parties.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don't know,” he spread out his hands, “it's never been done. It's really too bad that Aphrodite's powers weren't true fertility, you know some think of her as a fertility goddess, but alas, she's one of those who could only make herself fertile.”
 
   “She made herself fertile?”
 
   “Why do you think she had so many children?” He laughed at my dismay.
 
   “Not as much as Eris did, and that bitch couldn't have been a fertility goddess.”
 
   “You are correct,” Odin grimaced. “If you did have the fertility magic though, you'd probably be the only goddess who could pull this off without a hitch.”
 
   “How's that?”
 
   “You aren't fully a goddess,” he shrugged. “Just as you can kill us easily due to your mortal blood, you'd probably be the only one who could alter the magic for the same reason.”
 
   “Like when I changed Horus' magic,” I whispered.
 
   “You changed Horus' magic?” He was fascinated.
 
   “Yeah, back when I first found out that I could take magic away from gods,” I thought back to that day in Ull's apartment. The way I pulled power from the earth and then thought to play a joke on the gods and see if I could pull power from them. It had worked a little too well. “They were all watching me work a spell and I took a little energy from everyone there. I didn't know I could, just thought I'd give it a try since you guys have been taking from us for so long.”
 
   “There is that,” Odin nodded as if to prompt me to continue.
 
   “Well I spooked them and then they told me why they were spooked and it spooked me. Horus made a movement toward me and I threw my hand out in defense, automatically. It sent some of his power back to him but it was different. I don't know if my fear twisted it or what but it made him shift in a different way than he normally does. He had the head and wings of a falcon with the body of a man.” 
 
   “Holy shit,” he whispered. “You can change the magic.”
 
   “Well that's it then,” I said softly as a thought occurred to me. “I just happen to know of a fertility goddess I want dead.”
 
   “Demeter,” Odin's face went slack.
 
   “Is she a true fertility goddess?”
 
   “Yes but-”
 
   “Then there's the solution, I'll take her magic.”
 
   “No, Vervain,” Odin sucked in a breath but I cut him off.
 
   “We'll try to find someone else but her magic isn't another beast, so I wouldn't have to worry about that confusion. I think I could handle it.”
 
   “You don't know that,” he took my hand. “Vervain, you've almost lost your sanity.”
 
   “Yeah,” I shrugged, “couple of times, so what?”
 
   “What if this magic is the last straw for your already fragile mind? We both know it's gone dark. Demeter isn't a good person, to say the least, so her magic will need taming.”
 
   “Unless, like Love, it wants to be good again,” I smiled gently at him. “Look, I don't even know when I'll have a shot at Demeter again, this may be a moot point. We can try to find someone else to help Sam before then.”
 
   “I have a feeling that this search will not be fruitful,” he grimaced, “no pun intended.”
 
   “Hey, what about Persephone? She does that growing thing.”
 
   “She's one of those who's fertility is limited to plants,” Odin shook his head distractedly as I deflated. “I don't like this, Vervain.”
 
   “Well, who else you got? Can you think of anyone?”
 
   “Well, there's Eostre, she'd probably help you, I'm told she's very sweet, but I'm also told she's even more of a hippie than Jesus is. She's always off communing with Nature and she's definitely into free love, if you get my meaning.”
 
   “Odin, after all the times people have called me a whore, I really don't appreciate you implying the same about some goddess that you've never even met.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” he cleared his throat and turned a little red. “I was merely repeating what I'd been told.”
 
   “Well, keep that part to yourself. Who else?”
 
   “Well, ah, Epona, but I'm not certain her magic will work on humans since her thing is horses.”
 
   “Oh crap, that's awkward at best.”
 
   “Yeah, you might want to let Samantha approach Thor's ex-girlfriend if you decide to ask,” Odin smirked.
 
   “You're an ass,” I made a face at him. “A giant red baboon's ass.”
 
   “Are you referring to those primates with the bulbous buttocks that are bright red?”
 
   “Bulbous bright buttocks!” I clapped my hands in delight. “That's wonderful, I have to remember that, and yes, I am.”
 
   “That's fairly offensive,” he frowned.
 
   “Yes, that was the point, keep up. Now anyone else? Don't you have a god list or something?” 
 
   “No, Vervain, I don't have a telephone book of the gods. You could probably Google it. Go ask Torrent.”
 
   “That's actually not such a bad idea,” I raised my brows. 
 
   “I don't want you getting hurt just because Samantha wants a baby,” Odin got serious again.
 
   “I have the emerald,” I lifted the emerald pendant he'd given me, that had the power to siphon the magic of a god into the earth. “If I do get a chance at Demeter and the power becomes too much for me, I promise I'll release it, just let it flow through me like with Eris and Iktomi.”
 
   “Okay,” he sighed. “I guess that's probably the best I'm going to get from you.”
 
   “Taking Demeter's magic would kill two birds with one stone; one of them, a big golden booby bird.” I laughed, picturing the uptight goddess as a fluffy bird.
 
   “Just make sure the second bird isn't you.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   I had just finished pouring myself a cup of coffee when an unknown man walked into the kitchen. Without even thinking about it, I shifted my hands into claws and sank into a defensive position. 
 
   He immediately started to scream and my mouth fell open as he flung his hands up over his head and backed away from me, out into the hallway, until he hit the far wall. Then he just stood there cowering and screaming.
 
   “What the hell?” I eased forward a little a peered at him.
 
   “Griffin!” Teharon came running down the hallway toward us. He took the guy by the shoulders and shook him gently until the man finally stopped screaming and lowered his arms. “It's okay, you're safe here. I promise you, you're safe.”
 
   “Teharon,” I waved a hand at the man. “Who is this and why was he screaming bloody murder?”
 
   “This is Griffin,” Teharon continued to use a calming tone and I noticed his hands had a light glow about them where they touched Griffin. “He's one of Demeter's victims.”
 
   “Oh shit, right,” I groaned. “I forgot, I'm so sorry, Griffin. I didn't know who you were and you kind of surprised me.”
 
   Griffin looked over at me, his bright blue eyes widening as they fixed on my claws. He cringed and began to whimper. I cursed under my breath and changed my claws back to regular hands.
 
   “There, see,” I held up my hands. “All better.”
 
   “I'm going to take him back to his room,” Teharon started easing Griffin down the hallway.
 
   “How many of them are left?” I frowned when Griffin hunched his shoulders and started crying. “Are they all like this?”
 
   “No, most of them are fine,” Teharon grimaced, “a little damaged but nothing time won't heal. They're all still here but they should be on their way soon, they all have families who are missing them. Griffin is the worst case, I'm not sure I can heal him.”
 
   “So we may have to commit him?” I followed them down the hall. “I really don't want to do that.”
 
   “Neither do I,” Teharon sighed. “Hold on a second, let me get him settled.”
 
   Teharon walked Griffin over to a chair in one of our guest rooms. The man fell heavily into it and instantly covered his beautiful but stricken face with his hands. He ran them up his face and into his blond hair, spiking it out in all directions.
 
   “I'll go get you some lunch, Griffin,” Teharon said gently. “You just wait here.”
 
   He came back out into the hallway and closed the door behind him. His demeanor changed immediately, the soft look on his face turning brittle with frustration. He gestured back toward the kitchen and we started walking.
 
   “She has totally destroyed his mind,” Teharon huffed. “Griffin is barely able to speak and when he does, it's usually to beg to not be hurt anymore. He may eventually, with serious therapy and heavy medications, come around but honestly, the most merciful course of action may be a swift death.”
 
   “What?” I made it back to my coffee but was too shocked to even reach for it. “No, no way. I brought Kirill back from insanity, we can bring Griffin back too.”
 
   “This is not an Intare, Vervain,” Teharon sank onto a kitchen stool and began to pour his own cup of coffee. “This is a human. They are much more fragile than gods and he's not accustomed to our world. It was shock layered upon abuse and it broke him.”
 
   “You're telling me there's nothing left in there,” I focused on Teharon sharply. “No piece of the man he was? Are you absolutely sure we can't bring him back?”
 
   “Look, we can wait,” he took a sip of coffee and sighed. “We can give it a month or two if you really want but frankly, it seems like more needless torture to me.”
 
   “I can't just kill a guy after rescuing him,” I searched Teharon's face but it was filled only with compassion and a heavy sadness. He didn't want to kill Griffin either but he truly didn't see another way to help him.
 
   “What about his family?” I grasped at straws. “Don't they deserve closure?”
 
   “Griffin has no family,” Teharon put the cup down and got up to start making the lunatic's lunch. “It may be what pushed him over the edge. He had no one to remember, no one to help him get through the horrors.”
 
   “Oh fuck,” I rubbed a hand over my face. “Okay, I know you think this is cruel but can we just give it a little time and see if he starts to improve?”
 
   “Alright, Vervain,” Teharon shook his head, he knew I was delaying the inevitable but he understood why. “We can wait a little longer.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “I need to go into Faerie,” I said to Trevor as I walked into our bedroom.
 
   He was on the couch in the sitting area near the bathroom, which had a nice view of the butterfly courtyard. From inside our bedroom you could see little areas that you couldn't see from the path that ran through it. I actually loved standing at the glass and watching the butterflies wander through the secret nooks, looking like they were alone in a peaceful jungle, but Trevor wasn't looking at the butterflies. He was reading a book, which he put down to give me an irate look.
 
   “Well, hello to you too.”
 
   “I'm sorry,” I went over and gave him a kiss. “Hi, Honey-Eyes, I gotta go into Faerie. I'll be right back.”
 
   I held up my left hand. My father's ring(funny how I still couldn't think of it as mine, or maybe I just enjoyed the thought that I was wearing something of his) glowed on my pointer finger. It had the power to take me anywhere in time but it had limits. I traveled alone, no passengers, and if I went into my past, I could only relive it, not change it. I couldn't save people from or prevent death, and I couldn't change something that the ring felt had to be. I could however, use it to travel to Faerie, stay practically indefinitely (well, up to two and a half years before Trevor started to suffer from my absence), and then return to the God Realm in the exact time I'd left. It made my visits to Faerie a lot easier for everyone to take.
 
   “You sound like there's a reason for the visit,” Trevor searched my face. “Well, beyond seeing the dragon.”
 
   “There is.”
 
   I'd already told Trevor about Samantha but I hadn't told him what Odin had said, so he didn't know everything yet. I wasn't sure how he was going to take the news that we'd made the Froekn infertile. I was kind of hoping I'd be able to go into Faerie and find a cure before I had to tell him but I was so bad at lying to him and he deserved to know. So I gently explained while I carefully watched his face for radical shifts of emotion.
 
   “She can't have children because of me,” Trevor's face fell. “Because we don't kill anymore?”
 
   “Possibly,” I swallowed hard. “Do you want them to return to assassinating people?”
 
   “No, I don't,” he frowned, “but the choice isn't mine to make. I have to tell them, let them decide for themselves.”
 
   “We don't know if everyone is affected,” I patted his arm. “Samantha is one of the younger wolves. It may be only affecting some of the Froekn.”
 
   “The rest will have to get tested,” Trevor nodded. “At least those who want children. Fenrir will be upset, he loves kids and it's been a long time since there's been any in the pack.”
 
   “Obviously he likes children,” I smiled to try and lighten the mood, “there's like billions of you guys.”
 
   “Or maybe a couple hundred,” Trevor huffed and smiled back. “Looks like I need to head out too.”
 
   “There may be another solution,” I put a hand on his arm before he could get up. “I could take Demeter's power. Odin believes I'd be able to alter the magic that's causing Samantha to be sterile, if I had fertility magic of my own.”
 
   “I don't know if I like the idea of you taking on more magic,” he shook his head.
 
   “I know, Odin said something similar but it'll only be a last resort. I'm going to Faerie to see if maybe there's some fey magic that could help.”
 
   “Oh,” Trevor's eyes went wide. “I bet there is. That's a great idea.”
 
   “Good, I'm glad we're on the same page,” I got up and he followed suit. “Tell Fenrir I'm going to try my best to make things right.”
 
   “Don't worry,” he kissed me, “we'll think of something.”
 
   The same words I'd said to Samantha, except now they sounded somehow ominous.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   I walked back into the bedroom a few minutes later, with conflicting emotions and a new problem. There was no fey fertility spell. In fact, Faerie was suffering from infertility herself. I'd completely forgotten that the High King had already told me about the fey and their trouble conceiving. Several lines had even come close to dying out. It was one of the reasons he'd decided to open the path to the Human Realm again. He thought an infusion of human blood might help the fey become more fertile.
 
   What King Cian hadn't told me was that it was becoming even more difficult for the fey to conceive. Fey birth rate had been declining ever since the way to the Human Realm had been closed, over five hundred years ago in human time, which translated to fifteen thousand years for the fey. Fifteen thousand!
 
   It had never occurred to me that Arach had been alive for so long. He always spoke to me with references to time in the Human Realm so I could understand. I never did the math, never realized that a century in the Human Realm equaled to three thousand years in Faerie... give or take a few hundred years. Time wasn't ever exact there. So basically Arach was older than dirt.
 
   The only fey who still managed to procreate every once in awhile were what the sidhe referred to as lesser fey, or pretty much non-sidhe(elitist bastards, kind of serves them right that the lessers are the only ones making babies). The birthrate for the sidhe steadily declined until it stopped all together. There hadn't been a sidhe birth for over two thousand years.
 
   So no, I didn't find anything to help Samantha. On top of that, Arach pointed out to me that if I did, by some miracle, find a way to help Samantha conceive, I'd be forcing the Froekn magic to find another way to conserve its resources. If a new life was made, a life would have to be taken in order to provide it with the magic needed to be a werewolf. That was an unacceptable risk which I had no idea how to circumvent.
 
   Unfortunately, even though I'd been in Faerie for over two months this time, I hadn't had the time to focus on Sam's problem long enough to come up with a solution. Instead, I'd been drawn into a crime that had been perpetrated against the fey, playing the part of detective to the best of my abilities. By abilities, I mean things I learned from watching Criminal Minds, Law & Order, and CSI. I'm not a detective, I only watch them on TV. Amazingly enough, it kind of worked. I got further than the fey did at least.
 
   But my investigations had only sent me back to where I'd started, mainly here, Pride Palace. The evidence I'd found had pointed an accusing finger at a god. The magic remnant left at the scene of the crime and the hints given to me by Faerie herself indicated that the culprit was not only a god but a god affiliated with darkness. There happened to be a god who fit the bill exactly. He was a god of darkness and he'd been granted entrance to Faerie at least twice. Kanaloa.
 
   He'd helped me and Trevor catch a kelpie named Kael who had tried to murder me... twice. Kael had escaped into the ocean and I was loathe to follow him. Kanaloa had walked out of the water just as we were trying to figure out what to do. He'd offered to go in and apprehend Kael for us if we in turn got him into Faerie. It was all rather convenient and now, in light of the fey abductions, a little suspicious.
 
   So I was back in my bedroom at Pride Palace and there was no one else there except my gray tabby cat, Nick, who stared apathetically at me from the bed.
 
   “Don't you even miss me anymore?” I gave him a suffering look but he just huffed at me and started grooming himself.
 
   It made me reminisce about the days that I'd hunted the gods alone, leaving Nick with an automatic cat feeder and a kitty door so he could go outside. I had an agreement with my friend Jackson that he would come over and check on Nick when I “went out of town for a few days”. I hated leaving Nick alone, not knowing if I'd even make it home again, but now I didn't have to worry anymore. If I didn't make it home, the Intare would feed and look after Nick, in fact, he was getting fat from all the treats they liked to give him. He was also getting less and less concerned with my absences. I used to get a kitty lecture every time I came home from a particularly long run. Now, he barely noticed. At least he still slept in my bed. I smiled and went over to give him some scratches, it was just me and him for the longest time and often Nick was the only thing that kept me sane. He was like a little furry child.
 
   “I'll love you forever, fur face,” I kissed the top of his head when he started purring. I used to cart him back and forth between the Human and God Realms but now I just left him at Pride Palace. He was safer there and could hunt small critters while his new buddies brought down the larger game. It really was a cat paradise and he seemed really happy there. I gave him one last scratch and then looked around the empty room again.
 
   I recalled that Trevor had said he was going to speak to Fenrir about the problems with the Froekn's fertility, so he was understandably absent and Kirill hadn't been in the room when I'd left. I wondered if Trevor even told him I was going. I went out looking for him.
 
   It actually took awhile to find him, he was downstairs in the fitness room, lifting weights. I walked in ready to tell him all about what had happened in Faerie but when I saw him laid out across a bench, his long hair in a braid dangling on the floor, I was struck speechless.
 
   All he had on was a loose pair of workout shorts and the expanse of skin on display had a sheen of sweat coating it. His muscles were straining as he lifted a bar holding a ridiculous amount of weight and the way they tightened and then released was fascinating for me.
 
   His face was all hard lines, eyes set on the bar as he lowered and raised it, and I watched avidly as a bead of sweat dripped down the side of his face and into his hair. His stomach tightened with every move, the muscles along its sides coming into sharp relief. I had to hold onto the doorway so I didn't fall over.
 
   “I'm never going to finish zis set if you keep staring at me like zat,” he growled, startling me out of my reverie.
 
   “I, uh,” I cleared my throat. “I just came to tell you- when did you start lifting weights?”
 
   “You came down here to ask when I started working out?” He replaced the weight bar and sat up on the bench.
 
   “No,” I laughed. “I came to tell you about my trip to Faerie but your weight lifting distracted me.”
 
   “It's not really necessary,” he shrugged, “but sometimes it just feels good.”
 
   “You can say that again,” I sighed as I watched him towel off.
 
   “Tima,” he laughed, “just come here already.”
 
   I smiled and hurried over to run my hands across his wide shoulders as I stood before him. His hands went around my waist and he lifted his face to mine. I was happy to oblige him, setting my lips to his and giving in to the arousal that was building. His hands swept down and under the short dress I was wearing, lifting up the material so he could pull down my panties.
 
   “What are you doing?” I pulled back to look around us. The room was empty besides us but the door was wide open and anyone could walk in.
 
   “It vill be more exciting,” he grinned and laid back down on the bench, pulling me across his lap.
 
   I spared one last look for the door and then gave in. What the hell? This was my home, if one of my lions walked in he'd get an eyeful but he'd hardly find offense in it. I pulled the shorts off Kirill and settled back over him. I was about to get right down to business but he stopped me, lifted the weight bar, and lowered it to the ground behind his head in a dextrous maneuver that had me concerned for his triceps.
 
   He pulled me forward, I had to climb around the vertical bars the weight bar rested on but it was so worth it. He set his mouth to me immediately and began working such magic on me that I had to lean back against the bars for support. His hands slid up my sides, pushing up my dress until I got the hint and pulled it off, then they were coasting over the lace of my bra, rubbing my nipples to hard points beneath the thin fabric as I started shaking through my first climax. I slid back over him but again he stopped me from taking him inside me.
 
   “Not like zis,” he sat up and put me on my feet so he could stand. “Kneel on the bench, you can brace yourself on the bars.”
 
   I blinked at the command in his tone, Kirill had never been like this, he let Trevor take the alpha role. It was kind of exciting to see him behaving more confidently, so I did as he said and knelt on the bench. I wasn't sure how well it was going to work since the narrow bench meant I had to keep my thighs pressed together but when he pushed me forward a little and had me brace myself on the bars, it opened me enough that he could slide right in.
 
   I sighed with delight and he groaned, the pressure of my thighs was actually adding to the pleasure, pushing him up deeper into me. His hands went to my hips and I was soon glad that I had the bars to hold onto. He began slamming into me wildly and the thought of someone walking in the door and catching us like that threw me over into another violent orgasm.
 
   He pulled me up after I crested and laid me back on the bench to start yet another round. He lifted my legs up, feet at his shoulders and gripped me firmly around the waist. It was a new version of Kirill and I was enjoying it entirely.
 
   We had sex in several more positions and somewhere in the middle of it all I realized that the Intare didn't have to catch us in the act, as soon as they scented the air down here, they'd know what we'd been up to. I couldn't bring myself to care though, it was just too wonderful. By the time the screaming stopped, I was just as sweaty as he was and we were laid out across each other on the floor.
 
   “You vanted to tell me somezing?” He smirked at me and trailed his hand up my hip.
 
   “Oh,” I huffed a laugh. “Right.”
 
   I told him about what was going on in Faerie and how Kanaloa was our main suspect. He was shocked, he'd met Kanaloa and liked him. Kirill couldn't believe that he'd be capable of murdering faeries.
 
   “But vhy vould he do zat?” Kirill sat up and handed me my dress before he pulled on his shorts. “It makes no sense.”
 
   “Why does anyone do evil things?” I shrugged and put on the dress, then gathered my underwear. “He may have his own reasons or he may be innocent. I don't know but I need to find out.”
 
   “Ve can set some Intare on it,” Kirill stood and helped me up. “I'll get Darius to put together a team and ve vill have Kanaloa tracked.”
 
   “What about when he goes underwater?” I frowned, wondering if it was even possible to keep tabs on an ocean god.
 
   “It's Hawaii,” Kirill laughed, “and ve have about a dozen lions who look like surfers. Zey can hang out at beach all day and it von't even be like vork for zem. Zey can even snorkel or scuba dive if zey have to.”
 
   “Oh,” I blinked and then laughed in relief. “I hadn't thought about that. Now there's only one thing left to do.”
 
   “Vat's zat?”
 
   “Take a shower.”
 
   “Da,” he grinned and threw me over his shoulder. “Or maybe bath.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   After we took a long bath in our gigantic tub, we had Darius assemble a team of Intare he trusted to do spy work and who also could pass for surfers. Then we went into the dining room to have some lunch and talk things over.
 
   Mid-conversation, Trevor returned and we had to explain the situation all over again to him. He agreed that it would be best to set some lions on him to investigate, we needed some proof before we could do anything more.
 
   “But how did it go with Fenrir?” I asked before we could get too involved with the Kanaloa matter.
 
   “As well as it could have,” Trevor sighed. “He's upset of course but he's not surprised. He knew where the energy came from and he suspected there might be some complications at some point.”
 
   “Is he mad at me?” I gave him my worried face.
 
   “No,” Trevor waved away my concern. “Why would he be mad at you?”
 
   “Because you opened the club for me,” I used my duh voice. “I'm the reason we're having this problem.”
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor shook his head, “every one of the Froekn we employ are adults, way older than you by the way, and they are responsible for their own choices. They have also been notified of the issue and if they so choose, they can quit working at Moonshine and go back to the old way.”
 
   “Did any of them quit?” I wondered if we'd have to replace all the wolves with lions.
 
   “Not yet,” he shrugged. “They're going to think about it but they seemed hesitant to return to their old lives.”
 
   “They did?”
 
   “Assassinating people isn't the easiest job,” Trevor grimaced, “no matter what Fenrir says. “Most of the Froekn were happy to make the switch. I don't think any of them will go back to killing for a living, no matter what the cost. And before you ask, no of them are mad at you either.”
 
   “Oh,” I sighed, deflating with relief. “Good. Thank you.”
 
   “They're your family, Minn Elska,” he leaned over and kissed my cheek. “They love you.”
 
   “I love them too,” I took a deep breath. “Okay, now let's move on to helping my other family. What should we do about Kanaloa?”
 
   “Don't worry, Tima,” Darius flipped back his shoulder length blond hair in a very surfer way and smiled. “We got this.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I was looking over the collection of video surveillance equipment with Trevor, Kirill, and the Intare chosen for the mission, when Darius walked into the common room. I glanced up to nod hello and then did a double take.
 
   He was wearing a beige trench coat and a fedora, very Humphrey Bogart as Sam Spade. He struck a pose at the end of the table and smirked at me.
 
   “I don't mind a reasonable amount of trouble,” he quoted Sam Spade perfectly.
 
   “That's cute, Bogie,” I smirked back, “but you're not after the Maltese Falcon, you're after the Hawaiian God of the Sea. You need to look more beach and less black and white film star.”
 
   “No problem,” he threw open the trench to reveal the board shorts he was wearing beneath. “I'll save the trench for later.”
 
   “You better put some pants on if you wear it later,” I looked him up and down, “or you'll have people thinking you want to show them your privates, not be a private eye.”
 
   “It does look a little pervy without the long pants,” Aidan, one of my lions, observed.
 
   “Even with the hat?” Darius looked distraught.
 
   “Especially with the hat,” Aidan rolled his eyes.
 
   “Alright, you spoilers of sport,” Darius pouted. “You ruiners of fun, you poopers of parties-”
 
   “Enough!” I held up my hand before he could go any further. “The annoying ramble is my schtick and I will not stand by and watch you defile it.”
 
   “Funny you should use the word defile,” Aidan was shaking his head at Darius, “because that's one of the first words that popped into my head when Dare started opening that trench. I paired it with the word innocence though.”
 
   “Yeah,” Trevor looked like he'd tasted something sour, “I'm right there with ya, buddy.” He fist bumped Aidan.
 
   “Hey,” Darius looked affronted. “This is a very cool look.”
 
   “Ven you have pants,” Kirill gave Darius a bland look. “Not so much vith shorts no one can see.”
 
   “I give up,” Darius yanked off the trench and threw it over the back of one of the couches. “Just give me my damn camera.”
 
   “Here, you can have one of the waterproof ones,” Trevor divvied out the spy loot as the lions went over their plan of attack.
 
   Kanaloa was known to prefer Kailua Beach, leaning more toward the Lanikai section which was in front of a very posh residential area. We suspected that he had a house in the area but hadn't been able to confirm it yet. It was one of the things the boys were going to try and ascertain.
 
   They were going to trace into Moonshine and use the van Trevor kept for when we had to do anything in Hawaii in a group. They'd drive out to Kailua and basically hang out at the beach all day, stalking the Hawaiian god.
 
   So the four of them headed out and Trevor, Kirill, and I got to stay home for once. It was a strange feeling, sitting back and waiting for someone else to get the job done but this was one time I just plain couldn't go along, Kanaloa would recognize me in a heartbeat. Plus, I hated the beach.
 
   I know, I know, who could possibly hate the beach? Especially when I was born and raised in Hawaii. Well, I've ranted about this before so I'll save you the tirade and just sum it up by saying that I don't like the sticky feeling of salt on my skin or the burning blast of the sun, and I really hate that evil sand that gets in places you didn't even know you had until the motivated sand discovered it. The SSS I called it, salt, sun, and sand. Okay, I'm done.
 
   “So what do you guys wanna do?”
 
   “Actually,” Trevor got serious. “I wanted to talk to you about that crazy guy we have staying with us.”
 
   “Oh,” my face fell, “you mean Griffin.”
 
   “Yeah, Griffin,” Trevor gave me a sympathetic look.
 
   “I understand, Tima,” Kirill said and he did, he would understand better than anyone because he was Griffin at one point. The only difference was, I was able to save Kirill through the lioness magic. I didn't have that bond with Griffin.
 
   “I understand too,” Trevor took my hand and led me over to one of the couches while Kirill followed. “I know you you think if you just wait long enough the answer will come but you can't save everyone, Minn Elska.”
 
   “I know I can't save everyone,” I sighed, “but that doesn't mean I just give up either. He's still alive, that counts for something.”
 
   “Barely,” Trevor's lips thinned out. “He tried to kill himself the other day.”
 
   “What?” I gaped at him. “When? Why didn't I know about this?”
 
   “Only Teharon knew,” Trevor shrugged, “and he just told me.”
 
   “Tima,” Kirill took my hand. “He vants to die, maybe you should respect his vishes.”
 
   “Did you want to die?” I settled my gaze on Kirill and he had the grace to blush.
 
   “Da,” Kirill's teeth clenched. “I vanted to die but I also vanted to kill. I vas insane, beyond hope of redemption from all but my Tima. You cannot  do same zing for him, he is human.”
 
   “What did Teharon do?” I sidestepped Kirill's point.
 
   “He's put him into a sort of recuperative state,” Trevor shook his head. “Vervain, that's not a way to recover from mental illness and yet Teharon's afraid to take him out of it for fear of him harming himself or trying to harm others. This man needs to either be put down mercifully or put into a human hospital.”
 
   “Humans can do nozing for him,” Kirill shook his head.
 
   “So I should just kill him?” I looked at them in shock. “Just give up and put him down like a lame horse? No, I won't.”
 
   “You don't have to be the one to do it,” Trevor met my gaze with a steady one of his own. “You know you don't have to do all the dirty work.”
 
   “We're not killing him,” I stood and glared at two of the men I loved more than anyone else in all the realms. “Don't either of you dare touch him without talking to me first either. Do you understand me?”
 
   “I understand,” Trevor sighed.
 
   “Nyet,” Kirill growled and stood to face me. “Ve vill vait on killing him but don't speak to me or Trevor like zat. Do you understand me?”
 
   Holy shit. I gaped at Kirill a moment, me and Trevor both. Who the hell was this man? And yet, he was right.
 
   “Okay,” I reached out and touched his shoulder gently. “You're right, I'm sorry I spoke like that. I just can't have his blood on my hands. Give me some time to think of something, I just have a feeling that he's important, that if I kill him now, I will regret it later.”
 
   “Vhy didn't you just say zat?” Kirill smiled and pulled me into a hug. “I trust you. Ve trust you and ve trust your instincts. If you say you need him to stay alive for now, zen ve keep him alive.”
 
   “I'll let Teharon know,” Trevor nodded. “Kirill's right, Minn Elska, you could have just told us that.”
 
   “Yeah well, I have brief moments of stupidity.”
 
   “Brief?” Trevor raised a brow and I pulled out of Kirill's hug so I could punch him in the arm.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The roar of battle rushed in my ears and my war magic lifted up inside my chest in excitement. The scent of musk and man was on the breeze and that called to me as well but it brought a different magic to the surface. My lioness. I had to push her back down, I didn't want to change into a lioness today. I needed to get some training in as a woman.
 
   I looked across the training field we had set up to the side of the palace. It was battle maneuvers day and we had my lion army split in two, Fallon leading one half and I the other. Darius would normally be leading them as I watched but since he was out on his spy mission, it was up to me to take his place and I can't say I wasn't thrilled.
 
   I trained one on one with the Intare at least twice a week. When people are out to kill you practically all the time, and those people happen to be gods and faeries, you need to make sure to keep up the survival training. So I practiced with wooden swords and sometimes in lion form with differing partners so I didn't get used to anyone's style but knowing how to maneuver in a battle scenario was important too and I was glad to be actively participating.
 
   We had started these training sessions at Roarke's suggestion and he took great pleasure in watching and critiquing us. I didn't mind because generally, his critiques were helpful. It was nice to have a cat-sidhe advising you on battle technique. In Faerie the term cat fight has much more menacing connotations and Roarke was a Prince of the cat-sidhe, a title earned through battle skill not given by birthright.
 
   His skill was evident when he was on the training field with the Intare and though you'd think he was way outclassed, a cat among lions, no lion ever got the better of him and he earned the Intare's respect quickly. They now listened to every advice he gave, concerning warfare at least, and he was a welcome participant on the training field. I looked over to where he was watching on the sidelines and gave him a smile.
 
   “Attack!” I shouted and led my side forward in a controlled run.
 
   Fallon's group launched forward as we did and met us in the middle. It was a spectacular clash of lions and men(and two women, me and Samantha, who was on Fallon's side of course). I had a portion of my Intare in lion form and the rest in man, this gave us the best of both worlds and it was a technique we had adopted to the point of being automatic. Fallon's side was mixed as well so it was an even playing field. We had each come up with our own tactics though and it was that which would win the day.
 
   I was excited to see if my idea would work and I nodded to the group of lions to set the plan into action. They ran in formation toward the edges of Fallon's group and Fallon's group turned to face them, half expecting us to split and try to hem them in from both sides but the group I had sent was large and didn't all stay to fight. As they ran around Fallon's army, lions broke off to keep the perimeter as the rest ran on. They made a complete circle around Fallon and his fighters, coming back around to meet up with me and my Intare who had remained in human form. We penned them in in less than two minutes.
 
   It was a done deal from there.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   “So he does live in Lanikai,” I looked over the video the boys had collected of Kanaloa walking out of a beautiful two-story house right on the beach. “Who's that with him?”
 
   There was a lovely raven-haired beauty on his arm, clad only in a string bikini and looking fantastic. I swallowed back my envy over her perfect body(yet another reason I hated the beach, all those gorgeous women in bikinis flaunting their stuff) and looked closer. There was something off about her, her features looked too perfect, almost like plastic.
 
   “We don't know,” Darius answered, “but we think she's fey.”
 
   “What?” Alarm bells went off in my head, this was looking worse and worse for Kanaloa. “Why do you think that?”
 
   “She has some kind of glamor going on,” Dexter, one of my lions, shook his shaggy blond hair out of his eyes and nodded to her with his nose. It was such a surfer move, I wanted to applaud. “But it's not god magic, we think it's fey.”
 
   “Damn,” I looked over the footage again and sure enough, when I focused I was able to catch subtle glimmers around her. They were very brief as the camera couldn't hold onto magic as well as a god made device could have, but they were definitely there and they were definitely faerie. “You're right, she's a fey. The question is, what kind of fey?”
 
   “And why is she with Kanaloa?” Trevor asked.
 
   “I think the why is pretty obvious,” Darius fast forwarded to show us Kanaloa and the faerie making out on the beach.
 
   “Huh,” I chewed at my lip. “This could be nothing, a mere dalliance, or it could be the perfect reason for murder.”
 
   “How so?” Trevor looked over at me.
 
   “What motivates a man to kill?” I lifted a brow.
 
   “Money, power, and sex,” Darius answered.
 
   “I would have said love but sex will work in a pinch,” I shrugged.
 
   “That's what he said,” Darius laughed.
 
   “Huh?” Kirill frowned at Darius.
 
   “It's a joke man,” Dare clapped him on his back. “You know, sex will work in a pinch... that's what he said.”
 
   “I don't get it,” Kirill continued to frown.
 
   “Maybe Tima will show you later,” Darius wagged his eyebrows at Kirill and Kirill started to growl. “Whoa,” Dare backed away, “just another joke, relax.”
 
   “Kirill?” I looked him over. “Are you okay? You've been kind of different lately.”
 
   “I'm fine,” Kirill waved my concern away. “It's nothing.”
 
   “He's having a mid-life crisis,” Darius dared another joke but he backed away more while he said it. “Just go buy yourself a sports car and get over it, dude.”
 
   “Don't call me dude,” Kirill narrowed his eyes on Darius.
 
   “I'm just keeping in my surfer persona,” Darius shrugged.
 
   “Can you even have a mid-life crisis when you live forever?” I pondered.
 
   “I think Dad had one once,” Trevor looked thoughtful. “He got one of the female wolves to redecorate the Hall. It's how the tracing room ended up looking like a Baroque parlor.”
 
   “Oh, it makes so much more sense now,” I nodded.
 
   “Does anyone want to know what else we found out?” Aidan rolled his eyes.
 
   “Oh, there's more?” I jolted out of my reverie.
 
   “Not really,” Darius gave Aidan a look. “Just normal stuff. He stayed at the beach awhile with his little faerie friend and then they walked around Kailua, had lunch, and went home.”
 
   “Okay, keep watching him,” I picked up a still shot of the faerie woman. “This may take awhile but we need to know who this faerie is and if Kanaloa is involved in the murders.”
 
   “Okay,” Darius nodded, “I left Caleb with him, he's watching the house. We're going to continue watching him in shifts, and I'll let you know if we find anything more.”
 
   “How is he watching him?” I knew he'd get kicked off the beach at night.
 
   “He's in the van,” Darius shrugged, “We parked it on the street and then put a go away spell on it.”
 
   “A what?” My lions always had the cutest names for god spells.
 
   “It's a spell that makes people stay away from something,” Trevor explained. “They'll see the van but they won't think anything of it and they'll leave it alone.”
 
   “Oh, sweet,” I nodded. “Good thinking, that area probably wouldn't appreciate a beat up van parked on its street.”
 
   “And we don't want Kanaloa noticing it either,” Aidan nodded. “Don't worry, Tima, we got it all under control.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   “She's definitely a faerie,” since the boys had set up the surveillance van, I thought I'd pop down and take a look myself. With a pair of binoculars and the all-seeing goggles strapped onto my face, I could get a nice look at Kanaloa's guest.
 
   I was actually impressed with the set up. The van had several cameras fit against the windows so they could keep an eye on the house without being seen and the boys had broke into Kanaloa's house while he was out in town and hidden some cameras inside as well. The cameras sent their images directly to the numerous monitors installed along the inside of the van, beneath which was a desk that Darius was manning, complete with a computer that controlled everything. I felt like I was in the FBI.
 
   I didn't want to rely on the cameras though, I wanted an unfiltered view of the woman and the binoculars gave me that. Without the camera processing her image for me and with the god-made goggles that revealed everything, I was able to clearly see that Kanaloa's guest was a water-sidhe.
 
   Her skin was pearl white and her hair was almost the same shade with opalescent highlights to break up the monotony. She was even thinner without the guise of humanity, a mere wisp of a woman with a hint of curves. Her eyes were bright blue, shocking in her pale face and larger than they should have been. Kanaloa looked smitten but was he smitten enough to kill for her? And why would a mermaid, oh excuse me- a water-sidhe, want a bunch of brownies dead?
 
   They went into the house and I put the binoculars down and pulled off the goggles, too long with those things on and I got a bit of an ego.
 
   “Do we have audio from the cameras in the house?” I took a seat next to Darius at the console.
 
   “Sure do,” Dare grinned at me like he couldn't believe I'd doubt him, and turned a knob. The sound of Kanaloa's voice instantly filled the van.
 
   “Do you really have to go so soon, Gruach?” He was saying as he held the woman.
 
   “Gruach?” Darius made a face. “That's an awful name.”
 
   “It's probably Gaelic or something,” I shrugged and tried to push down the guilty feeling of spying on someone.
 
   “With the time difference, I've already been gone too long,” Gruach smiled and wiggled against him. “You could come back with me.”
 
   “No, no, no,” I whispered to the screen. “Please don't do it, please don't be guilty.”
 
   “I haven't been invited back,” Kanaloa looked a little confused over that.
 
   “I'm inviting you,” she shrugged and looked decidedly smug. “It's not like we haven't snuck you in before.”
 
   “No!,” I growled. “Damn it, Kanaloa.”
 
   “True,” he grinned, “Okay, let's do it.”
 
   They hugged each other and disappeared.
 
   “Fuck,” I leaned back in the chair and stared accusingly at the monitor. “Now I have to go back to Faerie but I won't be in the same time as they are.”
 
   “You'll go back before them, right?” Darius looked speculative.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So that's a good thing,” he nodded. “You can do some more investigating in that realm and warn everyone over there that this mermaid is gonna let Kanaloa through, maybe you can prevent that from happening.”
 
   “You're bloody brilliant, you know that?” I looked over at him, wondering why I hadn't thought of that.
 
   “That's why I'm one of your generals.”
 
   “Generals? I thought we were going with the title of lieutenant?”
 
   “Why be a lieutenant when you can be a general?” He smirked.
 
   “I don't know, I guess I always thought of generals as stuffy old balding men.”
 
   “You know what?” Dare looked a little panicked. “I think I like lieutenant after all.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   “Again?” Trevor frowned at me. “You're going back again?”
 
   “I'll be gone all of two seconds,” I rolled my eyes. “Why do you do this every time?”
 
   “I don't know,” he grimaced and sat on the bed. “I guess it just worries me that one of these times you may not return.”
 
   “Trevor,” I gaped at him. “You know I'll always come back to you.”
 
   “If you're alive,” he whispered and shared a look with Kirill. “What if something tries to hurt you there? I hate being here and wondering if this will be the time one of the fey succeeds in killing you.”
 
   “It's frustrating zat ve can't go vith you,” Kirill nodded. “Even zough it feels like only minutes to us, ve know it's much longer zat you spend zere. Anyzing can happen and ve can't help.”
 
   “Okay,” I nodded, “I get it and I'm sorry to put you through this but this is the best I can do. I can get hurt anywhere. I could get attacked in the Human Realm when I'm out shopping alone, Faerie isn't the only place I have enemies.”
 
   “That is so not helping,” Trevor growled.
 
   “My point is, I can't barricade myself here and never go out alone just because you two worry about me,” I gave them a small smile. “Just as I wouldn't expect you to never leave the God Realm without an entourage. You go to Moonshine alone all the time, Trevor, and I don't say anything. Even though you've been abducted from there twice, I don't say anything because I trust you to take care of yourself. You gotta give me the same trust.”
 
   “Gods damn it,” Trevor swore. “I hate it when you do that.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Turn things around and do the whole what's good for the goose is good for the gander thing. It's hard to argue against.”
 
   “You mean to say that I'm right,” I smirked.
 
   “Yeah, you're right,” he grumbled. “Get out of here already and try not to get killed by a kelpie again.”
 
   “I'll try my best,” I laughed and went over to kiss him and Kirill goodbye.
 
   Then I asked my ring to take me back to Faerie again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I reappeared in almost the exact same spot I'd left from, standing right in front of Kirill. Only Kirill. I looked around the room, a little irritated to find Trevor once more absent from my homecoming.
 
   “There's been an emergency with the Froekn,” Kirill came forward and gave me a hug. “Trevor left seconds after you did.”
 
   “What kind of emergency?” Fear shot through my belly with a cold twist.
 
   “I don't know,” Kirill looked worried too. “He told me to vait here for you and he'd come back for us as soon as he knew more.”
 
   “Okay, so we wait.”
 
   “Did you find Kanaloa?” Kirill pulled back but kept his hands on my upper arms. “Do you know if he is innocent?”
 
   “No, he never showed or if he did, he was too slick for us,” I gave him a small smile. “I do however, know for certain that there is a traitor fey working with the murderer. Even better, I have his scent.” I held up the handkerchief with the fey scent on it. “Whoever is the muscle behind this fey, and I believe it's a god, they are powerful, powerful enough to hide from Faerie herself while in Faerie.”
 
   “Zat's very powerful,” Kirill frowned and let his arms slide off of me. “So you came back to find zis fey?”
 
   “Yes, and hopefully he will lead me to his master,” I grimaced. “You know, it's actually been a long day for me, I've been cooking and entertaining, believe it or not. I think I wanna just veg out in front of the TV for a little while. I'm sure Trevor will come and find us when he needs us.”
 
   “You vant some coffee?” He brushed a strand of hair back over my ear. “I'll go make some for us?”
 
   “That sounds fantastic,” I stood on tippy toes and gave him a kiss. “I'll meet you in the common room?”
 
   “Okay,” he grinned and left the room on his coffee mission.
 
   I quickly changed clothes, throwing on a comfy knit dress, and headed to the common room to take over one of the TVs and maybe relax a little. Sometimes the best way to solve a problem is to not think about it for a little while and I felt as if I'd been trying to work out this fey issue for months. Oh wait, that's because I had. I had been in Faerie for over a month this last time and a few weeks on the trip prior to that. It had indeed been months since this had all began.
 
   I sighed as I padded into the common room. There were only a few lions in there, huddled on a couch watching some kind of sports event, so I wandered over to the TV furthest away from them to watch my own show. Back in the corner, as I was, I could barely hear them, even when they shouted at some athletic achievement. We'd hung privacy panels around the room to section off areas with TVs just for this purpose. No sense in having a bunch of televisions if only one could be on comfortably at time.
 
   So I pulled the curtain closed and turned on the set, settling on Paranormal Witness, one of those ghost shows where they reenact “true events”. I loved them, they were one of my guilty pleasures. The one that was on was about a family who was being attacked by a demon.
 
   I smiled and nestled into the couch, pulling a blanket that had been thrown across the back of it, around me. Then I remembered something else that needed to be done right away. I swore, sighed, and left my comfy couch in search of my cell phone.
 
   I'd previously thought that phone calls were impossible in the God Realm but then I realized we had Internet. The connection that was kept open to allow for the web also allowed my phone calls to go through. Text worked better than actual voice calls though, which tended to get too much static and sometimes weird noises that I didn't want to think about, so I just sent Finn a text message and went back to my couch and television show.
 
   I got a reply almost immediately; WTF do U mean U found the woman who cursed me?!!!
 
   I sighed and was kind of glad I didn't have to relate this to Finn through a regular phone call. I sent back: She's an air sidhe, I met her in Faerie and Arach told me she once bragged to him about turning a man's children into swans. Said she was sleeping with their dad, the King. Yeah, so I never really got the hang of texting code. All my messages tended to be long.
 
   Kirill came into the enclosure with a tray of coffee and put it down on the coffee table in front of me. The aroma of coffee and coconut wafted up to me and I grinned, reaching already for one of the mugs.
 
   “Mmmm coconut coffee,” I poured the wonder brew into my cup and added cream. “You always know just what I need”
 
   “You best remember zat,” he sat next to me and gave me something else I needed, an intense kiss that left me feeling like a teenager making out on her parent's couch.
 
   I had just put my cup down so I could pursue the lovely feeling, when my phone beeped; TY TTUL
 
   I looked up at Kirill. “What the hell does TY TTUL mean?”
 
   “Vhy you zink I vould know?” Kirill looked down at the cell phone. “You're texting Finn? Vhy are you texting Finn instead of kissing me?”
 
   “Cute,” I laughed. “I wanted to text him before I forgot. I found out who cursed him, she's a faerie Arach used to... associate with.”
 
   “Arach vas sleeping vith faerie who cursed Finn?” Kirill's deep blue eyes went wide.
 
   “Yeah,” I huffed, “she's kind of annoying too.”
 
   “Vell she vould have to be kind of evil to turn children into swans.”
 
   “Yeah, there is that,” I sighed, “I'm not sure what Finn's going to do with the information. He'll probably want to confront her and that's going to be a problem.”
 
   “Vhy did you tell him zen?”
 
   “I couldn't keep something like that from him,” I shrugged. “He's my friend and this is pretty important.”
 
   “Da, I don't know vhy I even ask,” Kirill smiled and gestured to the TV, “Vat is zis your watching?”
 
   I gave him a quick summary and we watched intently until a commercial break came on.
 
   “I vonder who it vas,” Kirill mused.
 
   “Who what was?”
 
   “The demon zat vas plaguing family,” he looked over at me.
 
   “What do you mean?” I swallowed hard. “Demons really exist?”
 
   “Tima, one of your lovers is Angel of Death and you ask me if demons exist?”
 
   “Huh,” I sat back. “I've never really thought about it. Honestly, as a witch, the Christian religion kind of gives me the heebie jeebies. So I guess I don't pay that much attention to it.”
 
   “Christian gods are like all other gods,” Kirill observed. “No reason to get Jeeves.”
 
   “Jeebies,” I giggled, “and I know, it's just that whole bible verse about witches. Also, are the angels really considered gods? I mean isn't there technically only one god in Christianity? It's kind of their thing, you know, monotheism?”
 
   “You're arguing vat is and isn't a god,” he laughed at me. “You, the Godhunter, who knows zat all of zem vere only Atlanteans?”
 
   “Yeah,” I grimaced. “Good point. I guess it's just semantics at this point. So anyway, back to demons.”
 
   “The gods are as ve made zem,” Kirill shrugged. “People believed in demons and so demons vere made.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Vat mean, how? Zey vere made.”
 
   “But Atlanteans set themselves up as gods,” I tried to work it out. “I can't see them choosing to be demons.”
 
   “I don't zink zey choose,” Kirill frowned. “Newer gods don't get choice. Zey are born and zey take power given to zem.”
 
   “So demons were probably children of angels?”
 
   “Or children of Christian God,” Kirill shrugged. “You should ask Azrael, he vould know more zan I.”
 
   “Hmm, I think I will,” I frowned, utterly fascinated by the new information. “So these people, they really were being harassed?”
 
   “Most likely,” Kirill nodded.
 
   “Well that takes the fun out of this show,” I grumbled. “Is that why a lot of times its Christian families being assaulted? I've always wondered why it was those who were supposedly under the protection of God who were often targeted. I figured it was just stories told to make people behave.”
 
   “Demons are gods,” Kirill reasoned, “zey follow god rules of magic, so I assume zey get power from sacrifice but demons are not just in Christian religion. Other pantheons have zem too.”
 
   “You said sacrifice. Where is the sacrifice here?” I waved at the screen, where two little girls cowered in front of a big black mist.
 
   “Sacrifice is mutable,” Kirill frowned at the imagery. “It can take many forms, you know zis. Demons, per human belief, feed on fear.”
 
   “So fear is probably their sacrifice,” my mouth hung open. Why had I never thought of that? Not only did humans create their own Heavens and Hells, they created their own sacrifices. It wasn't the Atlanteans who had told humans to sacrifice food or animals or even other humans, it was us. We determined what should be given to gods and we had set them on the path of our own destruction. So that begged the question, who was really at fault for this God War I was fighting? Was it the gods who wanted to keep receiving sacrifices? Or was it the humans who had decided what was to be a sacrifice in the first place? Thor had once told me that the best sacrifices for gods were humans, that there was power in the blood, but if demons could live on fear, then was what Thor said really accurate? Maybe gods had found the most power in our blood because we had believed it was the most powerful offering. “Holy shit. We really do make ourselves miserable.”
 
   “Da,” Kirill nodded, “vithout human belief, human faith, demons vouldn't exist. Humans are obsessed vith concept of good and evil. Zey can't believe in a good god vithout a bad, can't have angels vithout demons.”
 
   “It's about balance,” I sighed. “It makes sense to us that you must have opposites to create equality, that you can't appreciate the good without the evil. Where there is light, there must be darkness.”
 
   Darkness. Had we created the monster that was killing faeries? Was it our fault that once more, fey were dying. The last time the way between the Human Realm and the Faerie Realm was open, the dragon-sidhe were hunted almost to the point of extinction. Now the way is open again and again the fey are being hunted. It didn't seem like a coincidence.
 
   “Zat is vitch answer,” Kirill brought me out of my musings. “I zink it's more simple zan zat. I zink people need someone to blame. Humans are capable of great evil but zey don't vant to believe zat, so zey blame devils and demons. It's somezing else zat makes zem bad. Ven zings go vell, zey zank god, ven zings go bad, zey blame devil, everything is out of zeir hands. Good or bad, it's not zeir fault.”
 
   “Maybe you're right,” I sighed, letting go of thoughts of blame. Did it really matter whose fault the God War was? Or who created the Darkness that was after the fey? No, all that mattered was protecting humans against gods who would manipulate them into their deaths, and stopping the evil that was killing faeries. The end is what mattered, not the beginning, because the end was the only thing I had any control over. “We love our delusions, it makes life easier to bear sometimes.”
 
   “Not ven delusions create zis,” he waved a hand at the screen and I nodded. There went my guilty pleasure.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Trevor found me and Kirill a little while later, curled up on the couch watching Mary Poppins. I had to turn Paranormal Witness off, it was freaking me out too much now that I knew the stories were probably true.
 
   “What happened?” Trevor looked me over in concern. “You only watch Mary Poppins when you're upset.”
 
   “Tima found out about demons,” Kirill answered for me.
 
   “I thought you knew about those guys,” Trevor frowned. “They really don't bother us, just leave them alone and they'll leave you alone.”
 
   “I don't know how I feel about that statement,” I frowned at him.
 
   “Talk to the angel then,” Trevor shrugged.
 
   “That's what Kirill said,” I laughed.
 
   “Well, you want to know about demons,” Trevor huffed, “who else better to ask than an angel.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I held up my hands in surrender. “Let's move on. What was the emergency with the Froekn? Has Fenrir changed his mind about hating me?”
 
   “No, of course not,” Trevor got serious. “How about your visit to Faerie, any good news?”
 
   “No,” I looked away with a frown. “I got a lead on a fey traitor but that's it.”
 
   “Okay,” Trevor rubbed at his forehead. “Well I got called away right after you left because there was another attack on the Froekn.”
 
   “What?” I jumped up. “Damn Demeter! Why didn't you lead with that?”
 
   “We're not sure it was her,” he said quietly. “In fact, we're not sure about anything. There was no scent trail left. Nothing. I need you to come and take a look. We've been at it for hours and can't find a thing. Fenrir told me to fetch you and see if maybe those dragon senses can pick up anything we missed.”
 
   “Of course,” I looked down at my dress. “Just give me a second to change.”
 
   “Go ahead,” he nodded, “Kirill and I will wait for you at the tracing wall.”
 
   “Okay,” I raced to the bedroom and pulled off the dress, throwing it to the floor before pulling open a drawer inside the large closet the Intare had installed for me.
 
   Inside the drawer sat the all-seeing goggles I'd used to see through Gruach's glamor. They were thick, round pieces of glass with a slightly bluish tint, held in hard brown leather. I picked them up and pulled them over my head, leaving them to hang around my neck. They'd been helpful on the stake-out and they might be helpful at the crime scene but I'd wait to put them on. The goggles revealed everything hidden and sometimes it was a little hard to handle. 
 
   They had shown me Pan's true Atlantean form and that Kirill was born royal, the son of Peter the Great(the Russian Tzar not the Pegasus in Hades' Underworld). I could see the Inter Realm with them on and I could focus my gaze on something miles away to see it like it was right next to me. It was an amazing tool but it made me feel too powerful. I knew it would drive me as insane as Tlaloc had been if I wore them too long. So I limited their use to necessity.
 
   I pulled on some jeans and a V necked shirt before topping it off with a leather jacket. At the last second, I grabbed my kodachi, strapping the Japanese short sword to my side as I ran back down the hallway towards the tracing point. You never knew when a sword would come in handy and it had been a long time since I'd used one. The weight of it felt good on my hip, like a favorite old blanket, comforting even if it was outdated.
 
   “Hey,” Roarke screeched as I barreled past him.
 
   “What?” I came to a sliding halt.
 
   “You said you were going to take me with you next time,” he rose a brow. “Is this next time?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess it is,” I waved him over. “Come on, we gotta go right now.”
 
   Kirill and Trevor were standing there waiting for us and they both stretched out their hands as we ran forward. I grabbed Trevor and Kirill got Roarke. Trevor led us in and the line of us was  pulled into the Aether after him. A gasp left me with the sudden transformation of my physical body into thought but in seconds we were through, stepping out into an open stretch of land that bordered a thick forest.
 
   Fenrir and a whole lot of Froekn stood there, in front of a pile of bodies. No, not a pile exactly. The dead wolves were huddled together, arms around each other, and eyes tightly shut. They looked terrified.
 
   Fenrir looked up at me as we approached and for a split second I was worried that he blamed me for Samantha's infertility, for the possible infertility of the rest of the Froekn, and then I saw his expression. He didn't blame me, of course he didn't. He wasn't even thinking about things as minor as pregnancy issues at the moment. He was focused on the dead and on me helping him find whoever had made them that way.
 
   Near his side stood Emma, the zoologist Demeter had imprisoned. I was glad Fenrir had brought her, it showed how important she already was to him, but at the same time, I was worried that this would be too much for her. She'd just been in Demeter's hands, I think she'd had enough trauma to last a lifetime.
 
   “Dad,” I took the hand that reached out to me and was shocked when he pulled me into a hug.
 
   “Little Frami,” he whispered his nickname for me. It meant courage and that seemed significant at the moment. “I need you to use those fey senses of yours, ours have fallen short. Can you tell us anything about what happened here?”
 
   “I'll try,” I whispered and he let me go. “Hey, Emma.”
 
   “Hi,” she gave me a sad smile. “It's good to see you again.”
 
   “You too,” I nodded and walked over to the huddled dead.
 
   I knelt down in the grass before them and opened myself up to the area. I could smell the grass I crushed beneath my knees, the sharp tang of pine, and the rot of leaf mold beneath the trees. I could tell which type of animals hid within the forest, even those who were further off, nearer the mountains. I knew where they'd stepped, how they'd avoided this place recently. Even the carrion critters that should have been attracted to the dead had given the area a wide berth. I could smell their fear, a layer on top of the older fear of the dead wolves.
 
   I could smell everything but the person who had killed my family.
 
   “What the hell?” I stood up and took a deeper breath. I noticed Roarke a little to the side, sniffing furiously as well.
 
   “Something smells familiar but it's over there,” Roarke pointed to the tree line. “Here, there's nothing.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I took another deep inhale.
 
   Wolf musk, lion, trees, animals, I even smelled the tiny baby birds that were nesting in a tree a hundred yards away, but nothing beyond what I already knew to be there. It was like a ghost had killed them. I shivered, thinking back to my earlier conversation with Kirill. Could this be the work of a demon? But surely even demons had a scent.
 
   “Do demons smell?” I turned to Trevor.
 
   “Yes,” Trevor at least knew why I was asking. “Each has a distinct odor. This was not a demon attack.”
 
   “Demons?” Fenrir frowned. “They wouldn't dare hurt a Froekn. Why do you ask?”
 
   “There are demons?” Emma's eyes got huge.
 
   “They're clowns,” Fenrir put a steadying hand on Emma's shoulder, “scaring people to feed off their fear. They won't bother you.”
 
   “Sorry,” I shook my head, “just a recent conversation that was still fresh in my head. There's no trace of anything here, other than what we already know to be here.”
 
   “No,” Fenrir growled, “there must be something.”
 
   “I have one more option,” I lifted the goggles up over my head and then repositioned them over my eyes.
 
   Everything was suddenly darker, much darker, like night had fallen in a second. The woods on my right had become a frightening place, eyes staring at me from the shadows, monsters waiting. Yet despite the feeling that something waited beyond, the area around the dead Froekn felt empty, completely devoid of anything, no heat, no breath, no moisture, no life. I frowned and put my concentration firmly on the bodies, ignoring the feeling of unease that made me want to look away.
 
   The dead were coated in a black sludge, like tar on ducklings, and it dripped into their eyes, their mouths, their ears. I inhaled sharply, moving closer, trying to find some helpful detail. The sludge expanded, out and in, like it breathed, and then it swirled together, condensing into a vaguely humanoid form before it shot to the side, where it traced into the Aether.
 
   It didn't stop there though. With the goggles on, I could follow its progress through the Aether. I saw it fly home to roost but just like with Demeter, I was blocked by a spell stronger even than a warding. The magic seemed so familiar but I couldn't place it. It must have been because it seemed to be the same spell Demeter had used. The only thing was, I was fairly certain this wasn't Demeter.
 
   “Looks like Demeter's found another friend,” I said as I took the goggles off.
 
   “How does such a massive bitch find so many people to help her?” Trevor groaned.
 
   “What did you see exactly?” Fenrir interrupted his son's tirade.
 
   “I saw nothing and the nothing killed them,” I said and shivered, then something clicked and I knew what the cause of death was. “They were killed by their own fears. Scared to death by shadows. Are you sure demons couldn't have done this? Kirill said they feed on fear.”
 
   “This was no demon,” Fenrir's eyes trailed over the bodies, violence burning within their depths. “A demon couldn't have taken out even one of my wolves, much less three of them, and a demon would have left a trail to follow. No demon is this powerful.”
 
   Kirill came up to me and wrapped his arms around me. I hadn't realized how cold I was until his heat enveloped me. The emptiness around the bodies had been cold in the way that frozen metal gets. It's shocking but if you keep touching it, you acclimatize fast and you don't realize you're freezing until you're touching something warm again. But the truly terrifying realization was that I shouldn't have been cold to begin with. Nothing should have been able to dampen the heat inside me, I was a dragon-sidhe. What kind of magic could make a dragon feel cold?
 
   “Did this nothing have a face?” Fenrir persisted. “A name?”
 
   “I only saw a figure,” I shook my head, “but I watched it trace away. I saw it trace the Aether and saw where it headed but the way was blocked with a spell just like the one Demeter used. That's why I think it's associated with her.”
 
   I thought back to the black sludge and had a flash of the first crime scene in Faerie. They were both dark but this magic felt stronger and based on fear. I hadn't sensed fear at either of the two crime scenes in Faerie and this just plain felt different to me but if it was the same culprit, the traitor faerie should have been there too. I took another long sniff around the bodies, just to be sure the faerie hadn't been there. There was no sign of him but it may have been because of that sludge. It seemed to obliterate all signs of anything.
 
   It all raised another question. Kanaloa was my prime suspect. What did he have against the Froekn that would make him kill them? The question actually gave me some hope. I couldn't piece together why Kanaloa would want to murder faeries, the Faerie Realm had barely been open and he'd only been there a couple of times, it didn't make sense that he would have some kind of vendetta against them but if he were murdering Froekn, that could be investigated and I didn't have to go back to Faerie to do it.
 
   “The goggles let you see it trace the Aether?” Trevor asked with surprise, jolting me out of my thoughts. “You could have used them the other day.”
 
   “Oh, right,” it was hard for me to remember that although it had been over a month for me in Faerie, time hadn't passed for them at all. I'd returned only minutes after I'd left. So what was  two months ago for me was only last week for him. “It's okay, I had Torrent.”
 
   The goggles. There was another difference. I hadn't needed goggles to see the magic in Faerie. There, the magic had manifested as a black mist, here it was sludge with a feeling of terror that could only be seen and felt with the goggles on. I frowned, feeling like I was touching the answer but couldn't see it yet and it terrified me that I may never see it. Like I was reaching out for help in the dark, knowing the dark was full of heroes and villains but having no idea which would reach back for me.
 
   “And it looks like we'll need Torrent again,” Fenrir hadn't stopped frowning. “You don't think this was Demeter? She hasn't returned to her territory as of yet. I just checked in with the guards before we came here and they said it's been quiet.”
 
   “No, this definitely wasn't her,” I frowned. “If I hadn't seen it traverse the Aether, I wouldn't know what to call it, but it must be a god.”
 
   “The fey use the Aether now too,” Fenrir noted.
 
   “But a faerie wouldn't have fled into the God Realm, they would have headed back to the Faerie Realm.” Unless they were with a god, but I kept that thought to myself. I didn't want to weigh them down with faerie problems too if this happened to be unrelated.
 
   “Hmm,” he nodded, “yes, you're right. I was just trying to find an explanation.”
 
   “Kirill, can you go get Torrent?” I turned in his arms to look up at him.
 
   “Yes, Tima,” he let me go and traced away.
 
   “The Harvest Goddess is cutting down my wolves like they're wheat in the fields,” Fenrir growled. “This needs to stop. She must be stopped.”
 
   “We will stop her,” I took his hand and squeezed. “Send for more wolves, I think we're going to need them.”
 
   “And give me a weapon,” Emma said with grim determination, “because I'm going to help.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   When Torrent showed up with Kirill, I put on my goggles, knowing I wouldn't be able to see the trail of sludge without them. I looked over at him and my hand stopped halfway out to his.
 
   Beneath his perfect, poreless skin, Torrent glowed bright green from the layers of computer code that ran through him. I could clearly see the outline of his organs, all made of code shaped into forms; a liver, a kidney, a stomach, a heart. The heart beat, pulsing with steady thumps like any normal heart made of blood and flesh. With every pulse, light flowed out of the heart and through the code, like blood through veins. I inhaled sharply and his eyes focused on me, the lime green of his clear irises flashing once.
 
   “Is everything alright?” He asked.
 
   “Yes,” I smiled and lifted my hand the rest of the way, to take his.
 
   I didn't want to tell him what I'd seen, Torrent already had what I'd labeled in my head; Pinocchio issues. He didn't think he was a real person and I wasn't about to add to those anxieties. Iktomi may have created him out of Internet energy but that didn't make Torrent any less real. He had feelings, desires, and a sense of morality that had made him hate the monster Iktomi had become and had prompted Torrent to help me escape Iktomi. That was real enough for me, artificial intelligence didn't come with morals and it sure wouldn't turn on its creator because of them. It made no difference whether he was made of cells or codes, Torrent was a real man to me.
 
   “Are you ready?” He asked and I nodded.
 
   This time I could see the Inter Realm on my own but I needed Torrent to manipulate it for me, so I let him lead, let him find the vein that led through the Aether, and let him adjust it to move us in horizontally until we were in front of the spot the sludge had oozed up to and vanished.
 
   “This is the same magic,” Torrent glanced at me before he set to work. “It's the same codes exactly. Whoever cast this, cast the last one as well.”
 
   “I had a feeling.” I grimaced and then a thought occurred to me. “Hey, does the code say anything about the caster? Do you get any impressions off of it? Like maybe an aquatic feel?”
 
   “Aquatic?” He glanced back over his shoulder at me. “The Intare said you were investigating Kanaloa for something that happened in Faerie. Are you thinking this might be connected?”
 
   “I don't know but it's possible? So? Do you?” I pressed.
 
   “No, I don't recognize the anything in the code, just that it's the same as the last one.”
 
   “Crap,” I sighed. “Okay, thanks anyway.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   It took only moments for him to clear the spell and while I watched him work, I wondered what else he could do with this talent. He had the power to unmake magic. I couldn't even process the implications at the moment but one thing I was sure of, we had to keep this to ourselves. If it got out into the god population, Torrent's life could be in danger. Somehow I didn't think they'd be too happy knowing there was someone who could tear apart their magic... and possibly even their lives.
 
   I gaped at Torrent as the thought occurred to me. Could he use this as a weapon? Did I even want to suggest it to him? It was one thing to be able to steal magic, or perhaps alter it, but to tear it apart...unmake it? What would that do to a god? I shivered and a huge part of me, probably the goddess part, rebelled at the idea. It wasn't even the thought of killing magic that scared me the most, though that was a frightening prospect, it was what the killing would do to Torrent. In a lot of ways, Torrent was innocent like a child and I just didn't want to put that kind of pressure on him. He had enough issues without adding magic murderer to the list.
 
   No, I'd keep my theories to myself.
 
   Then Torrent was finished opening the way, and he pulled me through the path that was revealed. We stepped out into a dark circular room. The walls were made of hand-laid stones, rough hewn and large. The floor was black marble, smooth and unblemished. It was a strange mix of rustic and refined but there was nothing else in the room to suggest where we were. It was just an empty tracing room.
 
   I edged toward the door and Torrent stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. He was looking around wide-eyed, like a child in his first haunted house, with that look of terror that accompanies the heart-pounding moments you walk unmolested through dismal corridors, knowing the monsters are close and about to jump out at you but not knowing when. I waited for him to say something, tell me what he sensed, but he just stared around himself, appearing to look straight through the walls as his throat worked convulsively.
 
   I understood the feeling, something was making the baby hairs on the nape of my neck stand up, and every instinct I had was telling me to run. I sniffed the air warily but there were no unusual scents, just stone, earth, and a faint trace of feathers. So I listened intently, straining my sensitive hearing for something, anything that would warrant the fear that was creeping up on us.
 
   There was nothing, whoever lived there was either being really quiet in preparation of springing a trap, or they weren't even home at all. I didn't know what else to do, so I pulled my short sword and waved it in the doorway to test for traps. Nothing happened so I poked at the walls, the floors, the ceiling. It was all solid, no traps and no alarms. No one came out to investigate the noise I made either. I finally sheathed the sword and headed forward warily.
 
   My first step beyond the room felt like the floor had changed consistency beneath me. It was more spongy than stone should have been, like walking on a yoga mat. Along with the physical sensation came a feeling of dread even worse than my earlier wariness. It seized hold of my body with a shooting, intense cold. My breath came faster and fogged the air in front of me. My pulse raced, thudding in my ears, and I couldn't take another step. I was frozen in place with fear.
 
   Then I looked down and saw the black sludge. It was coating the floor, seeping up through the shiny marble like sweat through skin, and slowly covering my foot. It reminded me of this movie I'd seen as a little girl, called The Stuff. In it, this white marshmallow fluff looking substance was being mined out of the ground, packaged, and sold to people as food. Once consumed though, it would consume right back and turn its victims into monstrous, possessed, stuff people. That was what the sludge looked like, except black instead of white, and I didn't think this black stuff wanted to possess me and turn me into a stuff monster. No, its desire was much more simple than that. It wanted to kill me.
 
   Panic melded with the fear as I watched its progress up my leg and I knew, without a doubt, that this had been a terrible mistake. It didn't just want to kill me, it wanted to consume me. Once that sludge reached my face, all of my worst fears would be drawn out and used against me. In that weakened state I could easily be beheaded and I wouldn't even be able to lift a hand to defend myself. Lifting anything substantial was impossible, I could barely lift an eyebrow, I was so riveted with fear.
 
   I didn't think it was going to behead me though. It hadn't taken the Froekn's heads, though technically the Froekn weren't gods and so didn't have to be beheaded to die. They were kind of a sub-group, more like demigods. The vampires and Intare were similar and they were a little easier to kill than gods were. Still, I didn't think my head was what this magic was after. It was unlike anything I'd ever encountered, resembling a black hole, eternally hungry and unstoppable. I felt like it was drawing me in, like the fear was just a means to lower my defenses enough to make me vulnerable to its pull. No, it didn't want my head, it wanted my soul.
 
   “Torrent,” I whispered, the choked words barely making it past my frozen lips. “Can you pull me back?”
 
   I felt his hands creep up over my arms and he pulled me with a sharp jerk. I didn't budge and his hands slid off of me, followed by the sound of him hitting the stone floor. I couldn't even turn my head to look for him but it didn't matter, he was back in a moment, gripping me tighter this time around my waist, tight enough to bruise. He gave another swift yank and the sludge gave way with an angry slurping sound. We fell back onto the floor of the tracing chamber in a tangled heap.
 
   The immobilizing fear was gone but I was still terrified, my heart still beating fast in my ears. I realized that I was huddled against Torrent, our arms around each other like children in the dark. We didn't have to say anything, one look and we both knew we were leaving immediately and never coming back. We didn't even stand up to trace, just opened the Aether as we clung to each other and kind of just fell/rolled in.
 
   When we reappeared in the clearing, we were still holding onto each other, still on the ground, shaking and sobbing with relief. I could feel everyone else around us but they didn't say a word, probably too confused or horrified to react yet. I didn't care what they thought, I just held onto Torrent like he was the only solid thing in my universe. All that mattered was that we had made it out alive.
 
   I'd never been so afraid in all my life. Not even when I'd killed Ku and spent days hiding in my bed. I'd never felt that icy rush down my arms, never been paralyzed with fear, and from the way Torrent continued to cling to me, I doubt he had either. I'd faced death on countless occasions, been tortured by the most expert sadists around, but nothing they'd done to me could ever come close to those few seconds I'd spent in the sludge.
 
   It had shown me that death wouldn't be an end. It would continue to consume me beyond the grave. It would feed on my soul, using it to fill its emptiness until my soul was used up and I was a part of the nothing. Give me chains and whips any day, hell I'd even rather go back to Iktomi's Hanging Gardens and let him torture my mind than have to die like that. I shivered, knowing this was truly the most horrible thing I'd ever faced if it made Iktomi look mild.
 
   Finally I got my breathing under control and I pulled back enough to look up at Torrent and see his terrified face.
 
   “What did you see?” I whispered in choking gasps as I pulled the goggles down onto my neck.
 
   “Magic that was beyond me,” he whispered back. “Almost like it was the opposite of magic, un-magic. No, I don't know, it had no code for me to see, nothing organic to it at all. It was...”
 
   “Nothing,” I whispered and laid my head against his chest as everyone surrounded us and laid comforting hands on our backs. “It was a deep, dark, nothing but it didn't want to be. It wanted so much more.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   It took them awhile to calm us enough to get me and Torrent to release each other. Then it was even longer before we were calm enough to trace home. I spent a lot of time being rocked by Trevor, and then Kirill, who hummed something soothing that finally seemed to work. Then Kirill did the same for Torrent and I loved him for that, that he could comfort another man without his masculinity being an issue for him. Torrent responded to the humming as well as I had and he finally took a deep gasp of air and stepped back from Kirill. Kirill put a hand on the smaller man's shoulder and looked him in the eye, just to be sure Torrent was okay. Torrent had nodded and we'd finally traced home.
 
   Fenrir and some of the Froekn followed us back to Pride Palace, and they joined us in the dining room, where Torrent and I had been bundled off to. Trevor had brought us blankets and Kirill brought out a fresh pot of coffee with mugs for everyone. Sometimes I thought sensing what I needed was one of Kirill's super powers. I mean, Trevor knew me but Kirill knew what was best for me at any given moment.
 
   “Thank you,” I touched the side of Kirill's face while he poured coffee into my cup. I felt like I needed to reassure myself that everything I loved was okay. Being touched by that nothing had made me feel like nothing for a little while too, like I didn't exist and that everything I loved didn't exist either. Like I was completely alone.
 
   “Your welcome, Tima,” Kirill poured a mug for Torrent, who was seated on my left, and then put the coffee pot in the middle of the table. Everyone else could serve themselves. I smiled at that, as much as Kirill helped me and looked after me, he was no one's servant anymore. He took a seat next to Torrent but his eyes were focused intently on me.
 
   “Vervain,” Fenrir was seated next to Trevor, who was on my right. “Are you ready to tell us what happened?”
 
   “You can't fight this, Fenrir,” I said gravely. “This magic is unstoppable. It can't be killed, it can't be injured, it can't be fought at all. How do you a battle a black hole? You can't, all you can do is stay as far away from it as possible and hope it doesn't suck you in.”
 
   “That's not an acceptable answer,” Fenrir growled.
 
   “I know this is hard for you,” I looked him in the eyes so he could see the truth in my words, feel the weight of them, “but this is a war you will not win. You won't even be able to place two feet upon the battlefield before you're destroyed. Gather the Froekn and tell them to be wary, to never go anywhere alone, and if they begin to feel a sense of panic or dread, they should run.”
 
   “Run?” Fenrir growled. “You want me to tell my wolves to run? We haven't run for centuries!”
 
   “I don't know Vervain beyond what she's done for me,” Emma placed a hand over Fenrir's fist, her pale fingers looking so fragile on his large, rough hand. He looked down at her and opened his fist, turning his palm up, so he could twine his fingers through hers. “But what I've seen so far leads me to believe that she's not a runner either. This is a woman who stands her ground and if she's telling you to run, it must be for a good reason.”
 
   “This magic is beyond anything I've ever encountered,” I gave Emma a grateful nod as Fenrir looked me over speculatively. “If Demeter is aligned with it, we're fucked. I've never met anything this powerful, even Iktomi's power pales by comparison.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” Trevor's face paled and I knew he was remembering the giant spider Iktomi had become.
 
   “No, Honey-Eyes,” I said gently, “I'm not.”
 
   “She's really not,” Torrent whispered, his eyes looking haunted and bruised. He clutched his blanket closer to himself and Kirill put a comforting hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Well, I refuse to just roll over and die,” snarled Fenrir. “You're going to take me and some of my wolves to wherever you went today and we're going to handle this.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What?” His voice got deadly quiet.
 
   “I'm not taking you there,” I said with finality, “and neither is Torrent. I won't put him through that again and I refuse to be a party to your death.”
 
   “You are my Rouva,” he stood up and glared down at me, “and you will obey my wishes in this.”
 
   “No I won't. Strip me of the title if you want,” I shook my head, calm in the face of his anger because I'd rather have him mad at me, even furious with me, than have him face that thing. “I will not deliver you unto that evil. You don't understand, your strength doesn't matter, not even my dragon stood a chance. I couldn't even feel her there, all of my beasts hid. It's not a matter of whether or not you can fight it, because there's nothing to fight and yet that nothing will consume you while you stand there unable to move against it, and make you a part of the nothing. I'm sorry, Fenrir, I won't go back there and I won't take you back there either, I want you alive.”
 
   “You merely resign me to another form of death,” he glared at me before turning and leaving the room. The Froekn who'd come with him gave me varying degrees of hostile looks before they followed him out. I didn't even care, I was too numb. Their anger barely scratched the surface.
 
   “I'll speak to him,” Emma gave me a sad smile. “I don't want him dead either.”
 
   “Thank you,” I nodded to her as she left.
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor whispered in horror.
 
   “Don't,” I shook my head and reached blindly for Torrent's hand. He gripped mine tight and we took comfort in each other, only the two of us knew the true measure of the monster. “You need to trust me in this, Trevor. There was bound to be a god we couldn't fight and we've found him. If that thing we faced was Kanaloa, I'm glad we never confronted him with my suspicions because we'd all be dead. This power is beyond divine, it's practically astronomical.” I glanced over at Torrent and he was nodding, over and over like a crazy person. “I may not be able to control Fenrir but I do control the Intare and I hope you will support my decisions. We're not fighting this, please just let it go.”
 
   “Alright, Minn Elska,” Trevor's voice was soft as he looked me and Torrent over. “I trust you. If you say this is too much for us, than we stay away from it. Loving you has made me value my life more than my ego.”
 
   I gave him as much of a smile as I could muster, which probably wasn't a lot. I knew how monumental those words were for him, that what he was really saying was that he'd chosen me over Fenrir and the Froekn, but I couldn't truly appreciate it at the moment. Everything seemed distant, a hollow echo of what it should have been, and I couldn't focus on anything but the shivering knowledge of what I'd almost become.
 
   Nothing.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Two days went by with no attacks. Everything was quiet, including Fenrir, who wasn't speaking to me. I didn't care, at least he was alive and able to speak to someone. I sent him the Rouva torque through Samantha, since Trevor was kind of avoiding his Dad so he wouldn't get put in the middle. Samantha said Fenrir had given her the silent treatment as well.
 
   “Are you ready, Tima?” Kirill was at the door, staring at me through the reflection of my vanity mirror.
 
   “Sure,” I put down the brush I'd been holding for the last five minutes, which I'd spent staring at myself, wondering when I'd become such a coward. Emma had been right, I'm a woman who stands her ground, and hiding from this latest threat was not in my nature. Something had changed the second I'd stepped foot in that hallway though. I couldn't concentrate, couldn't sleep, and was constantly jumping at shadows. I barely recognized myself, all haunted eyes and sallow skin. I took one last look at the stranger in the mirror and sighed. “Let's go.”
 
   We were attending a party in Duat, the Egyptian Underworld, so the Intare could visit with their dead brothers. Everyone was excited and I tried not to let my apprehension in returning to the place of my captivity dampen the mood. What did it matter when everything seemed to scare me lately? I fixed a smile on my face and took Kirill's arm.
 
   Trevor was waiting with Samantha, Roarke, Torrent, and the rest of the Intare, by the tracing wall. He smiled encouragingly, knowing how difficult this was going to be for me. Then he hugged me and the spicy wolf musk I associated with home, surrounded me, comforting me. It was going to be fine, my men were with me.
 
   “We don't have to do this,” Trevor whispered.
 
   “Yea, tho I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” I tried to joke but the words brought a vision of that sludge to my mind and I cringed a little. I pasted on another smile when I saw Trevor's concern though. “Thou art with me,” I kissed him, hoping he knew how much having him beside me actually did comfort me, rod and staff or not. “Does everyone know the chant to get into Duat?” They all nodded. “Good, let's go party with the God of the Dead.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Duat was as beautiful as I remembered. The Egyptian theme was prevalent throughout the palace but the ballroom, which we were directed to by growling jackals, was more eighteenth century Vienna than pre-Christian Cairo. The gardens right outside the ballroom doors continued in an un-Egyptian style, more something you'd expect Marie Antoinette to be walking through than Cleopatra.
 
   It was amazing, no matter the time period and culture it evoked, and my lions were loving it. Though that may have had more to do with the five men they'd never thought to see again rather than the ambiance. Hamish, Alan, Noel, George, and Rick were spread throughout the room with their favorite friends, laughing and joking as if they were still alive.
 
   There were card tables spread around the room too and It's a Dead Man's Party by Oingo Boingo was playing over the sound system. Anubis must have given the lions some say in the evenings entertainment and it made me think better of him. He'd always come across as a traditionally stuffy kind of god but now I was seeing a new side to him. Maybe the Intare were good for him.
 
   Despite what the song implied, the dead lions didn't look like ghosts or even zombies, they looked pretty solid and felt solid when I hugged them. There weren't any visible signs of decay either, no body parts falling into the punch(that would be one spiked punch I wouldn't want to try). I did however notice that none of them ate or drank anything.
 
   It didn't matter, I was grateful to have them with us in any capacity. I only wished it didn't make me feel so indebted to a man I wanted to push further away, not draw closer. I glanced at Anubis, standing a safe distance away from me in a circle of Intare. He gave me a sly wink and my stomach clenched, fear shivering over my arms. I frowned, it had been awhile since I was actually afraid of Anubis. I shook off the feeling and focused instead on Roarke, standing to Anubis' left.
 
   Roarke was having a splendid time, a glass of Duat wine in his hands and his leg twitching to the music. He'd tried to roam the rest of the palace when we'd first arrived but had been caught by one of the Jackals and brought back to the party. He'd shrugged by way of an apology, saying something about cats and curiosity, and Anubis had just laughed instead of reminding him what usually happened to curious cats. I was impressed by this behavior as well and wondered briefly what had changed between the time I'd seen Anubis at Moonshine and now. Then again, it's hard to stay mad at Roarke.
 
   “Vervain,” a smooth voice sent shivers over my skin and I turned with a smile on my face, knowing exactly who I'd find standing behind me, looking marvelous as usual.
 
   “Re, it's good to see you. Hard to look at you without sunglasses,” I joked, waving at hand at his golden tinged skin and bright blond hair, “but good to see you.”
 
   “You too, Lady Lion,” he winked. “I'd hoped to never see you within these walls again but sometimes life can surprise us. Here you are, an honored guest instead of a treasured prisoner. Looks like my fears were unfounded.”
 
   Fears. I swallowed hard, another shiver passing through me, but this shiver wasn't enjoyable.
 
   “Vervain?” Re leaned his face down into mine. “Are you alright?”
 
   “I'm sorry,” I shook my head. “I'm distracted tonight. There have been some attacks against the Froekn. The first was perpetrated by Demeter but the second was a dark magic that I believe is impossible to oppose. It seems to either create or feed off of fear. I told Fenrir it can't be fought and now he's not speaking to me.”
 
   “Whoa,” he leaned back, his gold skin glinting in the light of the thousands of candles above us. “That's pretty heavy. Did you find out which god it is?”
 
   “No,” I sighed. “I have some suspicions but the more I discover, the more I think it isn't him. I will say that it felt empty, like a void or a vacuum.”
 
   “Empty, huh?” He frowned. “That doesn't sound like anyone I know. Have you talked to Nephthys? It may be something she can help you with.”
 
   “Anubis' mother?” I looked across the room and saw her standing near the doors leading out to the terrace. “No, I hadn't thought of that.”
 
   “Let's go ask her,” he gestured toward the tall regal woman and I let him lead me over to her.
 
   “Vervain,” her voice always sounded so sad but she looked happy to see me. “Welcome back to Duat.” She gave me a lingering hug and then pulled back, startled. “You've been touched by the Darkness.”
 
   Her words resounded inside me, a truth that rang through me and then was gone. She had called the evil by the same name Faerie had. I knew now for certain that we were dealing with the same god. I swallowed hard, also knowing that I'd be forced to fight this Darkness after all.
 
   “Yes,” I finally said. “Do you know anything about it?”
 
   “My domain is darkness,” she frowned, “but it's a different darkness than that which you've come into contact with. When we first set foot on your shores, fleeing the destruction of our home, there was magic there that had nothing to do with the humans. It was old, far older than we, and it was hungry.”
 
   “Yes,” I nodded eagerly, “that's what I felt. Hunger.”
 
   “We stayed away from it,” she looked far away for a moment, as if she were viewing a memory. “It would come at night, creeping around the edges of our fires, and it would whisper to us. It called to me once, said it could give me more power than I'd ever imagined, but I was wary of power then. Power was what destroyed my home and I didn't long for it again until after Set found us a tribe of humans to call our own. Their magic was softer, safer. I became as you see me now and the darkness became a haven for me but my darkness is merely a counterpoint to light. The Darkness that approached us at our weakest moments was not a partner to anything, it was the absence of everything. It was lack given shape, loneliness and suffering without sanity, a drowning man who will pull his savior down with him.” She shivered and I shivered with her.
 
   “Loneliness,” there was something about that word, what was it? “But I was chasing a god, it traced the Aether. Do you know if anyone accepted what that Darkness offered?”
 
   “No,” she smiled sadly, “we left those shores quickly and I never saw it again. I admit I'm grateful for that.”
 
   “Do you know a god named Kanaloa?” I persisted. “Was he there with you or did you see him?”
 
   “Kanaloa,” she said thoughtfully. “I have a connection with that deity actually.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “We are both deities of darkness,” she nodded. “There are a few of us, you know, and we all share a light bond through the magic.”
 
   “So was he there?”
 
   “I don't know,” she shook her head. “It was a very confusing time and very long ago. He could have been.”
 
   “What about this link?” I tried again. “Can you feel anything odd through it? Anything that might indicate that his power has grown or changed? Or maybe an indication of violence?”
 
   “Honestly, I haven't felt much of anything from Kanaloa in years,” she shrugged. “We don't use the bond unless we are in need.”
 
   “Okay. You wouldn't happen to have any ideas on how to destroy something like that, would you?”
 
   “I would think you would know more about destroying loneliness than I would, Goddess of Love,” she smiled more vibrantly at me, her voice losing the whisper of the grave for a second.
 
   “Love?” I blinked at her. “You think I could fight this thing with Love?”
 
   “I don't know,” ah, there was that sorrowful voice again. “Love is the greatest of magics but I would say it's best to leave the Dark alone, let it feed upon itself.”
 
   “If only it would,” I sighed. “Thank you for your help, you've given me more insight at least.”
 
   “I'm glad,” she nodded, “but you must cleanse yourself of this taint,” she touched me lightly on my sternum. “Ask my son to take you to the fountain, there you may wash away the fear that has lingered in your heart.”
 
   “Taint?” I rubbed at my chest, no wonder I felt so awful all the time. I glanced over my shoulder and searched the room until I found Torrent. He was standing in a corner, watching everything with wary eyes, like the walls might start seeping black goo at any minute. “I think I may need to bring one other with me.”
 
   “I'm sure Anubis will help you and your friend in any way he can,” she gave me a secret smile.
 
   “Yes, I'm sure you're right,” I think my smile was more of a grimace. “I'm going to go ask him, thank you again, Nephthys.” On impulse I hugged her and when I pulled away, she was smiling at me.
 
   “May you travel through the Darkness untouched,” Nephthys laid her hand on my forehead and I felt something shiver over me, a sprinkling of magic.
 
   “Nephthys,” I gaped at her.
 
   “Protection is mine to give,” she looked serene, “and I think you need it. Go on, find Anubis and tell him why I sent you.”
 
   I nodded and turned, almost walking right into Re, who I'd completely forgotten about. He laughed and steadied me, pressing his chest to mine with a waggle of his brows. I pushed him back with my own laugh.
 
   “Back off, playa',” I slid out of his grip and he followed me.
 
   “Oh now,” he tried to sound wounded, “why must you always treat me like a lecher? I only flirt.”
 
   “Re,” I stopped suddenly, a memory of him resurfacing. “I just realized that I never thanked you for what you did for Trevor.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The night Anubis brought him to our engagement party,” I thought back to a night I'd rather forget but then I'd been remembering a lot of horrible things lately. “When Anubis had his jackals take Trevor away, you followed them for me and made sure they didn't hurt him. Then you came to help us battle Eris,” I took his hand and squeezed it. “You always helped me and I hope you know that if you ever need anything, I'll be there for you too.”
 
   “Vervain, I,” his mouth hung open, as if waiting for words to fill it. “It was the right thing to do. You don't owe me anything.”
 
   “You and Ma'at helped me through one of the worst times in my life,” I leaned up and kissed his cheek. “I will never forget your kindness and I will never fail you as a friend. Just say You're welcome, Vervain.”
 
   “You're welcome, Vervain,” he smiled softly.
 
   “Does Nephthys give her protection often?” I changed the subject before we both got teary eyed.
 
   “I've never seen her give it to another god.”
 
   “Hmph,” I didn't know if that was good or bad. “I'll try to feel flattered.”
 
   “That she thinks you're in so much danger, you need the protection of the Queen of the Dead?” He huffed and shook his head.
 
   “The what?” I stopped and looked back at him. “I thought Nephthys was a Goddess of Mourning?”
 
   “Mourning, Death, and Darkness,” he shrugged. “She helps people along the path to Aaru.”
 
   “You mean past the golden doors Anubis guards?” I remembered watching Anubis judge souls and how I thought the worthy ones, the ones who got to go through the golden doors, were not necessarily the lucky ones. Past the doors was a darkness that was menacing, full of horrible trials the dead needed to undergo before reaching their paradise. I blinked as it sunk in. That was the darkness Nephthys was talking about, that was her domain. “She lives in there?”
 
   “Of course she doesn't live in there,” Re laughed.
 
   “Oh good,” I said with relief.
 
   “She just works there.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   “Can I speak with you?” I had ditched Re with a quiet Thoth, who stared at Re like he was both villain and hero. Then I'd approached Anubis with Torrent in tow.
 
   “Of course,” Anubis gave Torrent a confused glance, then made his excuses to the group he was talking to. “Shall we?” He gestured to an unoccupied alcove.
 
   “Thank you,” I pulled Torrent along with me and waited for Anubis to give me his full attention. “Your mother recommended I ask you to take me to the fountain.”
 
   “The fountain?” His dark brow wrinkled, the gold beads in his hair clinking with the movement.
 
   “I've had a run-in with a bad element, as it were,” something felt off about my wording, so I tried it again. “The Darkness touched me and Nephthys says I need to be cleansed.”
 
   “What?” He looked me over with alarm.
 
   “It touched Torrent too,” I gestured to him. “Can you take us?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” he ushered us over to the main doors and out into the hallway. “Hurry,” the heels of his dress shoes clicked on the marble floor and mine echoed them as I pulled up the hem of my black gown so I could keep up.
 
   The hollow sound seemed to amplify my fright, which in turn made me run faster. I glanced behind me, suddenly aware that there were only two sets of footfalls echoing through the hallway. Had we lost Torrent? But no, he was still there, moving like a phantom at my heels.
 
   My heart started to pound faster as I wondered why Anubis felt the need to rush. I didn't waste my breath on asking though, I wasn't sure if I wanted to hear his answer. So instead, I stopped briefly to remove my heels and then began to run even faster.
 
   We exited onto another terrace, this one with a full view of the front gardens. I knew them well, had roamed them often during my stay, and now I knew which fountain Anubis was taking me to. Sure enough, we raced down through the first two tiers of manicured gardens and out into the final, lowest level, where the maze waited like a monument to my bad memories. In front of it was a patch of lawn adorned with a fountain and pomegranate trees.
 
   Out of the center of the fountain rose a peacock carved out of white stone, its feathers draped down demurely and its face raised to the sky. It was bathed in moonlight, seeming to glow in the dark, a beacon leading us forward. Anubis came to a smooth halt before it.
 
   “Quickly,” he motioned to the rim. “Get in!”
 
   I dropped my shoes and jumped in the water, not even thinking about taking the time to remove my dress. Anubis wasn't the panicking sort, so if he said get in, I was going to do it without hesitation.
 
   “You too!” Anubis had Torrent in hand and was pushing him toward me like all the demons of Hell were on our heels and the fountain was filled with holy water.
 
   I caught Torrent as he fell in and we both went under. I had no idea the fountain was so deep, I'd been submerged up to my waist before Torrent had knocked into me. As it was, we both ended up beneath the surface.
 
   It seemed like we were beneath the water for quite awhile, just floating in its warm embrace like babies in the womb. It reminded me of the Viking well of souls that Azrael had put me into and I had none of my usual fear of the water, no paranoia of drowning. In fact, it did the opposite, pulling away the fear that had been weighing me down.
 
   The sound beneath the surface wasn't the usual hollow oblivion of water but instead tinkled like bells in my ear, like laughter. I felt like I was doing somersaults in the shallow pool, even though I knew that was impossible, it couldn't be as deep as it seemed. Then Torrent's hand found mine and the floor of the fountain lifted beneath me. We sat up together, breaking through the surface with a significant splash.
 
   I sat there looking at Torrent, our faces barely above the water, and we grinned at each other. The relief was so amazing, like my chest had been compressed and was suddenly freed. I took a deep breath and laughed, water getting in my mouth and setting my tongue to tingling. Torrent joined in and when I looked over at Anubis, he was smiling in relief. He walked over to the edge and smirked down at me.
 
   “Are you going to stay in there all night?” Colors were swirling over his black eyes, like spilled oil in the sun.
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly.
 
   “For what?” His smile turned more serious.
 
   “For this, for my lions,” I shrugged. “For not being a dick anymore.”
 
   “Oh,” he laughed, “is that all?” He reached out a hand and I let him pull me from the fountain.
 
   I stood there, dripping wet, not even wanting to wring out my dress because that would mean wasting the precious liquid. Then Torrent climbed out, water sluicing off of him as well. He grinned at me and shook his head like a dog, splattering me and Anubis. I smiled and looked back to the fountain, the level of the water was the same as when we'd entered and the depth of the fountain seemed to be only about a foot. I guess I didn't have to worry about conserving this water.
 
   “Hey now,” Anubis backed away from Torrent's splash zone with a laugh. “Watch yourself, boy. You're in my world now.”
 
   “Sorry,” Torrent obviously wasn't sorry. “I couldn't help myself. This water makes me feel so lighthearted.”
 
   “Yes,” Anubis looked at the fountain with a smile. “Someone once told me that peacocks represent fidelity because they mate for life. If their mate dies, they either never mate again or they die of a broken heart.” He looked over at me and winked. “She was wrong about this particular peacock though. This bird represents power, beauty, and divinity. It guards the water of life.”
 
   “As in the Fountain of Youth?” I asked, fascinated.
 
   “Not exactly,” Anubis laughed. “This isn't the fountain Ponce de Leon was searching for but it could be the source of the myths. Who knows? Myths have a funny way of crossing cultures.”
 
   “Did I just get another infusion of immortality?” I thought about it, my body felt revived, completely energized.
 
   “Yes,” he smiled, “but it's more than that. As God of the Dead, I have the right to wash the slate clean, in a manner of speaking. This water purifies your soul. It removes any taint of evil, anything that mars the beauty of the soul's original form. If there was a human soul who, despite being judged unworthy, I decided to save, I'd bring it here.”
 
   “It's like your right to veto,” I grinned. “Wouldn't that make the souls immortal?”
 
   “Souls are already immortal,” he raised a brow. “I think what you meant to ask was if it would restore their life, which it wouldn't. It can only grant immortality to a body that is currently alive.”
 
   “So no zombies,” I laughed.
 
   “No zombies,” he agreed with a chuckle. “So you see, this peacock is about power, divinity, and beauty. The healing it grants is divine and complete, more thorough even than the Grayel that took away my control over you.”
 
   “All that time I was your captive,” I glanced at the fountain, “and the keys to my freedom were here all along?”
 
   “Yes,” he grinned. “Only my mother and I know about it, and now, the two of you”
 
   “We won't betray your secret,” I promised.
 
   “I know,” his grin turned soft. “I trust you and I was happy to share this with you. The fountain is a source of magic that I haven't thought to use much lately but I think it should be used. I think it wants to be. Its magic is wondrous, it even has the power to heal a broken heart.”
 
   I looked closer at him and it finally sank in. He wasn't angry anymore, he wasn't sad or lonely. He had affection for me in his eyes but they didn't burn with a need to possess or consume. I'd always known Anubis was a good man, honorable at heart, but years of judging the dead had numbed him, made him cynical, and although I'd woken him up from his numbness, he'd awakened to pain and a terrible need. The pain and desperation were gone now.
 
   “Anubis,” I whispered. “You had yourself a little swim didn't you?”
 
   “I did,” he nodded.
 
   “Why did you wait so long?” If I'd had such a thing available to me after my break-up with Thor, I would've waded in on day one.
 
   “I don't know,” he frowned, shaking his head. “I guess I'd become used to the anger and loneliness. It was comfortable for me. I thought that if I renewed myself, I'd lose myself.”
 
   “So what changed your mind?”
 
   “Unrequited love,” he whispered. “I couldn't live with the pain of a broken heart. Losing myself would have been better than waking every day to find my bed empty of you.”
 
   I swallowed hard and glanced over to Torrent but he must have sensed where this conversation was going and made a discreet retreat. He was nowhere to be found.
 
   “I want to apologize,” I frowned, “but then I don't. Does that make any sense?”
 
   “Yes,” he laughed. “I don't deserve your apology. I abused you and then fell in love with you. It's ridiculous but I'm so glad it happened, Miw-sher. I feel like myself again and I'm okay with not having you. I've even pulled the jackals back from watching you.”
 
   “You had your jackals spying on me?”
 
   “How do you think I knew about the jewelry?” He chuckled and then shrugged. “It doesn't matter anymore. I'm looking forward to living again and I'm sure I'll find another woman to love.”
 
   “Yes, you will,” I felt the butterflies rise at my words and remembered that they needed to be used. I was the Goddess of Love, it was my duty and my right to bestow its blessing. I reached out and touched his forehead, much like his mother had done to me. “May the blessing of Love be upon you. May it fill your home and your life with its miracle, and may your heart always be open to it.”
 
   His eyes widened as I sent the magic into him. He must have seen something, a face most likely, but as I'd given him the magic without forming a bond, I didn't see it with him. It didn't matter, the vision wasn't for me, all I needed to know was that it made him happy. So I didn't even search the magic when it returned to me. I let him have it all to himself.
 
   “Thank you, Miw-sher,” he said softly. “That was a gift I wasn't expecting from you.”
 
   “Maybe we're even then,” I shrugged self-consciously.
 
   “Friends don't keep score,” he pulled me into a hug and made a horrified sound when I soaked the front of his clothes. I laughed and pulled away.
 
   “Are you sure?” I looked over his damp front, “cause I get the feeling you might want to get me back for that.”
 
   I giggled as I went running back to the palace, the God of the Dead chasing after me merrily like a school boy.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Torrent was waiting for us near the palace entrance. He hadn't wanted to go back to the party wet and have to explain himself. He said it was mainly because he didn't think he could explain without laughing, which he thought might cause too much curiosity for my cats to handle and possibly result in a lion stampede into the gardens. I agreed that it was wise of him to wait. Then I laughed at the imagery he had inspired, the halls of Duat filled like the streets of Pamplona, only lions instead of bulls.
 
   So Anubis took the giggling pair of us into his bedroom and gave us both a change of clothes. Lucky for me, he still had a closet full of clothing that he'd given me when I was there last. I chose a green Versace gown and Anubis put the rest in a leather satchel for me to take home. When I tried to protest, he said they weren't very flattering on him, so what use would he have for the clothing. This of course started another round of laughter and I finally agreed to accept the gift.
 
   As Anubis was packing, I wandered through the room, realizing that I was past the trauma that had been done to me there. I could admire the place without the bad memories tainting it, look upon everything with a new eye, even Anubis' gorgeous bed. Although I admit those particular memories did bring a flush to my cheeks. I walked past the bed and let the rest of it sink in while I let myself accept that it was done and things were different now. Then I saw the photograph.
 
   On the bedside table, in a golden frame, was a picture of Anubis and me dancing together. Our foreheads were touching, our eyes closed in the way of contented lovers. I remembered the moment, I'd been trying to seduce my way out of Duat and had fallen a little for my own ruse. It had been immortalized by Hermes, another of Aphrodite's lovers who had it out for me. Hermes is the god equivalent of a news reporter, though I thought of him more as paparazzi, and he always covered Anubis' parties.
 
   “Hermes gave me that,” Anubis was behind me.
 
   “I figured,” I grimaced. “Did he run the story?”
 
   Hermes had promised me that he'd show the entire God Realm how the Godhunter had been broken by Anubis, headline to read: God Tames Godhunter.
 
   “No,” Anubis whispered. “I threatened to never allow him into Duat again if he promoted it.”
 
   “What?” I turned to face him. “Why?”
 
   “I didn't think you deserved the added humiliation.”
 
   “Thank you,” I gaped at him.
 
   “It's nothing,” he looked a little embarrassed. “The least of what I owed you.”
 
   “Still,” I reached over and hugged him. His arms came around my back and I felt his cheek lean into the top of my head, “it means a lot to me.”
 
   “Do you mind if I keep the picture?” He asked when I finally pulled away.
 
   “Of course not. It's actually a great shot of us. Just remember to put it away when you get a new woman,” I made a face at him. “The last thing I need is another jealous woman trying to kill me.”
 
   “I'll be sure to be careful,” he laughed.
 
   “I'm actually surprised Hermes has never tried to kill me,” I said offhandedly.
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “He was one of Aphrodite's lovers,” I shrugged, “and he obviously doesn't like me.”
 
   “Yeah but then there's your relationship with Pan,” Anubis lifted an elegant brow.
 
   “His what?” I gaped at him.
 
   “His relationship with Pan,” Anubis frowned. “You do know that Hermes is Pan's father, don't you?”
 
   “Hermes?” I squawked. “Pan's father is Hermes?”
 
   “I guess she didn't know,” Torrent observed drily.
 
   “Come on, Miw-sher,” Anubis gestured to the doorway. “You look like you need a drink.”
 
   The rest of the party was much more enjoyable, despite the shocking revelation of Pan's parentage. The three of us got some strange looks for our sudden change of clothing but I just smiled and let them wonder. I did explain to Trevor and Kirill what had happened though, and they were both relieved to hear that a catastrophe had evidently been avoided. They were even more relieved to find out that Anubis had given up his hopes of ever having me. I agreed with them on that, I had more than enough men already, and even though Anubis was even more tempting with his new change in attitude, I just couldn't be adding another man to my crowded dance card.
 
   Anubis had one more surprise for me though. He accepted all of my lions as followers, bestowing some kind of blessing on them so that, in the event of their deaths, their souls would go straight to Duat, where they could live on with their brethren. I was going to ask Odin to offer them a place in Valhalla too, just so they had a choice, but I was pretty sure they'd want to stick together. Either way, it was a huge relief for me, to know that they had somewhere to go should something horrible happen and I lose more of my lions.
 
   So when we arrived back at Pride Palace, in a jovial but exhausted mood. It was like a splash of cold water in the face, to discover that we weren't alone. We all went still, every one of us could sense the presence of several others in our home. Well, everyone except for Torrent, who was rudely shushed when he tried to ask what was going on. Then the Intare started growling, stalking ahead of us down the hallway to defend our home, until Fenrir came striding around the corner and put as all at ease. Well, mostly at ease.
 
   “Fenrir?” It was like being caught sneaking back into the house by your father, after going out to a party when you were grounded. Oh, and you're drunk on top of it all. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Vervain. Trevor,” he said crisply, “we need to talk.”
 
   He turned around and we followed him back into the dining room, where he'd evidently been waiting for us with some of the Froekn and Emma. Trevor's brothers, Ty and UnnúlfR, were there as well, and Trevor went over to greet them. I took a seat at the end of the table with Kirill, unsure of my welcome with the Froekn but I made sure to nod a greeting to Emma.
 
   Torrent, Roarke, and the Intare had all gone to bed, probably reading between the lines that they weren't invited to this awkward conversation. Lucky them.
 
   “We've come to ask you once more to do right by your family and take us to the god territory you followed the tracks to,” Fenrir got right to the point.
 
   “I still don't think we should go there,” I held up a hand when Fenrir started growling. “I had to take a dip in Anubis' fountain tonight, to cleanse me of the taint left behind by that magic. Torrent had to as well and he never even touched it, just touched me while I was touching it. However, with my head clear of the fear it left, I can think straighter now and I've remembered what I brought back from Faerie.”
 
   “What does Faerie have to do with this?” Fenrir had stopped growling but was still looking at me with narrowed eyes.
 
   “I think it may have a lot to do with this,” I shrugged. “I'm not one hundred percent sure though. Something has been murdering the fey. Faerie called it the Darkness and then tonight, Nephthys gave that same name to the thing that touched me in the God Realm. I think we may be dealing with the same entity.”
 
   “Which faerie?” Fenrir frowned, “And why would something attacking faeries come here and attack the Froekn?”
 
   “Faerie as in the land herself,” I sighed, this was going to be a long conversation. So I summed up what had happened in Faerie, the differences, and the possibility that the attacks had nothing to do with each other. “But they may be connected and if they are, I think I have another way to track this god.”
 
   “Okay,” Fenrir gave a deep exhale. “What do we need to do?”
 
   “First of all,” I wanted to see if I could get just a little more information first. “Do you know of any reason Kanaloa might be angry with the Froekn?”
 
   “Kanaloa?” Fenrir growled. “Is that who's behind this?”
 
   “I don't know,” I held up my hand. “He's a god of darkness who has been to Faerie recently so I was looking into the possibility that he was connected to the fey deaths. I couldn't figure out why Kanaloa would want to kill faeries but now that there are dead wolves, I have another question to ask. Why would he want to kill Froekn. So tell me, can you think of anything, any reason Kanaloa would hold a grudge against the wolves?”
 
   “No,” Fenrir sighed. “We have a lot of enemies but the Hawaiian god isn't one of them. I'd never even met him until you introduced us.”
 
   “Okay, then we'll have to just follow the faerie. Take me back to the place the last Froekn were killed,” I tapped the table in thought. “I have a scent marker for the fey we believe was involved. If we can find him, we may be able to get more information about this god, information that we'll need to kill him. Then maybe we can talk about going back to that place... prepared, this time.”
 
   “Now that sounds like a good plan,” Fenrir smiled grimly.
 
   “Okay, I just need to change,” I swept a hand down my gown, “and grab the scent marker. I'll be right back,” I stood up, “I'll have some of the Intare come with us as well.”
 
   “Agreed,” Fenrir nodded, “and one more thing, Rouva,” he slid a box across the table to me. “I'll tell you when I want this back.”
 
   I opened the box and inside was the Rouva torque, the symbol of my status with the wolves. I smiled, swallowed hard, closed it, and sent it flying back across the table to him. His mouth dropped open, his eyebrows raising.
 
   “Keep it,” I shot a glance at Emma, “I have a feeling you're going to need it sooner than you think.” Fenrir blushed and I laughed.
 
   Emma, sitting beside him, gave him a thoughtful look.
 
   “You still staying with the Froekn?” I asked her.
 
   “Yes, for now,” she shrugged. “Fenrir's been kind enough to put me up until I get my life back together.”
 
   “You can stay as long as you want,” he looked panicked all of a sudden.
 
   “Maybe even forever,” I gave her a secret smile and she started to blush, matching Fenrir's red face perfectly.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   “Where are we?” I looked around the place where the last bunch of Froekn had died.
 
   I remembered it with great clarity, but the pall the Darkness had brought was gone and it seemed to be a new place entirely, much brighter even though it was currently night, and filled with life. I could hear animals in the underbrush and smell the scent of earth, wood, and musk. There was life, green things growing and sleeping flowers.
 
   “The site of the last murders,” Fenrir frowned at me. “Where you wanted to be brought.”
 
   “No, I know that,” I huffed. “I meant where are we in the world? What is our exact location? And I don't want latitude and longitude either.”
 
   “Oh,” Fenrir gave a little huff of a laugh. “Yosemite.”
 
   “Wait,” my hand stopped in the process of reaching for the handkerchief with the scent on it. “The Froekn killed by Demeter... they were killed in Yosemite too.”
 
   “Da,” Kirill looked around thoughtfully.
 
   “So?” Fenrir was back to frowning.
 
   “So why would two killings by two different people be done in the same park?” Emma, at least, was following along with me and Kirill.
 
   “It's a big park,” Fenrir looked like he didn't want the killings to be connected and I could understand that. If Demeter was in cahoots with this other god, their combined power would be astronomical.
 
   “It's an even bigger world,” Trevor ran a hand through his thick hair. “It's a little too much of a coincidence, Dad.”
 
   “Look, let's worry about the ramifications later,” I pulled out the cloth and opened it. There was a smear of dirt in the center and the fey odor sprang up from it like it had been waiting for me. “Here's what we're tracking, everybody get a good whiff.”
 
   The handkerchief was passed along, everyone but Emma getting a chance at it. Before the last Froekn held the cloth though, I'd already caught the trail. It was old but even two days couldn't mask it from my dragon senses. I ran forward and the Froekn followed.
 
   As opposed to the times I rode with The Wild Hunt, this hunting expedition was silent. No one wanted to warn our prey that we were coming. We couldn't afford to lose any advantage. So we slunk through the dark forest, Fenrir finally picking Emma up when it became apparent that she didn't have the skills needed to navigate the forest silently. Although I don't think he minded carrying her at all.
 
   The trail took us deep into the wilderness of Yosemite but then, after what seemed like hours, it opened up, running alongside a road. We all stopped, looking up and down the line of asphalt highlighted by moonlight. There weren't any cars to be seen at that hour of night, but the road looked well maintained. I smiled as I thought about what the fey's reaction to motor vehicles must have been.
 
   “This is Mariposa Grove,” Trevor announced, “look at the sequoias.”
 
   Sure enough, the smaller trees from the dense wilderness had petered off and been replaced by giant sequoias. The giant trees reminded me a little of the ones in the Forgetful Forest of Faerie but they were thinner than the massive fey trees, the bark rougher and more red in color. Oh, and they didn't breathe. But I could see how a faerie would be attracted to them, a little reminder of home in the Human Realm.
 
   So I wasn't surprised when the trail led us around several trees and then finally through the grove and into the wilderness again. The trail didn't venture too far from the grove, just a little bit past it. The traitorous fey must have liked the sequoias so much, he wanted to stay nearby. So we were led to the base of a large tree, where a hole tunneled down under its roots. Hanging in the hole, attached to roots by pieces of dirty string, were bits of bone. They shifted gently in the breeze, clicking together like a warning, and I wondered if it was supposed to be some kind of alarm system or just a way of keeping animals away.
 
   “Fuck,” I peered down into the cramped dark. “How are we gonna get him out?”
 
   “How about a little fire, dragon lady?” Trevor gave me a wink.
 
   “Oh, right,” I laughed and knelt down next to the hole.
 
   I blew a thin line of flame right into the hole, even though the fire was small, it illuminated both the hole and a little of the surrounding forest. The hole went about four feet down into a little burrow, where a small fey screamed and drew back.
 
   “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I called down to him.
 
   “Wherever you are?” I heard Fenrir whisper behind me. “We know where it is, it's down that hole.”
 
   “It's a human thing,” Emma, who Fenrir had yet to put on her feet, whispered back to him.
 
   “Don't hurt me,” a tiny voice cried pathetically from the dark.
 
   “Come out here then,” I moved away from the opening. “If you don't, I'll have to turn up the heat a bit.”
 
   “Cease, Fire Queen,” I heard a scrambling, the clicking of those bones, and then he came crawling out.
 
   Emma gave a yip as Trevor caught the fey, holding him aloft and away from himself as dirt went flying off the creature.
 
   “Oh god!” Emma cringed against Fenrir, who was happy to comfort her. “It's a giant rat. Drop it before it bites you.”
 
   “All you see is a rat?” I looked over at her with wide eyes and then back at the fey, who was struggling against Trevor's hold. “Stop your wriggling,” I pointed at him and he gave up the fight, hanging there dejectedly.
 
   “It's not a rat?” Emma peered closer. “I'm sorry, all I see is a gigantic rodent.”
 
   “He does kind of look like a rat, I guess,” I looked over his tattered clothing, the bristling dark hair that covered his skin, his long red snout, and thin, hairless tail. Did all the fey appear to be something normal when they were in the Human Realm? Maybe it was a type of automatic glamor.
 
   “Drop the glamor,” I ordered and he glared at me before he glowed briefly and Emma gasped.
 
   “What the hell is that?” She gaped at him.
 
   “That's a faerie,” I gave her a sardonic look. “Not exactly Tinkerbell, huh?”
 
   Suddenly, one of the faerie's little clawed hands reached out and swiped at Trevor. Trevor cried out and dropped the fey.
 
   “Oh hell no,” I jumped on him, grabbing both of his little arms and pulling them behind his back. The fey was only about two feet tall but he was feisty. “Anyone got some rope?”
 
   “Here, let me try this,” Trevor growled, shaking blood off his hand. He pulled the belt from his waist and knelt beside me. Holding one end, he wrapped the other around the fey's arms over and over until the buckle reached the first end, and then buckled it securely. “There,” he huffed with satisfaction.
 
   “Excellent,” I looked over the trussed up faerie and then around the forest. “I don't think there's anything else for us here. Shall we take him back to Pride Palace or would you rather interrogate him in your Hall, Dad?”
 
   “Bring him to my Hall,” Fenrir smiled and the fey started to shake. I didn't blame him, the way Fenrir was smiling even gave me the chills.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   The little ratty fey was strapped to a chair much too large for him. It looked ridiculous, he was bound with enough rope to hold a Froekn, the width of the rope layers was almost as wide as he was. His little feet were sticking straight out, barely visible beneath the rope overkill, and his chin just cleared the edge of the top.
 
   The fey alternated between hissing and trying to bite anyone who came near, and pleading for his life pathetically. His snout twitched constantly, scenting the air like it might hold the secrets to his escape, while his beady eyes roamed the room just as furiously. It was unsettling and I was thankful Fenrir had taken over the interrogation.
 
   “Alright you little waste of magic,” Fenrir growled. “You've got one more chance to tell me who the Darkness belongs to before I start ripping off appendages.”
 
   The fey whimpered, cringed, and stared at Fenrir with eyes gone round, but he didn't speak.
 
   “Fine,” Fenrir started the long process of freeing one of the fey's arms.
 
   “Cease,” the fey cried, “hold off, Wolf King! I will tell you.”
 
   “Go on then,” Fenrir squatted down to face him better.
 
   “It is no god,” the fey started looking even more rat-like, his face creasing into amused lines, “but a goddess. A beautiful dark goddess. She is the Darkness and the Darkness is her. She consumes souls to fill the need. The Darkness has a great need.”
 
   “What the fuck does that mean?” Fenrir looked like he was going to do some ripping anyway.
 
   “Wait,” I put a hand on his shoulder. “Let me try.” Fenrir got up and moved over for me. “What is the need of the Darkness? What doesn't it have?”
 
   “Everything,” the rat thing giggled. “It is nothing. Loneliness, anger, helplessness. Every empty feeling is what it is but nothing that fills. Nothing that warms or satisfies. No breath, no blood, no brine, no stone.”
 
   “Breath, blood, brine, and stone,” I mulled it over. “Those are all integral parts of the blessings of the fey houses. It has no elements,” I focused on the fey intently and he stopped his giggling.
 
   “Fire Queen,” he spoke gravely, “you know the Darkness.”
 
   “I've touched it,” I confirmed, “but I don't know the name of the dark goddess. Name the dark, do it now or I won't bother returning you to Faerie, I'll let the wolves have you.”
 
   “No,” at first the fey looked around at the looming Froekn and cringed, but then he seemed to reconsider and his face smoothed into acceptance. “So be it, they are better than the Hunt.”
 
   “Shit,” I shook my head. I hadn't thought of that. Faerie justice would indeed be harsher than the Froekn's. “Alright then, I reverse it. If you don't tell us who she is, I'll take you back to the Fire King directly and the Host will have some sport.”
 
   “No, Queen Vervain,” he whimpered, realizing his mistake. “I... please don't kill me, I couldn't help but serve her, she's so beautiful, so wicked, like the most capricious faerie. Oh, she is magnificent, my beautiful Andrasta.”
 
   “Andrasta!” Fenrir shouted and the room went silent. The only sound was that of the fey moaning and then of UnnúlfR's harsh breathing.
 
   “No,” UnnúlfR finally spoke. “No, I killed her. She's dead, that fucking traitor is dead!”
 
   “The Darkness is hard to kill,” the fey whispered, all laughter gone. “No weapon made by man or god can unmake the dark.”
 
   “No weapon made,” I whispered, something about the words was tugging at me.
 
   I thought back to the battle in Asgard, the one where I'd attacked Anubis. Andrasta, UnnúlfR's ex-lover, had shown up and he'd attacked her. I remembered the way he'd lifted her up and crushed her throat, how her head had fallen limply to the side. She had fallen back and ribbons of darkness had caught her and consumed her. UnnúlfR had been so certain that she was dead, that he hadn't just broke her neck but torn her head nearly off.
 
   There was no reason to question him, we all had thought she was dead, but if Andrasta had taken what the Darkness had offered Nepthys, maybe she was harder to kill than the rest of the gods. Maybe cutting off her head wouldn't be enough. But if that was the case, what would be enough. How do you kill the dark?
 
   “It would explain why the Froekn is being attacked,” Trevor looked over to his brother with grim eyes. “But this isn't your fault, brother.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” UnnúlfR growled. “I brought her into our lives.”
 
   “You fell in love,” I went over to him and put a hand on his arm, feeling the butterflies rise for him. So I sent a pulse of magic into him, releasing the butterflies, to try and heal the wound in his heart. “Love can make us do stupid things.”
 
   I felt the magic dive down into him and I let it go, so it could do its work without binding us. He shuddered and sighed, then the magic rushed back into me with a delighted little shimmer.
 
   “Sister,” UnnúlfR put his hand over mine, staring at me with shining eyes. I smiled, realizing that it was the first time he'd named me kin. “I should have known, should have been more careful.”
 
   “There was no way you could have known,” I remembered what Nephthys had told me and together with what the fey had just said, I came to a conclusion. “Nephthys recognized the dark taint of Andrasta's magic, she told me that when the Atlanteans had first come to human shores, there had been a darkness there that approached them and offered them power in exchange for hosting it. Andrasta must have accepted the magic and it must have changed her. I doubt she's even capable of love with that thing inside her. It's a void, an emptiness, there is no love inside it. You fell in love with a woman twisted by the dark.”
 
   “Vervain's right,” Trevor nodded. “There's no blame here except on Andrasta for being stupid enough to take on a dark magic. Let your guilt go and let's focus on finding her.”
 
   “But back then,” I thought again of the battle, “in Asgard, you weren't affected by the Darkness as Torrent and I were. I wonder why.”
 
   “No,” UnnúlfR agreed, “I didn't feel anything like what you've described. Her magic must have grown since then if she can kill Froekn without a fight.”
 
   “Grown how?” Trevor looked over at me with a raised brow.
 
   “Good question but what I'd really like to know,” I looked back over at the squirming fey, “is how to destroy her.”
 
   “I don't know the weakness of the Dark Goddess,” the fey gave me a solemn face but his eyes twitched. “I told you no weapon made can destroy her.”
 
   “You know something though,” I put my face down near his and felt the dragon rise inside of me, to stare out of my eyes. “What did she do with the faeries and Froekn she took?”
 
   “She fed them to the dark.”
 
   “Fed them?” I felt the claws spring from my hands and everyone around me took a step back. All the fey could do was whimper. “The Froekn looked terrified but there were no marks on them, nothing to indicate a feeding.”
 
   “The wolves were just scared by the dark, she tried to feed but couldn't consume them.” The fey was crying and I wanted to sympathize with him but I couldn't. I felt nothing for him but anger. “The faeries were eaten.”
 
   “She ate them? That's why there were no bodies?” I was horrified.
 
   “Not like that,” he was shaking, “I don't know exactly. Darkness has an empty belly, no breath-”
 
   “Yes, yes,” I sliced a hand through the air and nearly decapitated him. “No elements. You've already said-” I stopped mid-sentence, frowning as something again tugged at my memory. “I need some time to think this through. Something doesn't add up. Or maybe it does and I just can't see it.” I could feel my teeth clenching and my claws clicked as I flexed my fingers. “Demeter,” the fey flinched at the name. Oh yeah, he knew her. “Is she working with Andrasta?”
 
   “That one I don't like,” the faerie whispered. “She has fought beside my goddess, so my lady trusts her but I don't trust her.”
 
   “That's right,” I exhaled harshly. “Persephone buried Demeter before the battle could really begin but they were both in Asgard that night.”
 
   “Demeter told my goddess about the wolves,” the fey shot quick glances at Fenrir. “Andrasta wanted faeries not Froekn.”
 
   I heard UnnúlfR expel a relieved breath and I looked over to give him a sad smile. “See, the Froekn were attacked because of something I did, not you.”
 
   “This is not your fault either, Rouva,” it was more than I expected from UnnúlfR and it went a long way toward easing my own guilt. “We'll get them both.”
 
   “Yes, we will,” I narrowed my eyes on the fey. “First things first, where is Demeter?”
 
   “Demeter lives in the God Realm,” the fey squirmed against the ropes.
 
   “We know where she lives,” I smacked his chest to stop his squirming. “She's not there. Where else would she go?”
 
   “How do you know she's not there?”
 
   “We went in and looked.” I narrowed my eyes on him.
 
   “You couldn't have,” they fey wiggled against the ropes. “I laid the spell myself. No one could get past that.”
 
   “You,” my mouth fell open. “That's why it felt so familiar. It was fey magic.”
 
   “How did you get past my ward?”
 
   “I have a friend who's good at wards,” I waved a hand through the air, dismissing his questions. “Never mind that, Demeter's not there.”
 
   “Look harder,” he glared at me. “She's there. She's a very tricky goddess and she knows how to hide. Believe me, she's there.”
 
   My stomach clenched and my eyes shot to Fenrir. “You need to send more wolves to warn the Froekn you left at Demeter's.”
 
   “I agree,” Fenrir looked over to Ty, his third son. “Take a group over and check on them.” Ty nodded and headed out immediately.
 
   “Why does Andrasta want faeries?” My mind was finally piecing things together. “Why couldn't she consume the wolves? The Froekn have magic too.”
 
   “Magic, yes,” the fey shrugged as much as he could being tied so tightly. “Elements, no.”
 
   “Elements,” it kept coming back to the elements. Fey magic was based around them but what did fey magic have to do with a dark magic that had roamed the Human Realm before even the gods had appeared? “The Darkness has no elements. It's nothing, the absence of elements. Un-magic,” I remembered what Torrent had called it.
 
   “Un-magic,” the fey chuckled grimly. “Yes, my goddess can't be killed by gods.”
 
   “Can't be killed by gods,” I mulled it over while I stared at him and he started to squirm again. “No weapon made of man or god... so that leaves the fey.”
 
   He stopped squirming to stare at me in horror.
 
   “We'll focus on killing Demeter first,” I said to Fenrir. “Once she's dead, Andrasta may be easier to deal with and probably won't bother with the Froekn anymore. Then I'll return to Faerie and speak to the fey about destroying Andrasta.”
 
   “Agreed, as long as she's killed,” Fenrir nodded and then slid his gaze over to the faerie. “Has he given you all you need?”
 
   “Yeah,” I sighed, “I don't think he has anymore to tell us.”
 
   Before the fey could so much as squeak, Fenrir swiped a clawed hand across his neck, cutting the fey's head from his body. It rolled off and hit the floor with a wet thud. It was gross but quick and it was probably a better death than he deserved.
 
   “Valdyr,” Ty was back already and he was calling Fenrir by his Froekn title. Not a good sign. “The Froekn sentinels are dead and there's no sign of the Harvest Goddess.”
 
   “Damn her to a thousand deaths!” Fenrir snarled, making most people in the room cringe. Emma was not one of them and I have to admit it impressed me. In fact, she'd taken all of it pretty calmly; the fey, the interrogation, the killing of the fey. She strode forward and took Fenrir's hand. He immediately calmed and turned sorrowful eyes to her. “My children,” he whispered.
 
   “I know, Fen,” she slid her arms around his waist and he sort of crumpled into her, his shoulders shaking with silent tears.
 
   The rest of us just gaped. I looked away, feeling awkward and intrusive. Then I stood up and shooed everyone from the room quietly. There was nothing more to be done tonight. Fenrir needed to grieve and get his strength back, two things that I was going to leave in Emma's obviously capable hands. I'd take my Intare and head back to Pride Palace for the night, tomorrow would come soon enough and then we would start again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   I was exhausted and all I wanted to do was go to sleep for a few years, or at least eight hours. I trudged through the halls of Pride Palace, on my way to my lovely bed, with my lovers and lions behind me, trudging along just as wearily.
 
   “So Kanaloa's in the clear,” Trevor sighed.
 
   “I'm actually a bit relieved about that,” I nodded. “No one wanted him to be the bad guy and at least with Andrasta, this behavior  isn't a shock.”
 
   “That's true,” Trevor grimaced, “her behavior isn't surprising, just her breathing.”
 
   “No kidding-”
 
   “Where have you been?” Finn's voice stopped me short and I looked over to find him standing at the end of the hall that led to the library. “I've been texting you all night.”
 
   “I've been a little busy,” I waved the Intare on to their beds (for the second time that night) but Kirill and Trevor stayed back. “There have been attacks on the Froekn.”
 
   “What?” Well that just knocked the wind out of his sails.
 
   “Yeah,” I headed toward the kitchen. If I was going to be up any longer, I needed coffee. “It's been a long day and an even longer night. We found a faerie who was in cahoots with Demeter and another goddess named Andrasta, then we found out that more Froekn had been killed, so whatever you need, Finn, make it fast.”
 
   “I brought my sister and brothers here,” Finn said softly. “They wanted to speak with you concerning the faerie who cursed us.”
 
   “Now?” I gaped at him.
 
   “I did try to text you,” he huffed a sigh. “They're very upset.”
 
   “I don't know, Finn,” I was halfway to the kitchen and coffee. “I'm not in the best of moods right now.”
 
   “It's my family, Vervain,” he waved a hand toward the library, which was now behind us. “They've come all this way.”
 
   “What, you mean five seconds through the Aether?” I grimaced at him.
 
   “Five seconds or no',” it was Finn's voice but the accent was thickly Irish, “Ireland's a wee bit o' a journey.”
 
   I looked over and saw Finn standing behind himself. I blinked, shook my head, and then looked over at my men for confirmation. They nodded at me, we were all seeing double.
 
   “You've got a twin?” I looked back and forth between the men. “What the fuck, Finn? You never thought to mention that you had a twin? What if I ran into this guy and just walked on up to him and started talking to him like he was you? That would be awkward and embarrassing.”
 
   “He lives in Ireland,” Finn rolled his eyes. “You're not liable to run into him.”
 
   “Five seconds, Finn,” I snapped my fingers. “I could go to Ireland just as fast as to Hawaii. I like castles and potatoes, I could go to Ireland. A little heads up would have been nice.”
 
   “Castles and potatoes?” Finn's brother gave me a sort of gaping, squinting, head-shaking look. “Is that wha' Americans think Ireland is?”
 
   “I never mentioned any of them if you recall,” Finn shushed his brother with a hand gesture, “and, Vervain love, you never asked.”
 
   “I, well... I,” I stammered, “well you never asked about my siblings either!”
 
   “It's not like we're having sex,” Finn shrugged.
 
   “Yeah but you wanted to,” I scrunched up my face at him. “Here's a tip, if you wanna get in a girl's panties, try opening up a little. Maybe even mention you have a twin. It could even be a selling point.”
 
   “Did ye all forget 'bout me then?” Finn's twin cocked his head. “I 'ave another brother and a sister back waitin' ye know.”
 
   “Stuff it, Paddy,” I snarled and stomped off. “Unfuckinbelievable,” I muttered, “it's the fuckin' Irish invasion over here and wouldn't you know it, they're impatient. I thought the Irish were supposed to be nice with hot accents but at 4am it isn't hot, it's annoying. After all I've been through tonight...but that's what I get,” I threw my hands up in the air. “That's what I get for being a good friend. Keep your mouth shut, Vervain. How hard is that to do? Just freaking shut the hell up.”
 
   “She's right,” I heard Finn whisper, “she's not in the best mood right now.”
 
   “You bring your unknown family here,” I growled as I turned around to glare at Finn. “Unannounced and bloody impertinent! And you shove them in my face, right after I tell you that some of my family just died! Fuck you, Finn, and fuck your family! I ain't telling you shit now.”
 
   “Bring your siblings into the dining room,” Trevor was much more sympathetic than I. “We'll get some coffee and something to eat, and meet you there.”
 
   I let out a low growl as I pushed the door to the kitchen open. I had enough problems without having to deal with Finn's sassy siblings and their stupid accents. Next time I find out about a faerie who has done something naughty to a friend of mine, I'm gonna... shit, I'm going to tell them because I have a big, fat mouth and I love my friends.
 
   “Where's the damn coffee pot?” I snarled to the empty kitchen.
 
   “Tima,” Kirill came up behind me and grabbed my shoulders to knead them like a cat. I sighed, the muscles in my upper back letting go of their anger, even if I didn't. “Go sit down in dining room, I make coffee.”
 
   “Thanks, babe,” I turned and gave him a quick kiss.
 
   When I walked in the dining room through the connecting door, five faces turned immediately my way. Four men and one woman. Finn got up and came over to me.
 
   “I'm sorry, Vervain,” he put a hand on my upper arm. “I'm sorry for your loss and I know you're tired but we've been waiting centuries to find this woman.”
 
   “Ugh fine,” I sighed, shaking off his hand, “let me sit down, will ya?”
 
   “Sure,” he grinned and went back to his seat.
 
   Trevor was seated across from Finn and family, so I sat next to him, looking over the group across from us. Finn's twin, as mentioned, looked just like him. Now that I had them side by side, I could see that Finn's black hair was a tad longer than his brother's but their green eyes were the same shade and everything else was a carbon copy.
 
   The other brother was a little different but you could tell he was from the same stock, very dark hair, though more brown than black, and green eyes. The sister was the only one who looked out of place, with her bright blonde hair but again, her eyes held the family resemblance, bright green.
 
   “Sitting here, looking at you all,” I just wasn't ready to let my anger go quite yet, “I'm reminded of something I read once. Swans have an air of being proud, stupid, and mischievous- three qualities that go well together.”
 
   “Vervain,” Finn rolled his eyes as Trevor hid a laugh.
 
   “You quote Diderot?” Finn's not-twin brother asked, the only one out of the bunch who didn't seem offended.
 
   “I like authors who rebel against religion,” I shrugged.
 
   Kirill came in with a pot of coffee, cream, sugar, mugs, and some cold fried chicken on a tray. Before I could say another word, he put it between us like a border that shouldn't be crossed. I eyed it, then grabbed a mug like it was the last life vest on the Titanic, and poured some coffee into it. Some cream and sugar followed, then I was taking a long swallow. Ah, the world made sense again.
 
   “Did you introduce your family?” Kirill asked as he sat down beside me.
 
   “Oh,” Finn looked from his siblings to us. “Trevor, Vervain, and Kirill,” he motioned to each of us. “This is Conn, who you met in the hall, Fionnuala, my sister, and my brother Aodh.”
 
   “Aodh,” I rose my brows.
 
   “I know, I know,” he shook his head. “It's a funny name, Eeeee.”
 
   “Not what I was going to say,” I cleared my throat. “Actually, I knew a goblin named Aodh once.”
 
   “A goblin, really?” Aodh had none of the Irish accent of his brother. “That's kind of cool.”
 
   “Yeah,” I shrugged, “I killed him on my first visit to Faerie.”
 
   “Vervain!” Finn gave me his WTF face. My men just groaned.
 
   “Well in my defense,” I huffed, “he was threatening to make me into soup.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Aodh laughed.
 
   “My faeries don't hold it against me,” I smiled at Aodh. I liked a man with a sense of humor. “And they're fire fey, the same House Aodh was a part of.”
 
   “Well then,” Aodh nodded, “I won't hold it against you either. I think I actually prefer there not to be a goblin named Aodh out there.”
 
   “Watch yourself,” I wagged a finger at him. “I like goblins now.”
 
   “And you like to keep a man on his toes,” Aodh laughed. “I think I'm just going to shut up.”
 
   “That's usually the best course of action with Vervain,” Finn grumbled.
 
   “Och, enough,” Fionnuala tapped the table. She definitely had the accent. “Please, you told Finn you found the woman who cursed us. Tell us how we can find her. We deserve our vengeance. She was family and she betrayed us.”
 
   “Family,” I frowned. “You're Atlanteans aren't you?”
 
   “Through our father, yes,” Finn explained. “Our mother was human and it was her sister who cursed us.”
 
   “I think I've made a horrible mistake, Finn,” I rubbed my forehead. “This woman is a faerie, she can't be your Aunt.”
 
   “We think our real Aunt was replaced with a faerie,” Fionnuala said. “Aunt Nora suddenly changed one day,turned into a completely different person, and could do things humans can't do.”
 
   “A changeling?” I frowned, “I thought changelings were stolen as babies.”
 
   “I don't know if you'd call her a changeling,” Finn shrugged, “but our Aunt did change. I know faeries can glamor themselves to look however they want and we think this faerie took our Aunt and then took her place.”
 
   “Arach didn't mention any of that but then maybe he didn't know,” I frowned, thinking back to how the traitor fey had made himself appear to be a rat, if he could do that, Aoife could make herself look like another woman. “The fey's name is Aoife, she's an air-sidhe, and she confessed that she was a mistress of King Lir's. She also confessed to changing his children into swans because Lir loved them more than her. So I guess it must be her. I mean, how many other King Lir's with swan children could there possibly be?”
 
   “Just the one, as far as I know,” Aodh laughed and shrugged his leather-clad shoulders. That's when I noticed how they were dressed, as if for war.
 
   “You're intending on hunting her immediately, aren't you?” I asked in a kind of accusing manner.
 
   “We'd like to,” Finn nodded.
 
   “And how do you intend on getting into Faerie?” I sat back in my seat, holding my mug to my chest.
 
   “Are you implying that after you told me you know where the fey who cursed us is, you're not going to take us to her?” Finn growled.
 
   “Not right now, I'm not,” I gave him a level look. “I'm way too fucking tired. I need some sleep, both for my body and my mind. I'm barely managing to string two sentences together right now. I sure as hell ain't about to take you into Faerie. Not to mention that Arach is expecting me back around the time I left and there won't be anyone there to greet us or help us if I'm not. You saw what Faerie is like, do you really want to go in unprepared?”
 
   “You can mirror them and by the time we get there, they'll have had time to send someone out,” Finn was right of course. With the time difference between here and Faerie, a few minutes for us would be equivalent to hours there, possibly days.
 
   “And I'll probably be there already,” I tried to work things out in my tired brain. I'd been using the ring to be constantly in both realms but it actually could be used to go back to a time I'd already lived. Only thing was, I wouldn't be able to change it, all I could do was experience it again. “I'd be sent into my body, to experience whatever I'm experiencing there at the moment. Meaning I wouldn't be able to help you.”
 
   “Wha' the hell did she jus' say?” Conn looked from me to his brother.
 
   “She has a ring that can take her through time,” Finn frowned, “When she travels between here and Faerie, she goes back to the moment she left, so it's like she never leaves. It's fey magic and I don't know how to get around it.”
 
   “Can't we go witho' her then?” Fionnuala glanced over at Finn.
 
   “We won't be able to get into Faerie without a fey by our side,” Finn cursed.
 
   “The High King can let you through,” I chewed on my lip, “but I doubt he'll allow a bunch of gods in to kill a faerie. You'll have to plead your case to him.”
 
   “Or get her to come out,” Aodh looked at me speculatively. “Do you think you could get her to come to us?”
 
   “What do you think could possibly persuade her to do that?” I blinked wide eyes at them.
 
   “Ego,” Aodh, exchanged a knowing look with the others. “Narcissism, cruelty, maybe even some curiosity. The possibility that we could kill her will never even cross her mind. Aoife is that egotistical. She'll think herself much more powerful than us and would probably love to see us again, just to exalt in her triumph one more time.”
 
   “Yeah,” I thought about that snotty air sidhe, “I can believe that. Okay look,” I cracked my neck, “I'll be going back soon but when I go back, it'll be to the past in Faerie, so I should be able to direct her here to our present.”
 
   “Wow, this is really fucking with my head,” Aodh frowned.
 
   “Yeah, imagine how I feel,” I smirked. “If I can talk her into coming back to confront you... hold the presses. I just remembered Roarke is here. We can send him across to fetch her, then I won't have to worry about figuring out how to get her here at the right time. He can go, take as long as he needs to grab her, and still be back in hardly any time at all.”
 
   “Excellent,” Finn smiled.
 
   “Yeah, then I don't have to worry about all the trouble you might get into without me here,” I smirked. “I'll ask Roarke tomorrow, I'm sure he's already asleep. It shouldn't be a problem, unless you guys are wrong and she decides to pass on the family reunion.”
 
   “We're not wrong,” they grinned maliciously at each other.
 
   “Yeah, you kind of look like you belong in a Rob Zombie movie when you guys smile like that,” I huffed a laugh. “And how fucked up is it that your Aunt slept with your father? Faerie changeling or not, that's messed up.”
 
   “Well duh,” Aodh shook his head, “it's kind of one of the reasons why we want to kill her.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Roarke was amenable to fetching Aoife. He said something about her being a mega-bitch and that she needed to be schooled. When I told him that Finn and his siblings were intent on more than just schooling her, they were going to kill her, he frowned and asked if that wasn't what he'd just said. I was going to have to talk to my lions again. They were trying to teach the cat-sidhe human lingo but something always seemed to get lost in translation.
 
   On top of that, he had headed into Faerie wearing a T-shirt that read: Cat-astrophe Waiting to Happen. It was a little too close to the truth for my tastes and I was hoping it wasn't prophetic as well.
 
   I sighed and shifted my weight. Trevor, Kirill, Odin, and I were waiting at the tracing wall for Roarke to return with Aoife. As soon as they appeared we were going to escort them out to the open grassland in front of Pride Palace, where Finn and his siblings were waiting. I have to admit this seemed like a waste of time to me, like there were more important things for me to be doing than helping a bunch of gods find vengeance, but I'd started this and wasn't I on my own quest for justice? How could I deny Finn, especially when it was I who'd called him?
 
   So we waited, exchanging glances ranging from impatience to irritation, until there was a slight ringing buzz, like the sound of electricity flowing through cables, and they stepped through the wall. I was surprised to find myself surprised that she'd actually showed up. I mean if someone walked up to me and said a bunch of people I'd cursed in the past wanted me to meet them after school behind the dumpsters, I'd have run all the way home and then locked the door behind me. Yet, there she was, the cheeky bitch.
 
   “Aoife,” I nodded and she watched me warily, looking like she might bolt at any second. Then it occurred to me that she actually might be more afraid of me than of her niece and nephews. “I have no issue with you. The ones you have to worry about are waiting outside.”
 
   “Really?” She looked me over intently, then visibly relaxed and even smirked. “Well then, Queen of Fire, lead the way.”
 
   I glanced at Trevor, who was doing a kind of wheezing werewolf chuckle. He shrugged and we all turned to lead the woman to her doom. Well, I at least hoped it was her doom because if I had to watch Finn and his siblings die, I was going to be royally pissed. Another thought occurred to me and almost as if she read my mind, Aoife spoke it.
 
   “Tell me right now that you'll not avenge your friends if I win this challenge.”
 
   Fuck, that was actually fair. “Alright, you have my word. I won't avenge them if you win. Today. If you pull any sneaky shit in the future though,” I stopped and turned to face her. “I will pluck those wings off your back and shove them down your throat. We clear?”
 
   She nodded and swallowed hard, so I turned back around and led her out and around the side of the palace, to the sandy area used by the Intare to train. Speaking of the Intare, they were all there, come to watch the show, and I had a fleeting thought of Fenrir and how he'd probably be pissed that we didn't call him so he could get a ringside seat too.
 
   The Intare looked pretty intimidating, standing around the edges like a gorgeous man-boundary and staring at Aoife in a way that clearly proclaimed their hatred of her. I kind of loved them for that, that they'd take Finn's anger as their own and support him without explanation. When I glanced at Aoife, I saw she wasn't immune to their animosity, had in fact stopped walking to stare over the assemblage.
 
   I felt a little sympathy for her then. It was pretty brave of her to come walking into my lion's den with only a promise of a fair fight and her confidence in her own abilities to back her. She was a horrible woman who had done some really mean things, but did she deserve to be terrorized before she got her ass handed to her? Maybe not.
 
   I put a hand on her forearm and her gaze shot to mine. I gave her a squeeze and an honest stare. “They won't interfere either, you have the word of their Tima.”
 
   She blinked, her mouth falling open a little and her face softening just slightly. “I see now why he loves you,” she whispered. “Your honor is humbling, startling, and a little irritating. I wouldn't have shown you the same courtesy and I think you know that. I also think it doesn't make a difference to you. I almost regret having to kill your friends.”
 
   She had me liking her a little until that last bit. I sighed and shook my head, gesturing her forward. She walked regally into the sunlight, glittering in her fey glory. Her pale pink hair glowed almost as white as her skin, trailing down to her feet and hovering just above the ground. Her bright blue butterfly wings matched her eyes(which sparkled with malicious glee once she set eyes on Finn and family) and shimmered when she fluttered them. She looked delicate, ethereal; and standing there before the children of Lir, who were garbed in black leather and grim countenances, she seemed to be a fair damsel in distress.
 
   I knew better than to judge by appearances though, and I assumed Finn did also. So I hoped he had some way to fight fey magic, some trick up his sleeve that would give him an edge over Aoife. Then I noticed the blades they were all holding and I nodded. That would do, metal kills air fey if used properly. All they had to do was get one good stab in and Aoife would be a goner. Getting that close to a fey who didn't want you close to them though, could be a problem. Especially when she was an air-sidhe.
 
   The expressions on the faces of Finn and his siblings stayed stoic but I could see the surprise in their eyes. Aoife's beauty was magnificent, even among gods, and you couldn't help but be impressed by it. I don't think they expected the monster who had worn their Aunt's face to look so much like a fantasy come to life.
 
   The fey don't fight like gods. God magic gives a warning, lets you know it was building up and coming for you. For instance, if Thor had been attacking with lightning, the sky would have filled with storm clouds first. There would have been rain, wind, something. Aoife gave no warning. In fact, she seemed to sense their moment of surprise and used it for an advantage.
 
   Aodh was simply standing one moment and flying the next. Aoife lifted him with a simple hand gesture and threw him so far, I didn't see him fall. The remaining three ran for her but before they could get even remotely close, they were blown back with a sudden gust of wind. This was not god magic controlling the weather, this was the weather. It was fey magic, pure elemental, and it didn't need to roll in as a breeze or a gust, it simply was what Aoife needed, exactly when she needed it.
 
   At least she didn't laugh or taunt them. I'd kind of been expecting some kind of villainous display of superiority. She didn't bother with all that though, she just kept pummeling my friends into the ground. I bit my lip, my muscles tensing as I watched them helplessly.
 
   Trevor's hand slid into mine and I felt the presence of Odin and Kirill at my back. We were all tense, frustrated by our self-inflicted impotence. The Intare were growling, several of them pacing the edges of the fighting area while they snarled at Aoife. The faerie paid them no mind, just kept attacking Finn and his siblings with the very air around them. And she had the nerve to look fabulous as she did it. The woman didn't even break a sweat but if she had, it probably would have sparkled.
 
   Then Finn started to choke. His weapons fell from his hands and his siblings ran to his side, even Aodh who'd finally made it back from wherever she'd blown him. Finn clawed at his throat, dropping to his knees as he gasped for air. Aoife stood in front of him, making a pulling gesture with her hand. That was it, that was all she had to do to yank the air right out of his lungs.
 
   “No,” I whispered and almost broke my word by running into the fight, but Odin put his arms around my waist and held me to him. “Finn.”
 
   “This is his battle,” Odin laid his cheek along mine. “You must let him fight it.”
 
   “Now you know how we felt,” Trevor glanced at me, “watching you fight Balder.”
 
   “This is so not the time for that,” I gave Trevor a glare and he had the grace to look sheepish.
 
   Then Finn suddenly stopped choking, his whole body shimmering in gold light. The gold darkened and feathers emerged from his skin, black feathers. With a flapping of wings, Finn shot up into the sky as a black swan. In seconds, his siblings followed suit, flying up into the bright sky, right into the sun so that we could barely see them. I wondered if they were making a run for it and how we'd handle Aoife in such a situation but honestly, I'd rather have them run than die and my heart was beginning to slow back to its normal rhythm.
 
   Then they all came diving out of the sky at once, zipping down toward Aoife like feathered torpedoes. Sunlight glinted off something in their beaks and I squinted till I was able to make out the knives they were all holding. Aoife saw it too and frowned but when she made to flick them away, the swans split and surrounded her. Three of them hovered around her face, flapping their huge wings and effectively blinding her. They must have been cutting at her too because Aoife was shrieking and holding her arms up defensively.
 
   The fourth bird circled around and then came straight at her, like an arrow made of feathers and steel. His dagger slid into Aoife's slight chest, lodging in her up to its hilt. The other three swans fell back as Aoife let out a pitiful scream that was cut short suddenly, as if death couldn't wait for her to finish her cry before claiming her. She fell limply to the ground and the black swans settled before her like a line of mourners, graceful necks curved down, eyes fixed on the fey corpse.
 
   Then they stepped back as one, and lifted their wings. Their necks extended and the golden shimmer returned, lightening this time until four bodies were revealed, all very naked. I looked over my shoulder at Kirill and he nodded, running off to collect some clothing for the swans.
 
   They barely noticed their own nudity though, they were too focused on the dead fey before them. The siblings took each other's hands and approached the body together, faces grim but satisfied. They just stood there, above Aoife's body, looking down on her as if to imprint the picture in their minds forever.
 
   I knew all about that, had my own share of nightmares relieved by the images of a dead villain, so I stayed silent as well and let them absorb the fact that their monster was dead. They wouldn't have to look under the bed for her, or in their closets, and they wouldn't have to worry about seeing her face when they finally made it to sleep.
 
   Kirill came back with cotton robes and I gave him another nod, they'd had enough time to wallow. So he approached them slowly and handed them each a robe. They covered themselves automatically, looking a little shell-shocked, and I went forward to help them.
 
   “Finn?” I had my hands on his shoulders while I looked over his face. “Let's all go inside, okay?”
 
   He nodded and I put an arm around him to lead him into the palace. Kirill, Trevor, and Odin took charge of the remaining swans and we escorted them to the dining room. Once we got them seated, Kirill went off to make tea, which he said would be better for them than coffee. I nodded and left it up to him. Honestly, I didn't think it made a difference what we gave them to drink, as long as it was either hot, or alcoholic, or both.
 
   “She'd dead,” Fionnuala finally whispered and the three brothers looked over at her startled, like they hadn't even realized what they'd done.
 
   “Yep,” I said a little loudly, thinking that the shock might do them good. “You all did it. I'm surprised, it really looked like she was going to win for awhile there.”
 
   “We should 'ave attacked 'er as swans first,” Conn said grimly. “I think she was weaker when we were swans. It felt easier then.”
 
   “I don't know if she was weaker,” Finn frowned, “but there was definitely a difference. It was almost as if we were attacking her with her own magic.”
 
   “Huh,” I smiled, “it's kind of like me and the gods. It was easier for me to kill gods because you all held magic taken from humans. Maybe it does work in a similar way, you know all magic has a price. It looks like the price of Aoife turning you all into swans was that she became vulnerable to you when you were in swan form.”
 
   “I don't know what it is and frankly,” Aodh took a steaming cup of tea from Kirill with a nod of thanks, “I don't care. She's dead and I'm finally going to be able to get a good night's sleep.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” I took my own cup from Kirill. “You're all more than welcome to relax here for today, and even stay the night, we have plenty of room.”
 
   “Thanks, Vervain,” Finn reached across the table to take my hand.
 
   “No biggie,” I shrugged.
 
   “No, about Aoife,” Finn sighed and let go of me. “About bringing her here and giving this closure to me and my family.”
 
   “Finn,” I gave him a wide grin, “you're a part of my family too. I'll always help you if I can.”
 
   “And we consider you family now as well,” Aodh winked at me. “You ever need anything, just give us a call.”
 
   “Uh, I hate to break up your Cum Yaya moment but I need to take Aoife's body back to Faerie,” Roarke said from the end of the table.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I blinked at him. “Our... our what moment?”
 
   “Your Cum Yayas,” Roarke frowned. “You know, you celebrate and sing Cum Yaya, Cum Yaya? I don't know who this Yaya person is but I'd like to meet her. She sounds like a lot of fun.”
 
   Kirill was choking on laughter, a hand partially covering his spasming face, and we all stared hard at him until he finally got himself under control. He looked around at us all with glittering eyes.
 
   “He means kumbaya,” Kirill laughed again, “your kumbaya moment.”
 
   “Roarke,” I groaned, “maybe you should run everything by me before you use all the new sayings you learn from the Intare.”
 
   “These were the wrong words again?” Roarke didn't look as upset as he usually did when he got something wrong, and I had a sneaking suspicion that this one was done on purpose to lighten the mood. It would be totally like the cat-sidhe to turn around a joke played on him.
 
   “You sneaky kitty,” I accused and he shrugged. “Okay, do you need help taking Aoife home?”
 
   “No, Queen Vervain,” Roarke got serious. “I think it's best you stay out of this one. It could start a war if done improperly.”
 
   “But she came willingly,” I frowned. “Will you be okay to handle this? Maybe you should stop by the Fire Kingdom and take some red caps with you.”
 
   “I'll be fine,” Roarke shrugged. “In Faerie we don't shoot the messenger and I'm a Prince of Cats, they won't hold this against me. We can't help but get into trouble. It's in our natures.”
 
   “Okay,” I gave him a hug goodbye. “But be careful and please come back when you're done, so we know you're okay.”
 
   “Okay, Mom,” he rolled his eyes. “I'm not one of your lions, you know. I'm over two-thousand years old. I think I can take care of myself.”
 
   “Yeah but you're technically the youngest sidhe there is,” I smirked at him, “so you're still the baby.”
 
   “Maybe I'm not as old as some,” he gave me a meaningful look and I remembered that Arach was over fifteen-thousand years old, “but I can hold my own.”
 
   “No wonder he's so damn annoying,” Trevor grumbled and I hit him on the shoulder. “What?”
 
   “If I have annoyed,” Roarke gave my men an elegant bow, “I can leave feeling satisfied. For I live to annoy, when I'm not clawing something up, that is.”
 
   “That was you?” I started to growl as I focused my glare back on him. “You were the one who clawed up the upholstery in the sitting room?”
 
   “Uh, gotta go,” he ran out the door before I could get him in hand.
 
   “Damn cat,” I growled.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   We were all in the common room, watching TV while we waited for Fenrir to arrive, when a shooting pain filled my chest and I fell off of the couch, onto my knees. I gasped through it, Trevor's hands on my shoulders while he knelt before me and shouted something into my face that I couldn't make out. I was too focused on the tie that had just been severed from my lioness magic.
 
   “Ethan,” I gasped as I stumbled to my feet, pushing Trevor away. “Ethan's dead,” I began to run, not caring if the others followed me or not, straight to the tracing wall.
 
   “Vervain!” Trevor shouted but I just kept running.
 
   My lion was dead and nothing was going to stop me from getting to him. I barely paused to ask the Aether to take me to Ethan, I just ran straight into the wall and luckily, it opened for me and took me where I wanted to go.
 
   I came out onto a patch of grass surrounded by a few trees. It was dark but the moon illuminated the scene clearly. We were in some kind of small park or maybe it was someone's garden. Just a little patch of land surrounded by soaring buildings on all sides. There were three of my lions in the center of it all, cringing together on their knees in front of Ethan's corpse. Before them was Andrasta, standing amidst a thick black mist, her hands raised like an avenging angel. The mist swirled around her and tendrils had already flowed out to encircle my Intare.
 
   I screamed with rage and ran forward, right through a tentacle of Darkness, though it didn't seem to have an affect on me. I settled between my men and Andrasta, baring my teeth and claws at the goddess as I was overtaken by simple animal rage. She looked shocked for about a second but then she recovered and sent more of the Darkness straight toward me.
 
   It seemed to pulse happily, having found more nourishing fare, and gathered more weight into itself before slinking forward to fortify the tendrils already surrounding us. The dark thickened and I saw things in it that had not been formed naturally. Things with too many teeth and greedy eyes focused on me. Impossible things which I assumed to be the manifestation of fear.
 
   I had a moment's panic, remembering that I had no defense against this magic, but love knows no limits and I would have done anything to protect my lions. Even if it meant being consumed by the Darkness. It was my duty to protect them and I had already failed Ethan. I wouldn't fail these three.
 
   The lions behind me had crept closer and I felt their hands reach out and grasp my legs. I don't know if they had thought to give me comfort and support, or if they just needed to connect with their heart, but I felt my lioness magic surge up to touch them and the bond we shared reassured me, it gave me strength.
 
   Then it flared in a wash of heat through my body and I suddenly felt the connection to all of my lions come alive, felt their awareness of me and what was happening. I felt the pound of their feet as they rushed to trace to us but I quickly forbade them from coming to our aid, they would only end up becoming more casualties.
 
   They fell back with angry frustration and I heard their roars echoing in my mind. Then I felt them band together and down the connection came their strength and love. They poured it into me with everything they had, trying to stand with us, even though they were not physically there. They had found a loophole around my order and I loved them for it even as I shook my head over their rebellious cunning.
 
   I took a deep breath, feeling stronger, calmer, and held my hands up to the Darkness as if I could stop it with my will alone. I was drunk with power from the Intare and possibly a bit foolish but I always said that the fool can accomplish anything because he doesn't know that he can't. So I stood there like a fool and refused to acknowledge the fact that the Darkness was unstoppable.
 
   It barely even paused, just continued to flow forward and then over us, but it couldn't seem to reach us. It hovered around us in the air, a dome of darkness, and I could feel its frustration pushing in against me like a living thing. I heard the Intare gasp and when I glanced over my shoulder I saw them staring at me with wide eyes. That was when I noticed the glow.
 
   Light was pouring out of my skin like I was a firefly's butt. Slightly blue and very bright, it felt clean, like it was sacred. It lit the entire pod of black that we stood in and I saw myself reflected in the eyes of my lions. I looked unearthly, an alien being come down to make contact, even the strands of my hair were glowing. I stared at my arms, still held up in defense, and realized what was defeating the Darkness.
 
   “Nephthys,” I whispered, knowing it was her blessing coming to my aid. “Move back with me,” I said down to the cowering lions and they nodded, getting to their feet. “We're going to have one shot at this so when I say run, you run and trace away as soon as possible. Got it?” I looked down and saw them all nod, eyes wide and focused on me intently. I took one more step back, enough that we broke through the dome containing us, and I shouted, “Run!”
 
   They ran and I held the Darkness back so they had enough time to trace away. When they were gone, I breathed a sigh of relief but the panic quickly returned when Trevor, Kirill, Odin, Finn, and the rest of his irritating Irish family, showed up in their place.
 
   “Fuck,” I snarled, turning back to Andrasta, knowing Nephthys' blessing wouldn't hold off the Darkness forever.
 
   I heard my lovers and friends behind me, screaming for me, and knew I had to act fast. The Darkness would move on soon and focus its attention on them. They may not be fey, may not have the magic it truly craved, but neither had my lions and the dark had no problem going after them.
 
   Then I remembered a comment Nephthys had made about the Darkness, that only love could cure loneliness. Would it work? Could my love magic actually win against this?
 
   I called desperately to Love and felt the butterflies rise immediately to my call. A tingling, rushing happiness flowed through the lioness magic that already filled me, and it gave me more confidence. Love was the greatest magic of all and it knew no fear. The butterflies poured from me and as they did, I saw the glowing aura around me brighten and expand. It pushed at the Darkness and then suddenly it exploded into the black mist, illuminating the depths of it with brilliant, sparkling butterflies of light.
 
   I backed away, right out of the fog, and saw Andrasta gaping at me, her hand half raised as if she didn't know what to do. In front of her was a rolling mass of black but it was pulling back, cringing really, from the onslaught of Love. The butterflies formed a solid wall in front of it and as they advanced, the Darkness screeched and drew itself up like a tidal wave preparing to pound into the shore.
 
   I knew then that it wouldn't hold. Love may be stronger than loneliness but this loneliness was different. This was something darker than human fears, older than man's despair, and it wouldn't be pushed around by Love for long. So I used the progress it had made to run forward to Ethan's body.
 
   “Trace!” I shouted to the others as I grabbed Ethan's hand. “Back to the Palace, now!”
 
   The butterflies zipped back into me as we all traced away, the Darkness snapping at our heels.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   As soon as we got back, Kirill took Ethan's body gently from my arms so I could go find my Darkness-tainted lions. They were huddled in a corner of the common room, the other Intare gathered around them in a half circle, looking completely lost as to what to do.
 
   I walked forward and as I did I felt their magic flow back into them, returning now that it knew I was safe. The Intare gave me their attention immediately, forming an aisle for me to walk through that led to the three wounded men. When I came within touching distance, they all reached forward, gentle fingers stroked along my skin and heads bowed in deference. I trailed my hands out to the sides, quickly touching them as well, letting my lioness reassure herself that the rest of her lions were okay. I finally came to the three, clinging to each other still, and I knelt down before them.
 
   “Christopher. Timothy. David,” I said each of their names slowly, demanding their attention. “I'm your Tima and I can help you. Can you trust me enough to come with me?”
 
   They stared at me with wide eyes for a moment before finally nodding with jerky movements. I smiled gently and stood, then reached my hands out to them. They reached back for me, hands shooting forward with desperation. I pulled them to their feet and hugged them all close, ending up a little smothered in the middle of the three big men.
 
   I sent calming energy down the cords that connected us and I felt them shudder around me and take some heaving breaths. They were alive and it was a freaking miracle that I was still alive as well. No, not a miracle, a blessing. I was going to give Nephthys a big hug when I saw her. Which may be pretty damn soon because our next stop was going to be Duat.
 
   “Alright,” I pulled away and started leading them out of the room. “We need to go see Anubis, he'll help you.”
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor stepped in front of me. “Can you just stop for just a second?”
 
   “No, I need to get them to the fountain,” I tried to walk around him but he grabbed my arm.
 
   The Intare started to growl and Trevor bared his teeth, snarling at them. The viciousness in his face startled me a bit. I knew my lions were on edge and very in tune with me at the moment but I couldn't understand what had set Trevor off. Regardless, he was my alpha and he had every right to assert himself. So I held up my hands, not wanting to add my roar to the mix and scare my already fragile lions.
 
   “Enough! I love you all but you should know better than to come between Trevor and me. Stand down.”
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor started again, a little calmed by my show of loyalty. “I just need a moment to be sure you're okay.”
 
   “I'm fine, I promise.”
 
   “But I saw the Darkness swallow you.”
 
   “Nephthys gave me a blessing when we were in Duat,” I explained in a rush. “It protected me, and then I used my love magic to fortify it. I drove the dark back but I think it would have eventually won. That's why I told you to trace.”
 
   “Okay,” he whispered and blinked a couple of times. “Now what are we doing?”
 
   “We're taking the guys to Anubis so he can cleanse them like he did for Torr and me.”
 
   “Oh okay.”
 
   “Okay?” I widened my eyes at him. “We're cool? No more werewolf attitude?” He just laughed a little and shook his head. “So you wanna get out of our way then?”
 
   “No. I'm going with you,” he declared and led the way back to the tracing wall. “I'll be damned if I let you out of my sight again tonight.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   “Anubis!” I called as I walked out of Duat's shiny, obsidian, tracing chamber. “Anubis!” I didn't want to startle the guy by walking into Duat unannounced.
 
   However, shouting someone's name can be a bit startling as well it turns out and Anubis came running down the hallway, dressed only in a black silk robe. I stopped in my tracks, gaping at the expanse of golden flesh revealed by the open neck of the robe. He, in turn, gaped at me and my terrified lions.
 
   “Anubis,” Trevor finally broke the silence. “We need your assistance again.”
 
   “What happened?” Anubis smoothed his slick black hair back, the metal beads that adorned it clicking softly.
 
   “The Darkness has touched my lions,” I gestured to them.
 
   “That would explain why Ethan is here,” he sighed and nodded.
 
   “Ethan's here?” I nearly cried, I was so relieved.
 
   “Of course,” Anubis smiled gently. “You know I accepted them all. Your lion is fine. Well he's dead but his soul is fine.”
 
   “That's right,” I sighed, “the Darkness only consumes fey souls.”
 
   “Let's get these men to the fountain,” Anubis tightened his robe and made a gesture that we should follow him. “We can discuss everything else after we're sure that they're safe as well.”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” I gestured my lions forward.
 
   We raced them down to the peacock fountain and shoved them in, pretty much as abruptly as it sounds. We weren't bothered by niceties, we just wanted them in the water. They came out renewed and much calmer, and I hugged Anubis afterward, thanking him for helping me yet again.
 
   “Tell your mother that she saved my life,” I added when I pulled away. “Her blessing protected me from the Darkness and her suggestion of using my love magic to battle it was brilliant. It worked, I was able to hold it back long enough for us to trace away. Thank her for me until I get the chance to send her a muffin basket.”
 
   “A muffin basket? Never mind, I will relay your gratitude,” Anubis stroked a hand down my hair. “I'm glad you're okay, Vervain.”
 
   “Me too,” I gave him a little grin.
 
   My lions thanked him as well with handshakes and even a hug from Chris, and then we all headed back inside to visit with Ethan a little before we left. He was with the other dead Intare, looking relaxed and fairly content for a dead guy.
 
   “Tima,” Ethan gave me a hug. “You saved them. I'm so glad my death brought you to my brothers. At least it wasn't for nothing.”
 
   “I'm sorry I couldn't save you too.”
 
   “It's my own fault,” he shrugged like he was talking about losing money, not his life. “We should have known better than to go out when the Darkness was still lurking about.”
 
   “We thought it was only after the Froekn,” Chris frowned. “It never occurred to us that Andrasta might come after the Intare.”
 
   “What were you guys doing anyway?” Trevor asked in an exhausted tone. I glanced over at him and saw the strain in his face, little lines around his eyes. No wonder he'd snapped, he was being pushed to his limits.
 
   “We went to see a hockey game at Barclays Center,” David stepped forward, brushing his blonde hair from his face. “We were on our way home, had just stepped into a garden to find some privacy to trace, when Andrasta appeared. I don't even understand how she found us.”
 
   “Barclays Center?” I frowned. I wasn't a sports fan.
 
   “Brooklyn,” Timothy offered.
 
   “Brooklyn?” I was even more confused. “I didn't think Brooklyn had any trees.”
 
   “You didn't what?” Trevor started to laugh.
 
   “Well it's Brooklyn,” I huffed. “That's like the rough part of New York, right? I didn't envision it as a tree friendly place.”
 
   “There's actually quite a lot of little grassy areas and there's trees on a lot of streets there,” Chris shrugged.
 
   “Yes, fantastic,” Anubis rolled his eyes. “We've established that there's trees in Brooklyn and that your lions are idiots. What have I gotten myself into?”
 
   “And he's back,” I laughed. “There's the snarky Anubis I remember. You know, you should try hanging out with Horus. I bet you guys would get along famously.”
 
   “Yeah, or they'd kill each other,” Trevor rolled his eyes.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   By the time we made it home I was ready for bed. Two fights in one day, even if I hadn't fought them both personally, was enough for me. I was glad to take my lions home completely healed and they were welcomed by the rest of the waiting Intare, who were overjoyed to hear that Ethan had made it safely to Duat. Anubis' contract had held and now they had the assurance that they were safe should anything happen to them. It's one thing to have the promise of a god, it's another to see that promise fulfilled. So there was a lot of relief making the rounds in Pride Palace that night.
 
   Ethan's body had been laid in his bed. We'd bury him in the morning, with his brothers out in front of the palace. It was strange, knowing we'd be having a funeral but having very little sadness about it. Ethan was dead but he wasn't lost to us, so I had a feeling the burial would be respectful but brief. There was a feeling of loss for me, even though he was alive in a way, his connection to me had been broken and I mourned that. He was no longer mine. I mourned his life and his ability to live it but it was a surface pain, one that would fade quickly.
 
   After everything was settled, I walked Odin back to the tracing wall and kissed him goodbye.
 
   “You scared me tonight,” he whispered and pulled me into a hug.
 
   “I know,” I buried my face into the muscles of his wide chest and breathed in his clean scent. As much as Trevor's scent meant home to me, Odin's was a different home, a different life, which I couldn't help but miss every time I inhaled that invigorating smell. “I'm sorry, I just reacted again. I know I do that a lot but I have these animal instincts that drive me occasionally.”
 
   “I know but I can't go through your death again, Vervain,” he stepped back and looked over my face as if he were memorizing it. “I don't know if it's even possible to bring you back again.”
 
   “You'd have to claim my soul this time,” I grinned, “unless you want Anubis to end up with me.”
 
   “That's never going to happen,” he rolled his eyes. “I'd sooner let Azrael have you.”
 
   “Then it's not so bad,” I kissed him again for good measure. “You'd have me more than you do now.”
 
   “Dead is dead,” Odin frowned. “All your ties would be severed. Trevor would die, the Intare would go crazy, and Arach would lose the chance of continuing the dragon-sidhe race. Not to mention he'd never have you again because you can be damn sure that I'm not letting that faerie into Asgard. And you would never see the Faerie Realm again either. Would you be happy with that?”
 
   “No,” I sighed. “I need Faerie about as much as I need all of you. It's like I have two different lives now but they're both equally important to me.”
 
   “And I could never live with you being unhappy,” he said quietly.
 
   “Odin,” I laughed. “I'm not going to die, okay? Stop talking about it already. I don't want to think about this now. It's enough to know that my soul will live on, that it has a home with you. Unhappy or not, it's better than nothing.”
 
   “No it's not,” he said gravely, “but I'll let it go for now. I love you, Vervain. You know you are life for me.”
 
   “I love you too, my Sweet Raven.” I touched his face, studying him as he had me. “I never want to live without you either.”
 
   I watched Odin trace away and then trudged back to the bedroom I shared with Kirill and Trevor. They were waiting for me, one on each side of the bed, and I smiled when I saw them. I stripped tiredly, throwing my clothes in the hamper before walking to the middle of the bed. You had to be careful when you had more than one man. I couldn't pick a side or it might hurt someone's feelings.
 
   So I just climbed in bed between them and they laughed, knowing exactly what I was doing. Then they slid in beside me and we snuggled under the covers together in a warm pile. Thick arms around my waist, strong hands on my hips, and the smell of wolf and lion surrounding me. It was more Heaven than any woman deserved and if I hadn't been so damn tired, I would have shown them in no uncertain terms how much I loved them both.
 
   But I was exhausted and my mind was a lot more peaceful than it had been for awhile, knowing that I could at least hold the Darkness at bay long enough to flee from it. So I slipped into sleep easily, not realizing till the very last moment of consciousness that Fenrir had never showed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   When we got to Fenrir's Hall the next morning, it was to find full blown chaos.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Trevor surveyed the mayhem with a shocked expression.
 
   There were broken bits of things scattered everywhere, furniture overturned, and dents in the walls. Carpeting was scrunched up against the walls and curtains were torn to shreds. There was a sharp scent in the air, something that registered in my lizard brain as anger but in a very unnatural way. The sounds of fighting wolves echoed down the hallway to us and we began to run in its direction.
 
   When we got to the main dining hall we stopped short. Fenrir was in half-form, towering over everyone as the most gigantic werewolf I'd ever seen. He must have been nine feet tall, thickly muscled, with wild gray hair standing out from his body to make him look even bigger. He had a Froekn pressed up against his chest, holding him tight despite his struggles.
 
   The Froekn he was holding was also in werewolf form but he looked even more wild than Fenrir. He was growling and snapping, trying to bite Fenrir and anyone else who came close enough. His eyes had the look of insanity to them and he was frothing at the mouth, spittle flying in all directions as his legs flailed wildly.
 
   As we watched, another werewolf broke free from where he was being held by yet more shifted Froekn, and started running right toward us. He was howling and then baring his teeth as he leaped over broken tables and sailed through the air on a direct course for Trevor. Trevor punched the wolf in the face and he went down in a heap at our feet.
 
   “No!” Emma came into the room behind us, holding a large leather bag. “Don't hit them in the head, they've already got encephalitis, you may send them straight into a coma!”
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Trevor shouted back at her.
 
   “They've gone mad!” Fenrir answered instead. “Help us restrain them. There's rope near the door.”
 
   Sure enough, there was a pile of thick rope thrown haphazardly near the door. Trevor grabbed lengths of it and handed it to me and Kirill, then ran off to help his father. I looked at Kirill and he shrugged, then gestured to a struggling group on our right. I made an after you gesture, and then hogtied the comatose wolf at our feet before I headed for another pile of wolves toward my left.
 
   “Rouva,” one of the Froekn from the pile called. “Can you tie his hands?” He motioned with his head toward where they'd wrangled a werewolf's paws behind him.
 
   I nodded and wrapped the rope around the wolf's wrists several times before tying it off. The ones holding him down shifted position so they were on top of him, one practically sitting on his shoulders while three others held down his legs.
 
   “Now his ankles,” another wolf said. “Better tie them up to his knees.”
 
   I raised a brow but did as he suggested and wrapped the wolf all the way to his knees. As I was finishing, I heard a scream and then Fenrir's deafening howl. I looked over to see Emma beneath a wild wolf, several Froekn barely holding the crazed one back while Fenrir leaped his way over to them.
 
   He yanked the wolf off Emma, one arm holding both of the werewolf's behind his back and the other encircling the wolf's neck so he couldn't bite anyone.
 
   “Get out of this room now, Emma!” He yelled at her. “Go and lock yourself in my bedroom!”
 
   “I can help,” she shouted back and retrieved a syringe from the floor. “I have the PEP shots they need!”
 
   “You can give them the shots after we get them restrained,” Fenrir snarled at her as other Froekn moved forward to tie up the werewolf he held. “Get out, Emma, you're human! They'll kill you!”
 
   I ran for them, knowing that stubborn look on Emma's face. I'd worn it often enough myself. She wasn't going to budge when she thought she could do some good right where she was but Fenrir was right, she couldn't give these wolves shots in the midst of this, she'd only get herself killed. So instead of wasting time arguing with her, I barreled into her belly, throwing the much taller woman over my shoulder and carrying us both out of the room with my momentum.
 
   We ended up in a pile in the hallway and she pushed me roughly off her and tried to get to her feet. I beat her to it, pulled her up, and started dragging her down the hallway. She was screaming at me, pulling at my hand where it gripped her, but even though she was bigger than I, I was much stronger and her struggles were ridiculous.
 
   I didn't even bother explaining things to her, I knew whatever I said would fall on deaf ears. She wanted to be beside her man and nothing I said would deter her. So I just found a room, threw her in, and locked the door behind her. I loved her man too and I knew she was too much of a distraction for him right now. Fenrir wouldn't be able to help the Froekn if he was worrying about Emma's safety.
 
   I ran back to the dining hall and got right to work helping the next group restrain another werewolf. Fenrir caught my eye before I got there and nodded his thanks to me with a little smile. I nodded back and started tying rope around the werewolf's wrists.
 
   An hour later we had a pile of tied up werewolves. We carried them each carefully to a bedroom and tied them to the beds in an effort to make them a little more comfortable. There were fourteen total and it had taken over eighty of us to restrain them all. By the time we were done, we were all panting with the effort and didn't even have the energy to set the Hall to rights.
 
   I turned over a chair and sat down heavily, the others following suit till we were all in a loose circle in the center of the dining hall. We stared at each other with exhaustion and shock, no one speaking until I finally broke the silence.
 
   “Oh shit. Emma,” I looked at Fenrir. “You better go get her. She's in the third bedroom to the right,” I pointed out the door of the hall.
 
   He sighed and got heavily to his feet like he was walking to the executioner. I laughed a little at his expression but then I quickly sobered and looked around at the destruction. What the hell was going on?
 
   A few minutes later Fenrir came back in with a stomping Emma following him. She was prattling on about administering shots but he wasn't listening, he just came back to the chair he'd vacated and sat down in front of me.
 
   “Why does Emma think a bunch of shots will help them?” I asked Fenrir but it was Emma who answered.
 
   “It's rabies,” Emma gestured wildly. “Demeter had me brainstorming ways to hurt the Froekn and all I could come up with was rabies but I told her it wouldn't have a lasting affect on werewolves, they heal too rapidly. So she hired a biologist to work with it. I had no idea he actually developed something that was successful.”
 
   “Are you certain that's what this is?” Trevor asked.
 
   “It has all the symptoms of rabies,” Emma nodded. “Headaches and fever progressing to acute pain and violence. I need to give them the PEP shots, it's the only way to treat rabies. I went and got some as soon as the wolves started exhibiting signs but I came back to this,” she waved her hands around the room. “I've never seen rabies progress so rapidly.”
 
   “How did they even get infected in the first place?” I looked over everyone but it was Ty who looked guilty and started talking.
 
   “I didn't want to worry Dad,” Ty ran a shaking hand through his dark hair. “I should have said something.”
 
   “This is not your fault, Son,” Fenrir patted Ty's shoulder.
 
   “What's not his fault?” I looked back and forth between them.
 
   “When we went to check on the guards we posted at Demeter's,” Ty started, “they weren't all dead when we got there. One was still alive but he had obviously killed the others. He was still tearing at their bodies and when he saw us, he attacked us. He bit Alan and Jack. We had to kill him, he was out of his mind, and I thought that Demeter must have done something to him but I didn't know what and I didn't know it was contagious. Then Alan and Jack started with the same behavior.”
 
   “The first two bit others before we could restrain them,” Fenrir continued for Ty. “Then it progressed to what you walked in on. We've got a full blown outbreak on our hands.”
 
   “Rabies spreads from bites, da?” Kirill asked.
 
   “Yes,” Emma answered. “It's not contagious otherwise, so as long as no one else gets bit, it'll be confined to those who are already sick. Fenrir, please, let's go give them the shots, this is progressing too fast and it's all my fault.”
 
   “No it's not,” I insisted, “this is Demeter's doing. You had no way of knowing what she was capable of.”
 
   “It'll be okay,” Fenrir stood and helped her to her feet. “Let's go give them the medicine.”
 
   Several of the other wolves went along with the two of them but Ty, Trevor, Kirill, and I stayed behind with the rest.
 
   “Whatever this is, it's mutated,” I said after I was sure Fenrir and Emma were out of earshot. “I doubt those shots are going to have a positive effect.”
 
   “So what do we do?” Ty looked like he was about to have a breakdown.
 
   “I don't know,” I sighed and looked down the hallway, where the sound of growls and howling were getting louder.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   “I don't know what else to do,” Emma had finished giving all the rabid wolves the shots but none had shown any signs of improvement.
 
   We were still sitting in the dining hall but we'd put it back to some semblance of order. The overturned furniture had been righted and all the broken pieces were piled in a corner awaiting disposal. There was even a collection of drinks in the center of our table, provided by some thoughtful wolf, but howling and growling had become the constant backdrop to our conversation.
 
   “How is this possible?” Fenrir looked at me, “how can there be a virus that can hurt us?”
 
   “I don't know,” I tried to work it out. “I don't know a lot about viruses, but I do know they can mutate and become stronger. It's possible that this one has been manipulated into a mutation that's so active it can grow faster than the rate at which the Froekn heal.”
 
   “I agree with Vervain,” Emma nodded to me, she finally seemed to be over my manhandling of her.
 
   “Can we stop this?” I asked her.
 
   “I don't know,” Emma shook her head. “In humans, once the disease has progressed to the point of encephalitis and the patient exhibits violent behavior, it's past treatment and is fatal in a matter of days. But this,” she waved her hand back toward the doorway. “This has progressed much faster than rabies in a human would and so I really don't know how much time we have. They're immortal so I would think there would be a chance that they could recover if we could only find an antidote but the question is, how much time do we have to find that antidote?”
 
   “Where the hell do we even get an antidote?” Fenrir growled.
 
   “From whomever made the virus,” Emma shrugged. “We need a sample of the mutated virus to create the antidote from and even then, we'd have to find a lab that was able to make it for us and fast.”
 
   “Do you have any contacts that could help us?” Trevor asked her. “Anyone who could make this antidote?”
 
   “I could probably find someone,” she frowned. “But really, we have nothing without the strain that was administered. We need that virus.”
 
   “Can't we just swab a cheek or something?” I tried to think of everything I knew about viruses. “Aren't vaccines created by using a sample of someone already infected?”
 
   “I don't know,” she frowned. “This just isn't my area of expertise, but I do know it's too late for vaccines, we need a cure.”
 
   “What if we just take a sample to a hospital?” I was reaching for straws. “I could ask Blue to come with me and put his mind whammo on some lab tech.”
 
   “I don't think a hospital would have the proper equipment to process a sample down to the components of the virus. Once a virus enters-”
 
   Whatever she was going to say next was cut off by Ty falling to the floor, where he began to convulse.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   “No,” Fenrir had carried Ty into a spare room and laid him on the bed. “TryggulfR, come on, Son, don't do this.” Ty had started growling, staring at Fenrir like he was his worst enemy. Fenrir had him by the shoulders, pinning him down. “It's me, your father.”
 
   “Go get something to tie him down with,” I said to Trevor and he ran off.
 
   I ran over to the bed with Kirill to help hold Ty down while Emma prepared some kind of shot. She lifted his shirt and injected him in the stomach. Ty paused briefly to look at her but other than that, there was no change. She went to prepare another needle but I stopped her.
 
   “Don't, that might be making it worse,” I shared a look with her and she finally nodded, putting the needle away.
 
   “Not TryggulfR,” Fenrir was moaning, staring into his son's face. “Not you, my boy. My sweet boy.”
 
   Trevor came through the door with a length of chain and some padlocks. He went to work on chaining Ty's hands down by running the chain beneath the bed to connect them. He did the same to Ty's feet and then we all stepped back.
 
   Ty was raging, half shifted, and snapping at the air. We started to back out but Fenrir wouldn't move. I looked over at Emma and she nodded. She went over and took Fenrir's hand. He looked down at her sharply, like she'd startled him.
 
   “Come on, honey,” she pulled at him, “you're not going to help him here and you definitely won't help him if you get bit.”
 
   “Alright,” Fenrir said softly and followed us out. His shoulders were slumped, his eyes dull, and he dragged his feet along the floor in a slow scrape. I'd never seen him so beaten, the fight completely gone from him.
 
   We shut the door and locked it.
 
   “Emma,” I pulled her attention away from Fenrir. “Do you know the name of the biologist Demeter employed?”
 
   “No,” she shrugged, “all I know is that he's from Chicago.”
 
   “Chicago?” I lifted my brows. “Okay, that's good, that's great. It gives me a place to start. He would have needed a sample of rabies to start the process right?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” she frowned, “but I don't see-”
 
   “Where would he acquire that?” I cut her off.
 
   “Most likely the CDC,” she shrugged, “I'm not sure, I've never done that kind of research. I'm usually in the field, observing behavior.”
 
   “Okay, fine,” I nodded crisply and went to hug Fenrir. He just stood unresponsive in my arms. “I'm going to find this man and get the antidote.” Fenrir stared blankly at me. “Dad!”
 
   “Yes?” He was trembling, his eyes unfocused.
 
   “I will find him and we will cure Ty,” I shook his arm. “I promise you.”
 
   “Little Frami,” he swallowed hard. “I don't know what to do. Tell me who to kill and I'll do it, but this... I can't fight this.”
 
   “I know what to do,” I pulled his face down to mine. “I'm going to fix this. You need to snap out of it and hold things together here. You're the Valdyr, remember?”
 
   “Okay,” he blinked and seemed to pull himself together. “You do whatever you have to do to bring us a cure and if you need me, you call me and I'll hear you. I'll be listening.”
 
   “I will,” I turned to Trevor. “Stay with him, Honey-Eyes, I'll be back as soon as I get the cure.”
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor shook his head.
 
   “Don't worry.”
 
   “Okay,” he nodded, knowing he needed to be with his father. “Take Kirill with you.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
   “Vat vill ve do, Tima?” Kirill asked as soon as we exited the Aether ans stepped back into Pride Palace.
 
   “We're going into the Inter Realm,” I smiled at his surprised expression.
 
   “Of course,” he huffed a laugh. “Maybe ve can save them.”
 
   “We are going to save them,” I swore. “Now where's Roarke? Roarke!” I started roaming through the hallways shouting the cat-sidhe's name. “Roarke! Roarke!”
 
   “What's with all the caterwauling?” Roarke came out of a bedroom rubbing at his eyes.
 
   “Do you deliberately try to find words to use that have cat in them?” I blinked at him.
 
   “Wouldn't you if you were cat-sidhe?” He grinned a Cheshire cat grin.
 
   “Yeah, alright,” I laughed, wondering for the first time if I'd got my sense of humor from my fey heritage. “I need you to please go into Faerie and bring me Meilyr along with any of the other imps who are willing to come and help me again.”
 
   “Alright,” he frowned. “What is it, Queen Vervain? What's happened?”
 
   “Demeter has infected the Froekn with a disease called rabies, a mutant strain that I believe she had engineered specifically for them. I need to go into the Internet and find the biologist who created the strain and the imps could really help. Please hurry.”
 
   “Yes, my Queen,” he ran toward the tracing wall and I started for the library to wait. It wasn't till I was almost there that I realized he'd called me his Queen, a very important distinction among the fey. It was like that moment when you're in bed with a guy and he whispers that he loves you before he passes out. I wasn't really able to comprehend the meaning of it at first. Then it dawned on me, Roarke had just sworn fealty to me, basically disavowing the House of Earth to align himself with Fire.
 
   I couldn't think about the consequences those two words were going to have. I'd have to leave that for when I returned to Faerie. Instead, I focused on the speed at which Roarke had retrieved Meilyr, Bearach, and Scotaidh. The four of them came barreling into the library less than five minutes after he'd left.
 
   “Thank you, Roarke,” I hugged him quickly, “and thank you all for coming to help.”
 
   “My Queen,” Meilyr bowed, going from one foot high to six inches. “We are ever at your service. How can we help you?”
 
   I filled them all in on what we needed to find and the scant information I already had, then I ran and got my goggles at Meilyr's suggestion. He was right, they could come in handy at finding things quickly. I strapped them on and we stepped into the Inter Realm.
 
   The ultra brightness of the realm flared into existence around me and the imps popped into view as big as wookies and looking a little like a red version of Chewbacca. We ran the length of the tube of Inter Realm that snaked through Pride Palace and then out into the Aether. I kept my eyes fixed firmly ahead as we traversed it, I couldn't handle the distractions of the Aether right then.
 
   Then we were out into the Inter Realm proper, which was laid over the Human Realm and basically looked like a brighter version of the place sans people and with the addition of millions of threads of information. The buildings in the Inter Realm were semi-transparent, you could see through them if you concentrated on it, and you could walk through them without an issue yet they would become solid beneath your feet were you to try to explore them. It was strange but when you considered that everything in the Inter Realm was transmuted into information, even myself, it made more sense. Information could be manipulated.
 
   We stopped in the center of an empty intersection and stared at the multicolored threads that made up the worldwide web. With the goggles on I could actually see what types of information were being sent through those threads. I could focus in on a thread at any distance and read its contents like a book. One of them would take us to the information we needed, we just had to find the right one.
 
   I used the goggles to search and discard various threads until I finally gave up and headed over to the towering glow of a server. There I'd be able to search more effectively and I don't know why I hadn't thought to start there. Once at a server, searching became similar to using Google, you just asked the Internet for what you needed and it would bring it to your fingertips but when you were inside the Inter Realm, you didn't have to worry about things like security and passwords. It was all yours for the taking.
 
   The imps spread out and each of us went to different servers to try to find the information as fast as possible. It was Scotaidh who finally shouted in excitement.
 
   “Here,” he waved his red, furry paws, “I've found the thread we need.”
 
   We all ran over, straight through buzzing lines of information and incorporeal buildings, and looked over the thread Scotaidh was pointing at. It was a CDC email, confirming the request of a Dr. Malcolm Armstrong for a vial of Rabies Virus, to be sent to his lab in Chicago.
 
   “Malcolm Armstrong” a memory tugged at me. Your order is ready, M.A. “Of course! The note we found at Demeter's. This is the guy, it has to be, and that order must have been the virus.”
 
   “This is the CDC database,” Scotaidh waved his arms toward a glowing gold panel. “The only rabbit virus sent to Chicago within the last six months has been to this guy.”
 
   “Rabies virus,” Meilyr slapped Scotaidh's shoulder and giggled. “Not rabbit.”
 
   “Excellent work,” I smiled at Scotaidh, “rabbit or not. Let's go.” Then I jumped on the thread.
 
   The email was like striking gold. We wouldn't even have to search any further, the thread would take us directly to the bad Dr.'s computer. A non-stop flight to our destination. I couldn't believe our luck.
 
   The imps jumped the thread behind me and we all zipped along with the information, straight to the man behind the disease. The email connection wasn't active, just the dormant path that had been originally established between two servers, but it worked just fine for traveling. Like an Internet hacker, we could ride the stored information to the source as easily as something actively in use.
 
   The thread carried us over whole states in seconds, rushing through buildings as if they were nothing but a hallucination, which they kind of were in the Inter Realm. As long as we held to the thread, it was the only thing that would remain solid for us. In the Inter Realm information was King and everything was in your head. You could be whomever you wanted to be and find anything you wanted to find.
 
   I saw the server approaching, the one Dr. Armstrong's computer was attached to, and I shouted back at the imps to cloak themselves. We didn't know what would be waiting for us on the other side of the computer screen and I didn't want to start a stampede. So we zipped through the server and came to a stop directly behind a flat screen monitor. I nodded at the imps and then touched my hand to the screen, imagining myself whole again. The Inter Realm processed my request and uploaded me to the Human Realm once more. Pop, it's a human.
 
   The imps appeared behind me. I saw a ghostly shimmer of their forms under their spells of invisibility, thanks to the goggles. They grinned at me as if they knew I could see them and I smiled back. Then I looked around.
 
   The room we'd entered was empty of people other than ourselves, just a cluttered office with plain white walls, a desk groaning under piles of paperwork, a computer, a printer, and a filing cabinet. As I looked around, a man came through the door, closing and locking it behind him. How thoughtful.
 
   He was gangly thin and bespectacled with wispy brown hair and watery brown eyes. He looked distracted and slightly worried, his brow crinkled in thought. His skin was an unhealthy milk color.
 
   I revealed myself as he took a seat at his desk. He jolted in shock and then his face went white, staring at something behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the imps there, smiling their sharp-toothed grins. They did look a little menacing, even for tiny things, and especially to a guy who'd probably never seen a fey before.
 
   “Who are you?” He stammered. “What are you?”
 
   “We're debt collectors,” I grinned my own wicked smile at him, allowing my eyes to turn a little hot, my dragon rising inside me. “We're here to collect payment for what you've done.”
 
   “I... I've done nothing.”
 
   “You created a mutated form of rabies, Dr. Armstrong,” I walked forward and leaned my hip against his desk. He pulled back from me. “That virus has infected some of my family. It's killed several of them already and now my brother is dying, so you'll forgive me if I don't have the patience to play games with you.”
 
   “Demeter,” he whispered.
 
   “Yes, Demeter,” I nodded. “Good, I'm glad I don't have to torture that out of you,” he blanched. “Oh yes, I will torture you if I have to. I have no problem cutting you into tiny pieces if it means saving my family. Are we clear on that?”
 
   “Yes,” his throat worked convulsively. “I understand.”
 
   “Great,” I waved my hands out, “then this will be very fast and painless for you. I want the antidote and I want you to come with me to administer it.”
 
   “Look, I'll give you the antidote but I can't go with you,” he glanced at the imps behind me. “I have things to monitor here, I can't just leave.”
 
   “Dr. Armstrong, maybe I wasn't clear enough,” I held out my hand and released my dragon claws. They were long and curved, shining like polished jet in the florescent lights. His eyes widened and he pulled back even further into his chair. “I will cut you open and pull things out of your body that should never see the light of day. Then I'll call in a friend of mine who can heal you and we'll repeat the process. Over and over I will do this until you finally agree to do what I want. Or, you could just come with me now and administer a few shots. I'll need more antidote just in case we have a relapse, and then you can go on your way, no skin off your back or anywhere else, I promise.”
 
   “I... I have a vaccine,” he stammered, “you can give it to the rest of your family and they'll be immune.”
 
   “Wonderful,” I beamed at him, “we'll take that with us as well. Now get up and go gather everything, all your vials of the mutated virus, your notes, the antidote, and the vaccine. Meilyr will go with you,” I nodded to the imp who immediately went invisible and the Dr. gasped. “Yes, he'll be there but you won't see him, so don't try to warn anyone or do anything else to piss me off because Dr. Armstrong, I am hanging on by a thread, you know?”
 
   “Yes, I understand.”
 
   “Good,” I nodded to the door, “run along then.”
 
   He nodded jerkily and rushed out the door. Meilyr went after him and then the door shut behind them with a quiet snick. I had a strange revelation then, a moment of seeing how much I'd changed from the woman who had first started down this path. That woman would never have tortured a man. She never would have stood there and so calmly described the manner of the torture either. She would have found the very thought to be abhorrent and would have naively believed that there would have been a better way to get the Dr.'s help.
 
   Was it the God War that had changed me? I've had more than my fair share of torture done on me. Had it numbed me or broken me a little? Or maybe it was the nature of the beasts inside me that had altered my perception so noticeably. It didn't feel like a bad change, more like an improvement, but does anyone ever look upon themselves and think they have changed for the worse? It made me think of a quote I once read. Monkeys are superior to men in this: when a monkey looks into a mirror, he sees a monkey.
 
   I let the matter go, deciding I didn't have time for philosophy, self or otherwise. So I turned to the desk and sat down in the chair there, surveying the surface for anything important. When I found nothing on the desk, I started searching the computer files for anything with his rabies research in it. I found several files with detailed descriptions that I couldn't understand but I did understand the word rabies, so I destroyed them all, Bearach helped me so that they were completely gone without any trace left to be retrieved later.
 
   Maybe twenty minutes after that, right when I was about to give up and go looking for them, Dr. Armstrong and Meilyr returned. The Dr. had a cardboard box with him and on top of it was piled file folders full of paper. I nodded to him and the imps all reached up for bits of what he was carrying. He handed it over with a wary look, his hands shaking.
 
   “Relax,” I turned him back to face me. “I don't want to hurt you, Dr. Armstrong. I have a feeling you were manipulated into doing this.”
 
   “I was, she-”
 
   “I don't care about that,” I cut him off, “I just want you to understand that I won't hurt you unless you try to do something that would prevent my family from recovering. If you help us, I will not only release you unharmed, I will protect you from Demeter.”
 
   “You will?” He seemed to deflate a little.
 
   “Yes, you have my word,” I nodded. “Now here's what's going to happen. I'm going to hold onto you and you're going to hold on tight to me, then we're going to travel through the Aether. Don't ask, I don't have time to explain, but we're going to go to another realm and-”
 
   “Yes, Demeter has taken me through,” he interrupted. “I understand.”
 
   “Oh,” I frowned at the twittering imps who were laughing at me. “Okay then, let's go. Guys,” I said to the imps, “we're going to Fenrir's Hall. Meilyr, can you give your pile of stuff to Bearach and go to Pride Palace to let Kirill know where we've gone?”
 
   “Yes, my Queen,” Meilyr passed his stack of folders to Bearach and disappeared.
 
   “Okay, everyone,” I nodded to the imps, grabbed the Dr. tight, and traced us to Fenrir's Hall.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
   Once we were in Fenrir's Hall I practically pulled Dr. Armstrong down the hallway to the room we had Ty in. Fenrir, Trevor, and Emma were still standing guard at his door and there were angry sounds coming from within. The other rooms were disturbingly silent.
 
   They looked up in surprise, Fenrir's face slowly sliding into a relieved expression. He came forward to meet us partway, looking from Dr. Armstrong to the imps and then back to me.
 
   “Did you do it?” He whispered. “Truly? Is this the man who can cure them?”
 
   “This is the man who made the virus,” I held up a hand when I saw the anger start to fill his eyes. “He was a victim too and he's agreed to help us. he's brought the antidote, along with the virus so we can destroy it, and a vaccine for the rest of the wolves. In exchange I've promised to protect him from Demeter.”
 
   “So be it,” Fenrir nodded at the Dr., who had gone deathly pale at the sight of my huge adopted father. “Hurry, all but one of them are already in a coma and Ty is getting worse.”
 
   “Alan and Jack?” I asked with a frown, knowing those were the two who'd been infected the longest.
 
   “They didn't make it,” Fenrir shook his head, tears coming to his eyes.
 
   “Time is of the essence,” Dr. Armstrong interrupted, “show me the first patient.”
 
   Fenrir turned and led us to the first door. It was already ajar and lying on the bed inside was Sean, I could finally tell who it was now that he'd shifted back to his human form. His dark hair was plastered to his head and his skin was pallid beneath the sheen of sweat. He was indeed unresponsive. Seated around him were a few more Froekn, keeping an anxious watch.
 
   Dr. Armstrong looked him over and then turned, looking for his cardboard box. I gestured for Scotaidh to bring it forward and he handed it to me. I opened it and Dr. Armstrong searched through the vials and then brought one out.
 
   “Do you have needles?” He looked at our blank expressions with a little panic.
 
   “Yes,” Emma answered from the door and then ran off. In a few seconds she was back with a box full of hypodermics. She handed them to Dr. Armstrong. “Fill them all and I'll help you administer them.”
 
   He nodded and filled all of the syringes carefully, finally passing a handful to Emma. Fenrir looked from the bed to Emma and then back.
 
   “Go with Emma, Dad,” I nodded. “She might need you to help hold down the others. We'll make the rounds with Dr. Armstrong.”
 
   “Okay,” he agreed and hurried out of the room.
 
   “Go ahead,” I nodded to the bed.
 
   Dr. Armstrong found a vein on Sean and carefully injected him with the antidote. He pulled away just as Kirill came in with Meilyr. Kirill came over to me and silently pulled me into his arms as we watched Sean for any kind of sign that the antidote was working.
 
   “Let's get to the others,” Dr. Armstrong held up his half of the filled syringes. “It's going to take some time to work.”
 
   I nodded and led him out, Kirill and the imps tagging along. Each room we came to had a group of Froekn waiting anxiously at the bedside of a comatose wolf. They all looked hopefully at us when we entered and I tried to reassure them that the sick wolves would be fine but I didn't really know for sure yet so my expression was probably lacking. We gave seven more Froekn the shots and then returned to Sean to see if it was working yet.
 
   Minutes seemed like hours as they ticked by, the sweat beading on Dr. Armstrong's forehead as if he sensed that his well-being depended on Sean's. We heard a happy cry from next door and I smiled in relief, knowing that Ty was alright. Sure enough, Fenrir bounded into the room and pulled me and Kirill both into a hug.
 
   “Thank you, Little Frami,” he lowered his forehead to mine. “You've done the impossible again.”
 
   “Anything for my family,” I smiled up at him.
 
   He nodded and pulled away so Trevor could come up and hug me too.
 
   “Sean?” Fenrir asked as he went to stand at the foot of the bed.
 
   “He has yet to show signs of recovery,” Dr. Armstrong swallowed hard and stared warily at Fenrir.
 
   “Either way,” Fenrir stared hard at the man. “You have the thanks and protection of the Froekn, Dr.-”
 
   “Armstrong,” the man held out a shaky hand to Fenrir and Fenrir enveloped it with his own massive paw. “Malcolm Armstrong.”
 
   “Thank you, Dr. Armstrong, for my son's life.”
 
   “I'm sorry for the children you've already lost.”
 
   “Demeter has a way of collecting victims,” Fenrir sighed. “Your apology is accepted.”
 
   “Valdyr?” Sean's raspy voice came from the bed just as shouts of joy started echoing in from the other rooms.
 
   “Sean!” Fenrir shot over to the bed. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “A little tired,” he grinned, “but better I think. Was I sick? I've never been sick before.”
 
   “Yeah, Son,” Fenrir gave an unsteady laugh. “You could say that.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-Three
 
    
 
   The virus was destroyed along with all of the notes on its creation and the antidote was safely stored away. Then the vaccine was administered to the rest of the Froekn, after I'd made Dr. Armstrong give it to himself first. It's best to be careful, you never know.
 
   He didn't seem to mind, said he'd been planing on taking it anyway. So by the end of the day, we were all exhausted but alive and I was immensely grateful for that. We still had some Froekn to mourn but at least we'd managed to save fifteen of them. I hate to play favorites but I'm part human so I'll admit I was glad it wasn't Ty who'd died. He was my favorite of Trevor's brothers and from what I saw in Fenrir's reaction, he was one of Fenrir's favorites too.
 
   When I told Fenrir about Andrasta's attack on my lions, he pulled me into a hug and just held me for awhile. Then he shook his head and cursed himself for being foolish and not thinking of asking Odin to bind the Froekn to him and provide an afterlife for them. He said he was going to take them all over to Valhalla as soon as possible and then at least if any more wolves died, they wouldn't be completely lost.
 
   Fenrir gave Dr. Armstrong a room to stay in while we worked out the Demeter issue, as he put it. The Dr. seemed visibly relieved to discover we were all true to our word and he appeared more than happy to enter the divine equivalent of witness protection. I guess it was better than the alternative.
 
   I sent the imps back to Faerie, promising to bring them each their own laptops as thanks for helping me yet again. They vowed that they didn't require any thanks but I could also see the excited gleam in their eyes. So I assured them they'd get their rewards regardless and they traced back home with wide grins on their little furry faces.
 
   Trevor, Kirill, and I traced home with similar expressions, relieved down to our cores that the Froekn had come through this latest debacle mostly intact. I hoped there wouldn't be any more action for awhile but Demeter was still at large and Andrasta seemed to be hunting my lions now too. I knew any peace I found would be brief.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
   “In the jungle, the mighty jungle, the lion sleeps tonight,” Trevor sang as he came sauntering into the bathroom, where I was washing up, getting ready for bed. “In the jungle, the quiet jungle, the lion sleeps tonight.”
 
   “Are you implying that Kirill is out cold?” I eyed him through the mirror over the sink, after I finished washing the soap from my face.
 
   “Eeeeee-eee-ee-eeee-e um um a weh,” he sang and grabbed me around the waist.
 
   “You're a damn lunatic,” I laughed.
 
   “Ah, hello?” He looked up from nibbling my neck. “Werewolf. I'm one of the very first lunatics. The word was practically made for us.”
 
   “Very funny,” I pushed him away. “I don't want to have sex right next to a sleeping Kirill. That seems kind of rude.”
 
   “We won't,” he grinned and pulled me out of the bathroom. “I've got something special for you.”
 
   “You've got...” my eyes lit up with understanding. “Oh, is it that time of the month?”
 
   With my sip from the Grayel I'd become immortal, healing wounds super fast. This included the werewolf love bites that Trevor used to take great pride in giving me. So now whenever he felt the pull of the Binding, usually around the full moon, he'd carry me off somewhere and scent mark me to his heart's content.
 
   It was working pretty well for us and that was a relief, since I didn't know how long it would take for the sip to wear off enough for his bites to stick around a little while. With my fey heritage and the recent dip into Anubis' fountain, I may never get to that point. It was good to have another way to sate the wolf, plus I loved being scent-marked by Trevor.
 
   “It's that time, yes,” he grinned and led me into the butterfly courtyard.
 
   We walked down the path that meandered through the inner courtyard, holding hands like lovers taking a stroll through a park. He kept casting me lascivious looks and I started giggling like an idiot. I couldn't help it, his eyes were warming from within, casting a gentle glow on his cheeks, and with the huge arrangements of sleeping butterflies looking like monstrous dripping flowers behind him, he looked more fey than wolf.
 
   Then he veered off to the side and there, set back away from the path and nestled in the overhang of some lush trees, was a little werewolf love bower.
 
   Trevor had constructed a basic metal frame on which he'd hung sheer white silk panels and wound some flowering vines that grew off of the nearby trees. There were little lights strung up in the surrounding trees and over the frame, while underneath it all, was a big, comfy mattress, covered in white linens and fluffy pillows.
 
   “Trevor,” I whispered and went forward to take a better look. “This is amazing.”
 
   “You like it?”
 
   “Like it?” I fell back onto the bed and stared up at the gauzy fabric and fragrant flowers. “Can we just leave this here forever?”
 
   “Sure,” he crawled onto the mattress beside me. “Why not? No one else really comes back here. It's not like we'll have to explain our love den.”
 
   “And even if we did,” I shrugged and sat up, “who cares? This is fabulous and I'm going to curl your little werewolf toes to show my appreciation.”
 
   “That was the intended result,” he grinned and pulled me forward.
 
   Then there was a mad dash to remove each other's clothing with a lot of kissing and biting involved. Trevor took my hands and lifted them to a metal crossbar above my head, squeezing them so I knew to keep them there. It left me in a lifted position on my knees. A position he took great advantage of and I wondered just how much thought he'd put into the making of this little love den, as he called it.
 
   I felt his face against the back of my neck, a warm huff on my skin as he rubbed his scent into me. I inhaled, smelling the shift of my scent as it melded with his, wolf musk sweetening into something a little more delicate. His front was placed firmly to my back and his desire was achingly evident but he wasn't about to satisfy any of my hungers yet. His need to mark his mate was too strong, I'd have to wait but sometimes waiting could be fun.
 
   He kissed his way down my back, covering every inch of skin in tingling delight before coming back up and covering my arms with werewolf musk. He nipped and growled as he went, sending little shivers through me that had my inner wolf sitting up for attention. I let out a small whimper as he switched his attention to my front, starting with my breasts, which were already sensitized and waiting.
 
   His hands were everywhere; my face, my hair, my back, everywhere but where I really wanted them to be and I groaned with frustration. He chuckled throatily, rubbing his face down my belly and kissing that little bulge I hated. I almost let go when he did that but he gave me a look that said clearly, he knew what I was thinking and I'd do better to just hold on.
 
   So I did and was rewarded by him placing a pillow between my legs, which he then placed his head upon and proceeded to lick me senseless. I nearly screamed when the first wave of passion hit me and then suddenly the lust magic rose up, starting to fill me from feet to crown, and I remembered that I had a little surprise for my wolf as well.
 
   When he finally withdrew both his attentions and the pillow, I was shaking and about ready to let go of that bar despite any incentive he may offer. He knelt in front of me and gently brought my hands to his shoulders, saving me from doing it myself. I leaned forward and put my lips to his. The magic rushed through my fragile skin and into his mouth, a pulsing heartbeat of desire which pulled a grunting sound of surprise from him. I smiled against his lips and kept kissing him, pulling his thickly muscled chest against mine.
 
   “What the hell is that?” He gasped when I finally leaned back.
 
   “Lust,” I grinned. “Do you like it?”
 
   “Give me more,” he growled and tossed me down onto the mattress.
 
   I laughed as he lifted my legs, still intent on marking every inch of my skin even with the lust distraction. That's how strong the werewolf instincts were. So I let him run his face over my thighs, nibble my calves, and even place his cheek to my insoles gently. Everywhere he touched Lust rose up to meet him, glowing red beneath my skin and turning his own skin a rosy color. He was startled at first but then he got into it, trailing his hands over me to watch the pattern it made on my body. Oh, and let's not forget the lovely tingles it left in its wake.
 
   This was only my second try at the lust magic, so I wanted to experiment a little. When he was done, and I was completely covered in eau de Trevor, I sent a stream of Lust into him, so strong that he fell over me, catching himself at the last second. I actually saw the red haze of it enter him and swirl through his body before coming back into me.
 
   “Minn Elska,” he growled. “be careful with that.”
 
   “I have no intention of being careful with you tonight, Werewolf Prince,” I grinned and pulled him down so he was fully against me. “You think you can handle it?”
 
   “I'm not sure,” he grinned, “but I'm gonna try my damnedest.”
 
   Then he was inside me, the Binding rising up between us to rival the Lust, and the magics swirled together like they were also lovers, two pieces that fit perfectly. I cried out with the ecstasy of it, the incomplete Binding feeling more real with the addition of my lust magic.
 
   Trevor went a little wild with it, slamming into me and biting into my shoulder. I felt the Lust seep through my skin and into him through his bite, then down to where we joined, creating a circuit like it had with Azrael. I could see it this time, even when I closed my eyes, a red pulse gaining speed as it ran along a circle connecting Trevor and me.
 
   Then he was cresting with me, riding the wave of werewolf Binding and Lust into a whirlpool of howling, screaming, scratching delight. I barely just remembered to rein in the lust magic so it wouldn't spread out to the rest of the palace. I really didn't need a whole pride of randy lions running for the tracing point in the middle of the night.
 
   Even reined in though, the lust magic shattered with us, exploding through my skin to hover above us in a sparkling cloud before raining down on us. The glittering pieces of passion fell, hitting our skin with millions of tiny ecstasy points until Trevor tensed and we both reached our pleasure again.
 
   Trevor fell over me and rolled to the side, his face slack and satisfied. His arm snaked beneath my head and pulled me into his chest while his other hand came up to stroke my tangled hair. I sighed and nestled into him, breathing deep of werewolf musk and sex, but he took a deep breath and then lifted me up, positioning me in front of him on all fours.
 
   “Oh no, Lady Lust,” he laughed. “We haven't even begun.”
 
   The Lust magic practically purred its agreement.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-Five
 
    
 
   Hours later when the sun was beginning to rise, we settled into each other's arms satisfied at last. We were all warm and snugly in our bower and as I drifted to sleep I wondered what Aphrodite had done with the lust magic. Seeing what she'd done with the Love, I couldn't imagine that she'd done anything good with it. Then, as if the magic was sentient, which I believe it is in a way, it showed me a glimpse of what she'd used it for.
 
   I knew Aphrodite was an awful bitch. I knew she was a sadist and enjoyed using the darker side of Love instead of using it to help and heal. That being said, I'd had no idea she could be so depraved.
 
   The vision was of her walking through a room, intent on something at the end of it. I'm not sure what exactly it was that she was after, the vision didn't show me that, but it did show me the greed in Aphrodite's eyes. She wanted something and she wanted it bad enough to not care how she got it. Unfortunately, the room was full of a lot of people who weren't going to allow her to have it.
 
   They stared at her with open defiance and I wondered briefly who they were. Not soldiers, they weren't wearing armor though they were armed with swords. What they were wearing seemed uniform, the same color and style of dress. Their clothes were deep blue and cut simply. Judging by the tunics and long gowns, I'd date them somewhere in the Middle Ages. Whoever they were, Aphrodite knew them and knew they would do anything to prevent her from acquiring her desire. So as she walked among them, her magic rushed out and possessed them.
 
   They fell on each other with desperate need. Young or old, male or female, it didn't matter, whoever was closest would do. Swords clanged to the floor and Aphrodite laughed as the entire room became one rampant orgy but not in the way you might think orgies should be. There was no laughter and soft sexy sounds. This was not about hedonism or pleasure. This was as greedy as the Goddess had been, a sexual theft, a type of warfare that would no doubt haunt the victims for the rest of their lives.
 
   She walked through them, unmolested, kicking crazed couples out of her way so she could get to her prize, and even pausing here and there to enjoy the damage she was inflicting. She was a rapist, reveling in the power of the act, the dominance, not the sexual pleasure.
 
   I gasped a breath and pulled out of the horrible scene but not without first being told by the magic that Aphrodite had indeed used it in war, on the battlefield, where men would fall upon each other, often killing one another in their desperation to fulfill their lusts. These battles never made it into the history books, the men involved were all too horrified to ever speak of it again, or in some cases, ever speak at all again. I'd always thought Love was the most powerful magic but after that vision I wasn't so sure anymore.
 
   Thankfully, Lust didn't want to be used like that, and the information I'd received had been intended to comfort me, to show me that it was happier being wielded by me than by her. I silently thanked it but honestly I could have done without that kind of reassurance. That vision was going to be hard to forget.
 
   I shivered and snuggled deeper into Trevor's side, taking one last look around the romantic bower he'd created, to try and still my thoughts before I went to sleep. Then I closed my eyes, knowing that no matter what happened in the god war, I'd never be able to use Lust like Aphrodite had. The thought actually brought a great peace to my mind and I fell off to sleep quickly, my dreams filled with a randy werewolf instead of a dead goddess.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-Six
 
    
 
   Fenrir was at Pride Palace bright and early the next morning. He actually came striding into our bedroom to wake us up and then had the nerve to make horrified sounds over finding Kirill, Trevor, and me all snuggled together.
 
   I screamed at him to get out and that he deserved the eyeful he got. How dare he come into my bedroom unannounced and how would he like it if I did the same to him and then remarked over how odd it was that he only had one mate. Trevor just groaned and Kirill laughed as Fenrir backpedaled, red in the face.
 
   Fenrir was waiting in the dining room with an embarrassed expression when we came in. He immediately apologized and I immediately forgave him but it was still a little awkward. No one likes their parents finding them in an intimate situation. Especially an unusual intimate situation and as much as I've gotten used to my romantic life, I knew it was unusual. Fenrir's disapproval was an unwelcome prodding at a recently scabbed over cut.
 
   “We've come by so early because I need some action,” Fenrir began.
 
   “I may have needed some action myself,” I interrupted, smirking at him, “but that's not going to happen now, thanks to you. At least I know to lock my door in the future though.”
 
   “Vervain,” Fenrir leaned his head back and sighed. “Please desist, the sight of you three together was traumatizing enough to prevent me from ever walking in on you unannounced again.”
 
   “Well she has every right to be angry,” Emma smirked at him. “You would have drawn blood if someone entered your bedroom and caught us together.”
 
   “I did not catch them together together,” Fenrir rolled his eyes. “Just sleeping together. Not sleeping together, just sleeping.”
 
   “Was that sleeping together or sleeping together together?” I laughed at him. “Oh, wait, you meant sleeping together.”
 
   “The funny thing is; I understood that,” Emma gave me a secret approving look.
 
   “No,” I corrected, “the funny thing is; you just announced to the entire table that you and Fenrir are doing the nasty and Dad didn't bat an eye.”
 
   “Vervain,” Fenrir groaned while Emma giggled. “Nothing I do with this woman is nasty.”
 
   “What about when we-” Emma started to say but was cut off by Fenrir's horrified gaze. “Okay, I guess that wasn't nasty,” she shrugged at me. “I guess we're going to have to work on that.”
 
   “Well done, Dad,” Trevor grinned at Fenrir, who was starting to turn red again.
 
   “Da,” Kirill nodded, giving Fenrir an assessing look. “I didn't zink you had it in you.”
 
   “I have plenty of it, thank you,” Fenrir growled. “As evidenced by all of my many children.”
 
   “Yes, you do, baby,” Emma sat back with a satisfied smirk.
 
   “Thank you,” he said again, this time to Emma, and with his own secret smile.
 
   “Great, so things are going well,” I nodded, “glad to hear it. We had to take part in a faerie lynching yesterday, so we're a little tired but you guys just continue giving each goo goo eyes and we'll just sit here and take a nap.”
 
   “I go make coffee,” Kirill stood up before Fenrir could say anything.
 
   “I actually have a plan,” I said the magic words that got me the attention of the entire room. “We know that Demeter's in her territory.”
 
   “We searched the entire place-” Fenrir started but I held up a hand.
 
   “Sorry, Dad, but bear with me here,” I put Demeter's braid on the table, the braid I'd cut from her and given to Kirill as a sort of memento. It silenced everyone, seeing that shining golden link to our enemy. “The fey she was working with told us that she's tricky. To me, that means that she's got some kind of a panic room, or even a panic palace if you will, hidden someplace in her territory and I can make a tracking spell.”
 
   “Holy shit,” Trevor breathed out and looked over at me with his duh face.
 
   “I know, right?” I laughed. “We've been so caught up in tracking her by scent or with magical tools that we forgot about my talent for witchcraft. It wouldn't have worked before because I need to be in a certain proximity to whatever I'm tracking, but now? If she really is in her territory, I'll find her.”
 
   “How long will it take you to make?” Fenrir had an excited glint to his eyes.
 
   “Give me half an hour,” I grinned and he grinned back. “After I've had my coffee that is.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   We were back at Demeter's Greek playground, or Demeterland as I enjoyed calling it, in under an hour. However, it took us over two hours to roam the entire surface of her territory with her braid in my outstretched hand. I'd ended up just using the entire braid to make the tracking spell instead of taking a few strands from it because I figured it would be more powerful that way. Well, powerful or not, it wasn't picking up anything on the surface of Dementor's world of boring Greekness.
 
   So we took the gilded cage down into the underworld, well not really the underworld but literally an under world. We walked the path through the garden unmolested by foliage and when I still didn't pick up any pings, I started to head toward the outer walls. About a third of the way down the right wall, the braid surged in my hand. I gripped it tighter and watched as it stretched out in front of me like a tightrope.
 
   “Final-fucking-ly,” Trevor growled.
 
   “Everyone get ready,” I called back and there was an excited murmuring. Not only were the Froekn with us but the Intare had come along as well as Odin and our sons. Everyone wanted in on this action. It had been a long time coming.
 
   I let the braid lead me forward until it practically lodged itself into the wall. Then I frowned at the seamless surface. No wonder we hadn't found her, I knew where she was and I still couldn't find her.
 
   “Shit,” I slapped the wall, “now what?”
 
   “Now you step aside,” Odin grinned at me and waved everyone back. A spear appeared in his hands with a shining gold tip and silky wooden shaft. He threw it into the wall and it stuck fast at about shoulder height for me. Then the whole thing trembled, making a sound similar to when you stroked a finger over the rim of a crystal glass. The wall exploded, raining dust and rocks over the lot of us and propelling the spear back into Odin's waiting hands. Odin just stood there, grinning ear to ear while wiping dust off his face. “I love doing that.”
 
   “Jeesh,” I waved the cloud of dust away from my face. “That was impressive.”
 
   “Thank you,” Odin leaned on his spear in a casual hero stance. “Gungnir never fails to impress.”
 
   “That's the spear that changes the outcome of a battle, right?” I stared at it, feeling a fist of unease suddenly grip my belly.
 
   “Yes but we're not in battle,” Odin shrugged. “Don't worry about it, Vervain. I know my own weapons.”
 
   “Okay,” I went to move forward but Fenrir had already beat me to the punch and was making his way through the opening. “Hey,” I called as I followed him, the others close on my heels.
 
   We didn't have long to walk before the tunnel we were in opened into a control room. The walls were covered in monitors, showing us clear colored images of the gardens we'd just come through, as well as shots of the land above. There was a desk in front of the screens with a computer on it and a chair in front of the desk, whose seat was still warm.”
 
   “She's here,” I said as the braid lurched in my hands again.
 
   I ran off with it like a little girl walking a rottweiler. It was really walking me. It pulled me through several rooms which were very decadently appointed with furniture covered in rich upholstery and numerous pieces of artwork. There were thick carpets on the ground and antique chandeliers on the ceiling, filled with candles. I passed through a large dining room, a kitchen, and then ended up in an open room with bottles of wine stored against two walls. The third wall was packed dirt and the braid pulled me right to it.
 
   “Damn it,” I cursed and put the braid away. “It's probably another secret exit. Looks like we're going to need you again, Odin.” He started toward me with a chuckle and I laughed back at him. “Kind of anti-climatic huh?”
 
   Then Odin was leaping for me, his face drawn in shocked lines, and I frowned, wondering what I'd said wrong. A quick glance around showed that everyone else had similar expressions, all focused on a spot behind my back as they began to move forward as well. I turned, as if through deep water, which I was definitely in because there behind me was Demeter, pieces of earth falling away from her as she pulled a Rambo and came right out of the dirt wall.
 
   She was dressed in her Atlantean golden armor, sword and all, and that sword was already descending in a beautiful arc toward my unprotected neck. It was too fast, I saw it all in the blink of an eye, and even as I lifted my hand to protect myself, I knew I wasn't going to be able to react in time. She was going to win after all.
 
   I could hear shouting around me, in a sort of fear-muffled way, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Fenrir running, his hand reaching for me, but I knew he wouldn't make it either. So it was with great surprise that I felt myself shoved aside, my head still miraculously attached to my body. I fell hard, my impact rattling the rack of wine near me, and my vision became disjointed.
 
   I saw things in bits and pieces, my brain focusing on strange particulars. Odin was standing where I'd been just moments before, his spear thrust out. Light glinted off it as it seemed to wrench in another direction. I saw his face turn with it, determination in his eyes and then he focused on me and smiled. I blinked and the smile seemed different, frozen.
 
   Then my head finished falling into the floor and I closed my eyes against the pain of it. People were yelling but my vision was hazy and it took me a couple of seconds to shake it off. I was confused by what I'd seen and when I was finally able to open my eyes, the world made even less sense.
 
   Demeter stood above a body, her face expressing horrified shock and her sword lowered to her side. The body at her feet was Odin's but his head was on the floor near me, his sightless eye staring at me peacefully. At my back someone was bleeding on me and I glanced over my shoulder, still not comprehending what had happened. Maybe whatever was behind me would explain this insanity.
 
   It was Fenrir and in his shoulder was Gungnir, Odin's spear. Fenrir yanked it out and threw it at Demeter with one swift maneuver, piercing both her armor and the wall behind her, pining her like a bug. She screamed and the sound seemed to bring me back to reality, back to the fact that Odin was dead. Instead of me.
 
   “Odin,” I whispered, tears suddenly blurring my vision. “Odin no, this isn't happening,” I crawled forward and ran my fingertips over his cheek. His one eye was so beautiful and I kept expecting it to blink, wink at me like it was all a joke. But it wasn't, Demeter's screams attested to that. “Why did he spear you?” I looked back at Fenrir, maybe if I focused on something else, Odin's death would go away.
 
   “He didn't mean to,” Fenrir was crouched behind me, his hand on my arm to steady me, and I saw Trevor and Kirill behind him, staring at me like they had no idea what to do. “When his body fell, I was too close and he struck me by mistake.”
 
   “Oh,” I was strangely calm on the outside but inside I was screaming and this rage was building, a consuming fire that I knew was visible in my eyes. I could feel it there, turning my irises to embers. It felt like all of my magics were churning together inside of me, trying to find the best way to exact vengeance until they unanimously decided upon my dragon.
 
   I stood up slowly and walked over to where Demeter was struggling with the spear. She stilled, staring at my face with terror as her hands trailed uselessly through the river of blood coursing down her belly. I inhaled deep, enjoying the coppery scent of it and especially the undertone of her fear. I could feel my face shifting, the dragon taking over and the heat rising. The tears sizzled on my cheeks, evaporating with my fury, and although I was outwardly hot, my anger was cold, freezing the heart inside my chest.
 
   “Vervain,” Demeter whispered. “I intended to kill you, not Odin, never the Allfather. It was an accident, I'm so sorry.”
 
   “I don't care if you're sorry,” I said gently and her eyes widened further. “I don't care about anything you have to say. This time you're not going to escape justice.”
 
   I leaned toward her like I was going to kiss her and she reared back into the dirt wall. I gripped her face with hands that were suddenly tipped in talons and I shoved those talons between her lips, pulling her mouth open. She made a mewling scream before I pressed my mouth over hers and breathed into her my fire.
 
   The scream turned into a horrible whimpering noise as I roasted her internally and then she ceased to make any sound at all, probably because I'd melted her vocal chords. She began shaking like an epileptic but I held tight, transferring my grip from her mouth to her shoulders. Then I pulled back and reached into her bleeding mouth, the sides of which were cut to ribbons from my claws, and calmly pulled her cooked tongue from her, tossing it to the waiting wolves. Tongue is a delicacy, you know.
 
   I heard a growling behind me, encouragement for my cruelty, and I let it buoy me up, let the rage consume me and turn my vision red. I don't remember what I did to her after that. I just know that it took a really long time, longer than even the wolves could endure, and finally it was Kirill who came forward and stilled my hands, then wrapped his arms around me and just rocked me a little.
 
   The dragon inside me seemed to sigh, giving one last breath to our vengeance before settling back into me. I shuddered, suddenly cold from the heat's departure, and I sank into Kirill's warmth. His heartbeat was strong against my cheek, a sign that he at least was very much alive. I started to cry then and when I wiped away the tears it was like wiping away sleep. I was able to finally comprehend the extent of the damage I'd wrought.
 
   Demeter looked like Kael had when the Wild Hunt had finished with him, bloody bones and strips of meat, and a small part of me wondered if my dragon had blocked me from experiencing what we'd done to Demeter. Or had I simply let her take over and do the dirty work while I mentally checked out? It didn't matter, what was left of Demeter wasn't easy to look upon and I knew the time had come to end it.
 
   Instead of beheading her though, I reached for her magic. I heard the echoes of warnings inside my head, that I already had more magic than one human body should be able to hold. But something told me this was important, that every step along the way had been leading me to this moment and that I needed to take Demeter's magic into myself for good. It almost felt like someone else was lifting my hand, someone else was stealing Demeter's power while I just observed.
 
   Her bloody body jerked as I found the root of her magic and pulled on it but she was beyond making any sounds. I took her magic in silence, only my heartbeat in my head and Kirill's against my back to fill the emptiness. I felt the magic rush into me, the taint in it overwhelming my senses. It was putrid green and moldy black, and it burned my flesh as the smell of decay filled my nose, reaching down my throat to choke me. It was cloying, becoming almost a taste, and I gagged but the emerald on my neck, a present from my newly deceased husband, grew warm and drew the taint out of the magic. I was able to take a deep breath of clean air before I pulled on it again, while the emerald filtered and pushed the evil infection into the earth.
 
   When the rot was gone completely, I was suddenly filled with cold and my dragon didn't like it. She growled at the snowflakes filling me but I calmed her with the promise that this was only a piece of Demeter's magic. Be patient, there's more to come. So she settled back, only batting at a few flakes lazily, and waited for the weather to change. My other beasts came forward as well, and they too stared at the new magic with suspicion. I guess none of us liked the cold.
 
   I felt the frost upon my breath and the freezing ache of loneliness in my chest but I also saw the beauty of winter, the happiness of sliding down a snow-covered hill and catching a snowflake on my tongue. There was a feeling of rest and recuperation which I understood and I accepted the magic for what it was. The snowflakes sank into me.
 
   Then it started to warm up and I felt the chill ease away to herald the birth of a new season, the birth of anything I wished to conceive. The power of Spring. Hope came, and it was an bitter drink, what with Odin's body lying nearby, but I took it and welcomed it. I felt the roots stretching beneath the earth, new shoots rising to the surface as the flowers of Spring appeared. They eased into me with the promise that everything passes, that everything is a cycle, a circle, as I'd once told Odin. We would meet again.
 
   My body was shaking, wracked with violent sobbing, by the time Spring sent its roots deep into me and Summer rolled forward. Heat filled me in full force and it was such a comfort that my tears faded. Kirill was still holding me and I felt Trevor pressed around us as well, the strength and love of my two men helping me as nothing else could. I swallowed hard and opened myself up to Summer as the magic opened to me. It was a ripening power, the power to urge life onward, to create and destroy, the balance that was being worked toward by the previous two seasons.
 
   The scent of poppies and narcissus overwhelmed me and I heard the cry of a crane. It flew into me with the magic and I wondered what it meant. The magic laughed at me, letting me know that all would be revealed to me for I was now the keeper of the Mysteries.
 
   The crane had been Demeter's symbol, sacred to her, as were the poppy and narcissus. It was no coincidence that cranes carry babies to their parents in children's stories for Demeter also held fertility magic. It was far stronger than I'd imagined, a magic that could alter and heal, a magic that could breathe new life into things.
 
   It flowed through me, strengthening my soul as well as my body and comforting me as Spring had tried to. The magic was happy, like Aphrodite's had been, to belong to someone who wanted only good things from it, who wanted to use it positively. It raced into my cells, filling me with the full heat of Summer.
 
   Then Fall came into me, a dry wind with the scent of burning leaves and rich soil. This was a fertile time as well, a time of gathering, and I felt the rattle of dry leaves blow through me with a cooling breeze. The neutral colors filled my mind and then they crumbled away with a happy chuckle. They died so the earth could be renewed and they did it gladly. As gladly as Odin died for you, they whispered. Gods know the power of sacrifice even better than humans do. Don't waste it, hold tight to the offering and use it to become stronger.
 
   I felt the last of the magic roost inside me with a feeling of settling leaves and I let out a shuddering breath as I fell back into Trevor and Kirill. They caught me easily, lowering us all to the ground where I could see Odin better. Someone had placed his head back with his body and he almost looked okay, except for the red gash that ran along his neck. I screamed then, like my reaction had been on pause until that very moment, and the whole room shuddered from the shock of it. So I screamed again and again until my voice was hoarse and all I could do was whimper.
 
   I pushed their hands away and crawled over to him, my dead lover. My savior. I laid my body beside his, my hand sliding up to his face as I buried my own face into his chest, wishing I had someone to pray to, someone to beg to bring him back. A horrible thought entered my head, that it was my just desserts for leaving him all those centuries ago. That now it was my turn to feel the aching loss of knowing that I'd never have the one I loved beside me. I'd never again see Odin smile.
 
   Then there were wings around me and gentle hands on my skin. A tingling warmth spread into my chest, easing back the anger and grief enough for me to take a cleansing breath. Black feathers blocked out everything but Odin, myself, and my angel. I leaned back a little and sighed, letting the comfort only the Angel of Death could bring wash over me.
 
   “Azrael,” I whispered with my raw throat. “How did you know?”
 
   “How could I not?” His cheek was against my face and I could feel his own tears mingling with mine. “Have you forgotten our bond? Your grief was like a spear to my heart. It pulled me right to you.”
 
   “A spear,” I sobbed and looked back at him. “Make sure someone takes care of Gungnir.”
 
   “Vidar has it,” Azrael whispered and I suddenly realized that I'd forgotten my sons.
 
   “Vidar,” I pushed back against Az a little and his wings opened and folded behind him. “Vali.”
 
   “They're right here,” Azrael extended a hand gracefully and I saw my sons, kneeling side by side beside us, faces stricken and red with grief.
 
   I reached out for them and Azrael backed away to allow my boys to surround me. We cried together, sobbing over Odin's corpse, and I wondered if they'd done something similar with mine. I hated myself then, for doing this to them, for leaving them to deal with this. I hadn't truly understood the grief I'd put them through until that moment. How crippling it was, how impossible to think beyond. Even though I'd stopped screaming, the sound of it still filled my head with a constant horror and I knew I'd do anything to get Odin back and make it stop. An eye was the least of what I would sacrifice.
 
   Then I felt a comforting warmth surround us that was even stronger than what Azrael had brought me. His magic was there still but this was heat and life, the beat of animal hearts and the strong love inside them. I looked up to find both the Froekn and the Intare pressed into us, arms wound around each other, forming half-circles around us that extended through the room and out, past the doorway and into the next. The waves of compassion flowed inward and a soft keening filled the air as my family joined us in mourning.
 
   Finally, when I was so spent I could barely move, Vidar and Vali helped me to my feet and put me in the arms of my men. I stood aside as they lifted their father, Vali holding his body while Vidar cradled his head. I let out one more gut-wrenching sob to see him carried like that and then stilled as they passed me, heads lifted high. They knew as well as I did that Odin had sacrificed his life for mine. It seemed like all he'd done since the day he'd met me was sacrifice for me and now he could do no more. He'd given it all.
 
   “Come, Minn Elska,” Trevor said softly. “It's time to leave this horrible place.”
 
   And then I fainted.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-Eight
 
    
 
   The week that followed passed in a blur. I know people asked me questions, my sons were often the ones asking, but beyond that I'm not sure what I even said. I just sat there mostly, fingering my emerald pendant and wishing that my ring could change the past instead of just letting me relive it.
 
   I even considered going back with the ring, to a time I'd spent with Odin so I could relive some happiness with him. I didn't though. I knew I'd never accept his death if I kept reliving our life together. Maybe later, sometime in the future when I'd healed a little more, I could reminisce in person.
 
   At the end of the week I remembered what all the questions had been about but only because Trevor, Kirill, and Azrael had come to escort me to Odin's funeral. I had stared blankly at them a bit and they'd ended up helping me dress, they even brushed my hair for me and put gloss on my lips. I remember thinking how silly that was, lip gloss. Why did I care if my lips were glossy? What did it matter? What did anything matter when Odin was dead?
 
   But I let them do as they wanted, it was easier than talking and when Trevor pulled me into his arms, I let him do that too. I sank into him as he traced us to Valhalla and I clung to his arm as he led me outside Odin's golden Hall.
 
   It was full night in Asgard so the path to the pier was lined with torches, the firelight somehow making it all feel surreal. My men escorted me to the end of the pier; Trevor on one side, Kirill on the other, and Azrael behind us with wings lifted high like a banner announcing to all that here I was, the death of Odin. I huffed a little to myself, wondering how many people had actually had Azrael in attendance at their funerals. Not in his professional capacity but simply as a mourner. Death himself mourned for Odin and still I felt that it wasn't enough.
 
   We finally reached the end of the pier where Odin's longship was waiting along with a huge gathering of gods. The faces blurred for me, I had no idea who was there beyond my lovers who kept a hand upon me constantly.
 
   We went onto the ship and I saw a pallet laid out in the spot where I'd made love to Odin on numerous occasions. That was a bit rough for me and I almost started to bawl like a baby. I caught my breath and stood very still as Azrael carried a thick mattress on board and put it on the wooden pallet. Then he laid linens out and pillows. I frowned, what was all this then?
 
   When he was finished, Vidar and Vali carried Odin's body on board using a litter adorned with flowers. They'd somehow reattached his head and he looked to be asleep, his face as peaceful as it was upon his death. I knew with absolute certainty that Odin had chosen his death, had gone willingly before that blade, knowing he was trading his life for mine. The conversation we'd had earlier suddenly passed through my mind and I gasped, wondering if Odin had foreseen this, had some kind of premonition. In that moment I was jealous and angry over his decision. Having experienced both sides, I now knew it was much easier to be mourned than to be the mourner. Tears began to slide over my cheeks.
 
   They laid him out on the bed, transferring the flowers to surround him again, and then Thor came forward with a shield, a sword, and a spear; Gungnir. His face was etched with sorrow, I'd never seen Thor look so wounded and I'll never forget the way his face collapsed when he laid Odin's weapons around him. For a moment I wished I had the strength to comfort him, to go and take his hand and tell him all would be well, that we'd get through this together but I could barely believe that myself. There was no way I could comfort anyone in the state I was in.
 
   I was a little surprised that they were going to send Gungnir off with Odin, it being a magical spear, but I guess tradition is tradition and I wasn't about to interfere. I'm sure it would have been what Odin would have wanted. He was big on following the Norse customs, those were his people and warmongering or not, Odin had loved his followers.
 
   There were no other offerings, no food or items that Odin might need in the afterlife, because we all knew that there was no afterlife for Odin. There had been no one there to claim his spirit, no one who could have carried him into another territory so that he may live on. Azrael had come too late, there would be no Heaven for the Allfather or Hell either for that matter, one or two Ls.
 
   I had a sudden jolt of panic fill my chest as I thought of how I really didn't know what happened to Odin. He could be anywhere or nowhere and I didn't know what would be worse. Was he simply gone, not existing anywhere anymore, or was he being tortured in some horrible dark place? Maybe he was just floating in some empty space, wishing he could get back to me.
 
   I pushed those thoughts away as I was escorted from the ship and led up the pier. I couldn't focus too intently on them or they'd drive me insane and I'd start screaming again. Nobody wanted that and I didn't want to shame Odin's memory by going nutso at his funeral. So I took a few calming breaths and carried on.
 
   We all turned and watched silently as the ship was released from its mooring and started to drift away into the center of Asgard's lake. Then Vali stepped forward and lit the tip of an arrow from a brazier set up on the end of the pier. He pulled back on his bow and let the arrow fly.
 
   It sailed through the dark sky like a phoenix, landing in the middle of the dragon ship. The wood caught easily and soon the entire ship was on fire, lighting the sky with tongues of orange and yellow. So beautiful and such a perfect way to say goodbye to Odin but my soul was unsettled and when the flames reached the dragon's head my own dragon roared inside me in denial. Even she knew that this wasn't right.
 
   Then, from out of the fire, came a flash of gold, rocketing through the air to land at my feet. I stared down in confusion at the glowing spear embedded in the wood of the pier, its shaft still vibrating with the power that had sent it to me. Gungnir? Why was it here? What the hell was this about?
 
   “You must take it, Carus,” Azrael was behind me, his hand on my shoulder. “The spear has chosen. It doesn't want to follow Odin's body into the void. It wants to stand beside you, the woman he loved.”
 
   I wrapped my hand around the silky wood and when I did, the runes carved into it flashed bright white once before fading out. I could feel the magic within the wood, a shimmering energy barely held in check. It was Odin, his magic, and I knew then why it had come back to me. Even in death, Odin refused to leave me unprotected. Gungnir had returned to watch over me since Odin no longer could. I grasped it more firmly and pulled it free from the pier. As I lifted it upright a resolve formed inside me. I would find Odin's soul, if it could be found at all. I would go after him as he had done for me, and I would bring him back.
 
   “I'll see you back at the beginning, my love,” I whispered as the boat started to crumble, fiery pieces of it falling into the water to steam.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Forty-Nine
 
    
 
   Someone stepped into my path on the way back to Valhalla for the funeral feast. I frowned a little, leaning on Gungnir like a staff, and looked up.
 
   “Mom?” My face fell, tears instantly running down my cheeks as she came forward and hugged me.
 
   “Vervain, I'm so sorry,” she held me while I cried. Funny how seeing my mom broke the dam of numbness for me. I guess we all want our Mommy when things go bad.
 
   “He's dead,” I whispered as if she didn't know. “Mom, Odin's dead.”
 
   “I know,” she slid to the side so she could wrap an arm around my waist and help me down the path. “He was a good man, I liked him.”
 
   “He saved my life.”
 
   “Then I love him,” she smiled sadly, “and I'm very grateful to him.”
 
   “Yeah well he kinda owed you one anyway,” I huffed, thinking of how he'd made her go through a teen pregnancy to have me.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Never mind,” I stopped suddenly, Trevor thumping into my back. “How did you get here?”
 
   “Kirill brought me,” she glanced at him and smiled. “Popped up on my front porch in California and told me what had happened. Then he brought me here. Why didn't you tell me tracing was possible? You could have saved me a long plane ride when Grandpa died.”
 
   “Damn, I didn't even think about it,” I gaped at her.
 
   “Well, next time I have to travel, I'm calling you,” she looked up at Valhalla as we entered, her eyes growing large. “This place is immense.”
 
   “I know, it's a little overwhelming,” I frowned as I heard an obscene wailing and looked over to see the Valkyries crying all over each other.
 
   “Looks like a lot of people loved him,” Mom observed drily.
 
   “Those are the Valkyries,” I shrugged, “it's kind of their job to love him.”
 
   “I'll take care of it,” Thor brushed by us and went to coral the women. He shooed them further into the side of the hall, to a seating area a good hundred feet away, so their crying wouldn't be so very abrasive.
 
   “Come on, Minn Elska,” Trevor took my arm and gestured to the high table. “And Minn Elska's Mother,” he gave my mom a little smile.
 
   We went up the dais and sat at the high table, facing the rest of the gathering. Along with my lovers and my mother were my sons, Vidar and Vali, and Thor. Fenrir was sitting with the Froekn at a table to our right and the Intare were across from them on our left. I blinked in surprise when I realized just how many people were there. I mean, I knew Odin was popular but after he switched sides for me in the God War, I figured his popularity had waned. I'd been wrong.
 
   There were so many people that tables had to be set up behind the usual ones which were lined down the length of the hall. I saw several faces I knew, including all of the God Squad, but there were also a whole lot of them that I didn't recognize. If I hadn't been so grief stricken, I might have felt concerned that there were so many strange gods in the room with me. As it was, I was only curious.
 
   “Who are they?” I whispered to Trevor and looked back out to the assemblage.
 
   “They're gods who respected Odin,” Trevor brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “They've all come to show him their respect.”
 
   “Who's that?” I nodded my head to a beautiful blonde woman seated a few tables down from us on the right. She was staring at me with a mixture of curiosity and contempt. I knew that look, I'd seen it on women before, and I suddenly guessed who she was. “Frigg.”
 
   “Yeah,” Trevor gave her a nod and she nodded back before turning away. “She's probably not your biggest fan.”
 
   “No, she wouldn't be,” I sighed, hoping that I hadn't made yet another enemy who was going to try to kill me. “She thinks I stole her husband and now she probably thinks I killed him. Then there's her son, I'm sure she blames me for Balder's death as well.”
 
   “Don't worry about Frigg right now,” Trevor patted my hand.
 
   “To Odin!” A man stood a little ways down the hall and lifted his mug. “The most devious strategist I knew!”
 
   “To Odin!” Everyone cheered and drank.
 
   It went on that way for awhile, people standing and acknowledging some reason they admired Odin. I sat back, wondering if Odin could hear it all. Did he know how much they'd respected him? It was a shame we all missed our own funerals, these are the things people want to hear when they're alive. Why can't we say them before death?
 
   “To Odin!” Horus stood up and raised his glass. “When Atlantis fell, he found room in his boat for me and my parents,” Horus waved a hand back at stunning Egyptian couple. “He saved our lives and it doesn't surprise me that he gave his life to save Vervain. As much as we called him Oathbreaker, Odin was full of honor and he shall be missed.”
 
   “To Odin!” Everyone cheered.
 
   I stared at Horus, shocked and grateful for his beautiful speech. He raised his glass to me and nodded, a tear falling down his cheek. I mouthed a thank you to him, for both the speech and that tear, which said more to me than his words had.
 
   Fallon stood with Samantha, “Odin saved the life of my Tima,” he said as he lifted his mug. “He did it out of love for her but in doing so he also saved all of the Intare for without her we would go wild, lose ourselves and these lives we've finally been able to create,” he hugged Samantha close and she sent me a sympathetic look. “Intare, present!” My lions all stood, lifted their mugs, and roared. The hall echoed with it and it resounded in my soul, the call of my lions. “Hail Odin!”
 
   “Hail Odin!” They all cheered and drank before returning to their seats.
 
   Trevor stood and I looked up at him in surprise. “Odin and I didn't always get along,” that got him a few chuckles from the room. “It's hard to accept a man who married your soul mate first. But I did accept him and I found him to be a man of great loyalty and intelligence. In the end, he did what I couldn't do, he saved the woman we love, and by doing that, he saved me as well. Most of you know that I'm bound to Vervain, when she dies, I will happily follow her into death. So when I say that Odin saved my life too, I mean it quite literally. Thank you, Odin. Thank you for Vervain and for myself. To Odin!”
 
   “To Odin!” Another round of cheering and more drinking.
 
   Trevor settled back beside me and I took his hand, giving him a quick peck on the cheek for good measure. Then I my attention was caught as Vidar stood, everyone getting quiet to hear what the Silent One had to say.
 
   “My father was a great leader,” he started, “a savior to many,” he waved his hand out to indicate people who'd made the previous speeches, “and a villain to many more.” A ripple of amusement at that. “He ruled Asgard and gave an afterlife to those who gave of their magic to us,” he indicated the silent Viking warriors who stood around the edges of the tables with grim respect. “Some of you admired him for his might in battle, some of you for his wit and cunning, but I... my brothers and I,” he put a hand on Vali's shoulder and nodded to Thor, who was seated next to Vali, “knew another side of him. He taught us that there are times to fight for what you believe in and times to sacrifice for what you love. That neither fighting nor loving made you a man but rather knowing when to fight and how to love. My father loved as fiercely as he fought, knowing exactly when to draw sword and when to bend his head to the blade. To my father, to Odin!”
 
   “To Odin!” I closed my eyes against my tears as the room thundered with the call again.
 
   Fenrir got up and walked into the center of the room. He had a mug in his hand and a grim expression on his face. He raised his wooden mug and the Froekn howled, the mournful sound sending chills over my skin. Fenrir added his voice to the group and it carried up to me, expressing his love and support more thoroughly than words ever could.
 
   “Many of you here have hunted me,” Fenrir announced and my eyes went wide as I searched the crowd. Fuck, what now? “Have hunted my children. You persecuted me for being different, monstrous, an abomination in the eyes of the High Twenty of Atlantis. Relax,” he grinned, showcasing very sharp teeth. “We are here tonight for Odin and you're safe... for now.” Nervous laughter trickled about the room.
 
   “He was hunted?” My Mom whispered to me.
 
   “Yes,” I said, keeping my eyes on him. “By his own people.”
 
   “Poor thing,” she said and I almost laughed. She was probably the only person who had ever used those words in reference to Fenrir.
 
   “I spent many years on the run; hiding, protecting my children,” Fenrir frowned and swallowed hard. I sat forward in my seat, sensing that he was about to reveal something momentous. “Everyone knows this but what no one knows is that not only did Odin refuse to hunt me or mine, he gave me my territory and helped me build my Hall.” Gasps circulated and my mouth fell open. “I would have found a place for us eventually, we Froekn persevere, but Odin helped us before we were strong. He helped the Froekn become who we are today and then he refused to take credit for it. Only myself and my oldest son knew the truth,” I glanced at Trevor and he gave me a sad smile. “Odin wanted no thanks for helping us, saying that he was only righting the wrong that had been done us. That the Atlanteans had behaved shamefully towards one of their own and he could stomach it no longer. The Allfather gave me and mine a home, a future, and hope that not all of you are complete bastards.”
 
   There were quite a few guilty expressions when I looked around the room, one on a man with only one hand. I remembered then the Froekn saying of “Reach out a hand to harm a Froekn and you shall lose it.” It was created when Andrasta betrayed them to Tyr. Fenrir had taken Tyr's hand that day and I had a feeling that was the god himself, sitting just a few feet away from Fenrir, and looking almost as nervous as he did guilty.
 
   “Magic sustains us,” Fenrir continued, “and we are all a slave to it in some way. The myth of Ragnarok says that Odin attacks me with Gungnir and that I kill him. As Odin died, Gungnir was compelled to fulfill that prophecy. It jerked from Odin's hands, going straight towards my heart, and with his last bit of strength Odin diverted the spear and sent it instead into my shoulder. He didn't just save Vervain that day, he once again saved me. To Odin!” He raised his mug and then drank deep before returning to his seat. The room was too shocked to mimic his toast.
 
   I gaped at Fenrir's retreating figure. I had no idea how noble Odin had been or that with his death, he'd saved Fenrir as well. I looked over at Trevor and he took my hand, nodding his head. He'd known what Odin had done. He must have seen it, he was standing right beside me at the time. And yet they hadn't told me,  instead they allowed me to have that last bit of him for myself.
 
   I stood up and the room quieted. My stomach clenched and I took a deep breath. I didn't want to do this, stand there and face the fact that Odin was gone, admit it to a bunch of strangers, but I knew it was not only expected but deserved. He'd saved my life, the least I could do was speak for him.
 
   “Odin was my husband,” I said quietly and then swallowed and strengthened my voice. “Maybe not in this life but in my heart we were still married. He loved me so much that he refused to let me go. He made a deal with Death,” I looked over and smiled at Azrael, where he was seated next to my Mom, and he smiled back. “To take me to Hvergelmir instead of Heaven. He bartered his eye for the knowledge to bring me back and then he put me inside my mother,” I held a hand out to my mom, “and let me go. He lost me and mourned me all over again but fate has a sense of humor it seems,” I looked over and gave Thor a sad smile, he shook his head ruefully.
 
   There was a light smattering of laughter through the hall.
 
   “I was brought back to him by his own son,” I continued, “and boy was that Hell.. two Ls not one.” I searched the hall and was surprised to see that Hel was actually in attendance. I grimaced at her and she gave me a sort of disbelieving grin while everyone laughed. “Odin did that a lot: suffered for me. He gave up a lot to be with me until finally,” I took a shaky breath and collected myself. “Finally, he gave everything. Odin didn't just save my life, he gave me life, over and over. Gave me my sons,” I smiled at Vali and Vidar. “Twice. He gave me all the love he had and his fidelity beyond the grave. He gave me so much but when he died, he took so much more from me. To Odin!” I lifted my glass. “To the god I love.”
 
   “To Odin!” They all cheered and I emptied my glass with them.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
   A few days after Odin's funeral, Azrael came into the dining room of Pride Palace with Krystal, a human friend of mine. It was so strange to see her there that I just sat, staring at her with my coffee halfway to my mouth before she finally broke the tension.
 
   “Is this place for real?”
 
   I gave a sort of surprised huff of a laugh and put my coffee down. “As real as something made by magic can be, I guess.”
 
   “What the hell?” She frowned and gave me an irate look. “You've been totally holding out on me, bitch. Why haven't you ever brought me here for our girl lunches?”
 
   “I'm sorry?” I shook my head and looked over at the softly grinning Azrael. “Thank you, Az.”
 
   “Hey,” he shrugged. “It's kind of my job to know what grief needs and she's it, trust me.”
 
   “Yeah, I got it from here, handsome,” she gave him a wink but when he started to leave, she stopped him. “If you ever feel like repaying me though, I wouldn't mind an introduction to one of your single friends.”
 
   “Krystal,” I laughed despite my sorrow.
 
   “What?” She shrugged. “When am I ever going to have an angel indebted to me again?”
 
   “Do you have a preference?” Azrael looked a little intrigued by the idea of matchmaking.
 
   “Uh,” she shrugged, “I don't know, I guess you're all probably good looking. The only thing I really am a stickler about is-”
 
   “Hair,” I interrupted. “Make sure he has short hair.”
 
   “Oh, you know me so well,” she slid into a seat beside me and peered disdainfully at my coffee. “Speaking of which, do you have anything other than that?” She pointed at my beverage like it was personally offending her.
 
   “Short hair?” Azrael was stuck on the stipulation. “Huh, I have to give that some thought.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Krystal sat up straight and turned back toward him. “You're really going to hook me up with an angel?”
 
   “Oh, you want an angel?” He looked even more surprised. “You said one of my single friends, not angels.”
 
   “Oh, I didn't realize you had any other friends,” she looked back and forth between our raised brows, “and I'm going to shut up now.”
 
   “Angels are notoriously hard to get along with,” he warned her. “Most of them are really arrogant and the ones that aren't are usually really busy. What kind of relationship are you looking for?”
 
   “The kind that gets me mid-air sex,” she waggled her brows at him and Azrael flushed.
 
   “You told her?”
 
   “You told Kirill,” I gave him my that's what you get face.
 
   “Yes, but you have sex with Kirill too,” he was getting redder. “It's not like he wasn't already familiar with your love making.”
 
   “My love making?” I laughed. “Just go, Azrael. It's okay. Go find Krystal a nice angel with short hair.”
 
   “And strong wings,” she called after him as he left. “And a firm ass.” His shoulders twitched with that one but he kept walking because he's a smart angel. “So what have you been up to? You know, besides enjoying this fucking paradise without me.”
 
   “I love you,” I said and got up. “Come on, I'll see if I can find you a Pepsi. Some of the lions must surely drink it, even if I don't.”
 
   “Lead on,” she got up and followed me into the kitchen. “And you can keep leading after you find me a drink cause I want to see the rest of this place.”
 
   So I gave her the grand tour, Pepsi in hand- her's not mine, and finally ended up at the library. I told her how I'd been spending most of my time there and she nodded while she looked through the books. I was feeling a little exhausted by her exuberance, so I sat down in the sitting room while she roamed. Finally she came back with a book in hand. Enchantress, a romance novel by a Hawaii author, Amy Sumida.
 
   She sat down next to me and to my utter surprise, she started to read out loud. I relaxed back into the cushions as she read, realizing it was just what I needed, someone there with me but without putting any pressure on me to be entertaining or asking me if I was okay every five minutes.
 
   All I had to do was sit and listen to her tell me a story. For six hours she read to me, and I got caught up in Rannulf and Ayla's troubles, intent on whether or not they could get past each other's differences and finally just be together. It was enthralling and Krystal's low voice was the perfect level to lure me into the fantasy. I admit, I felt a little awkward when she started reading the sex scenes but she just kept reading, maybe a little more enjoyably, and never even glanced at me so I quickly let go of my awkwardness and went back to the little escape from my sadness.
 
   After the book we went downstairs and watched a horror movie. Some Asian flick about a photographer whose fiance ran over a girl and then the girl kept showing up in his photographs. It was awesome and totally different from what I was presently going through, so also totally perfect.
 
   Krystal spent the night and got to gawk at my lion men the next morning but when I suggested she talk to a few of the single ones she balked, saying that she'd wait for Azrael to deliver her angel. Then she'd hugged me and Trevor took her home.
 
   I will never know how she saw exactly what I needed and delivered it so effortlessly but I'll be thankful to her for that one day for the rest of my life. It was such a wonderful respite from the pain and I ached for more of it, like a crack addict needing a fix.
 
   “Did you have fun with Krystal?” Azrael came walking into the library.
 
   “She was fantastic, thank you.”
 
   “Of course,” he leaned over and gave me a kiss. “Sommer, Tristan, and Jackson are coming over tonight if you're up for it.”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds good,” I smiled.
 
   I was really looking forward to seeing my friends, especially after my time with Krystal but as much as I enjoyed their company, Tristan is one of those people who just about goes crazy when one of his friends is hurting and he ended up following me around like a lost puppy. I actually had to reassure him that I didn't need him to go into the bathroom with me. That I'd been peeing all by myself for my entire adult life and I was fairly certain I still remembered how to do it. He'd laughed and backed off a bit but I could see that he wasn't fully convinced.
 
   Jackson and Sommer were more of a quiet comfort but it got awkward enough that we all ended up watching a movie and getting drunk. Normally this would have been just great. Unfortunately, I didn't get drunk quite as easily anymore and when I did manage to accomplish the task, it didn't last for long. So the drinking merely brought home the depressing fact that I couldn't drown my sorrows in alcohol. Also, it left me sober while everyone else was drunk.
 
   Ironically the only upside to the drunken friends scenario was Tristan. He's a fabulously ridiculous drunk, fawning over people and telling them not only the traditional “I love you” but precisely why he loved you and what made you just so damn special. He'd also fall a lot, so Jax ended up following him around like Tryst had done to me earlier. Then he tried to put Tristan to bed in one of the spare rooms(which was upstairs while we were downstairs in the theater). Tristan stayed put for all of five minutes before he came rolling down the staircase and crawling into the theater, declaring that he was lonely and how dare we abandon him like that.
 
   Jackson just sighed and rolled his eyes.
 
   So yes the night was fun and distracting but also exhausting. They all spent the night and were gone before I woke up in the morning, which I really appreciated. Goodbyes were even more horrible now so avoiding one was a relief. I had my breakfast (of coffee) and went back to the library.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-One
 
    
 
   “Vervain,” the soft voice was filled with a wealth of an emotion that I was now very familiar with.
 
   I turned to watch Mrs. E walk into my butterfly courtyard. I'd gone there to find a little peace since I was getting tired of everyone asking me how I was doing. Mrs. E was the last person I'd expected to invade my quiet time but she was also one of the only people I didn't mind doing so.
 
   “Hi,” I patted the bench beside me, “come join me.”
 
   “I'm sorry I wasn't at the funeral,” she looked away guiltily. “I just couldn't. I couldn't-”
 
   “I understand,” I took her hand. “I didn't even realize you weren't there. It's okay.”
 
   “Vervain,” her sweet voice, so damaged by pain, almost broke me and then she held her arms out.
 
   I slid into her hug and then we were both crying, big body-wracking sobs that went on for days it seemed. We cried until we couldn't cry anymore, until we were snotty and ugly, and then we just sat together, holding each other's hands.
 
   She was the perfect companion for me. She knew exactly what I was feeling and knew exactly how to comfort me. Now I knew why she'd withdrawn from us when Tsohanoai died. Well, I'd always known but now I understood. Sometimes it's better to be alone than be around people who want you to feel better so badly that it just ends up stressing you out.
 
   “Does the screaming ever stop?” I finally whispered.
 
   “Eventually it fades a little,” she didn't even have to ask me what I meant and I loved her for it. She knew because she was living it and her knowing that I was talking about the constant screaming inside my head, the constant stream of anguished denial, made me feel better. It made me feel normal.
 
   “I can't believe it,” I took a shaking breath. “I just can't seem to understand that he's gone. He was so vital, so strong, and had lived for so long that the thought of him being dead just doesn't make any sense.”
 
   “I know,” she nodded. “I still hear Tsohanoai sometimes. I hear him walking into our bedroom or feel him sit beside me on the bed. I always look up, my heart racing, thinking it was all just a huge mistake, that he's come to tell me everything is going to be alright.”
 
   “Do you know where he is?” I took her hand. “Do you know what happens to gods when they die?”
 
   “No one knows, Vervain,” she sniffed. “We are like humans in this, only hoping and guessing that there's something more but we have even less than they. For we have no gods to pray to, no faith to hold to our chests when we mourn. We speak no platitudes to each other, unable to even offer that much.”
 
   “But there must be something,” I insisted. “I've seen too many souls live on beyond death through magic. If that's possible, then something must have prompted it. Souls must have had somewhere to go initially, a place that inspired gods to create the God Realm. There had to be something before the gods made themselves gods.”
 
   “I don't know,” she blinked, her eyes gone dry. “It's possible, I guess. I'd just assumed he was completely gone, dispersed like air from a balloon.”
 
   “I've been reading these old god texts,” I bit my lip. I didn't want to get her hopes up if it was nothing. It was one thing to pin my hopes onto an idea but to bring Mrs. E into it only to crush her later would be horrible. Yet I selfishly continued. “There's all these notations about a void and even now a lot of gods refer to dying as going into the void but in these books the void is talked abut like it's a place not a euphemism. I think there's a place where we're all meant to go, that gods have in fact been preventing humans from reaching by providing an alternate afterlife for them.”
 
   “Vervain,” her eyes were wide, her jaw unhinged. “Do you really think so?”
 
   “I think it's worth looking into,” I squeezed her hand. “Don't expect a miracle or anything but if you felt like doing your own research, I wouldn't mind the help.”
 
   “I would love to help you on this,” she nodded. “It may become obsessive and it may even appear crazy to others but I don't care. If there's even the smallest chance that I may find Tsohanoai, even if it's only to confirm that he's somewhere I may be able to go someday, I want to do this.”
 
   “We don't even have to tell anyone,” I gave her a small smile. “We can just say that we're keeping each other company. I'm sure everyone will understand.”
 
   “You're absolutely right,” she took both of my hands. “Thank you. Even if this yields nothing you've given me something to think about, something to hope for and it's been a long time since I've felt hope.”
 
   I squeezed her hands and wished fervently that our hearts would heal soon, that we'd be able to do this research with calm, rational thoughts and in response, I felt my love magic rise. I was startled by the appearance of the butterflies inside me. This hardly seemed the time for them but then they flowed into my heart and I knew.
 
   How could I have missed it? I had the power to heal myself all along. Maybe I'd avoided it intentionally, knowing grief must be accepted and felt before you could let go of it. Whatever it was, I'd forgotten a significant aspect of the love magic, the power to heal a broken heart.
 
   It wasn't a complete healing. They didn't fly through me and take all of my pain away because that was truly impossible. I loved Odin and no amount of healing would change the hurt of not having him alive and beside me. I would always miss him, always feel an ache when I thought of him and no magic could change that. To do so would mean a severance of my love for Odin, a complete removal of it and that wasn't what my magic was about.
 
   It was about acceptance though. As is often my lesson, I was hit with another form of acceptance because love is partially acceptance. You accept what the other person is, their whole being, flaws and all, and you accept that loving them leaves you open for being hurt by them. Now I was learning that it also meant accepting that your life goes on even after they're gone.
 
   The crippling pain lifted, and I took a surprised breath as the fluttering filled my heart. Suddenly I was able to think about Odin without wanting to burst into tears. I was able to remember without wanting to forget. There was still a horrible ache but the memories were sweet and comfortable. Then that glow expanded outward and connected with Mrs. E.
 
   Her hands clenched on mine and she shuddered. I opened my eyes, eyes which I hadn't even realized I'd closed, to find her squeezing her own shut as she trembled. Then she took a deep breath and when she released it she seemed to release the tension that had been filling her since the day Tsohanoai was killed. Her face relaxed and she smiled fondly, probably experiencing  memories of her husband.
 
   Then she opened her eyes and focused on me. “Did you know you could do that?”
 
   “I had no idea,” I shook my head. “If I had, I would have helped you sooner.”
 
   “It's okay,” she gave a little laugh. “I think I would have regretted not having my time to mourn. I still hurt for him but I can think clearer now and I'm even more determined to look into your theory of the void.”
 
   “Me too,” I stood up. “How about we start now?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   Mrs. E and I spent a lot of time in the library searching through spellbooks, with coffee that Kirill always brought us and my constant companion Nick(my gray tabby). There had to be something there, some clue in those god-written pages that could help me find where Odin and Mr. T had gone and I was going to search until I found it. No one really bothered us, just as I'd expected, they were all too happy we'd found a way to deal with our grief together and they left us to it.
 
   We found several references to the void but it wasn't until I found a book penned by Lucifer that I got any good details. Yes, Lucifer, the devil, Satan, the Morning Star, yada yada. I admit I was surprised too which is so ridiculous. Why would the devil be any different than any other god? I was intimate with the Angel of Death ferchrisakes, I should know better. Yet I felt kind of creeped out to be reading a book written by the Atlantean who'd got handed the role of Supreme Asshole. It probably wasn't even his fault.
 
   The book was actually about Hell and the creation of it. How he'd gone around collecting information and allowing Hell to form as human belief forces god magic to but also how he shaped it into what he wanted it to be. The Devil had found the key to working with human belief and I wondered if he'd been the first to do so. I knew that god territories were influenced by humans and several aspects had to be just as the humans believed them to be because of the myths but the gods had found a way to create their own space, like how Hades had made a beautiful home inside his underworld.
 
   The book implied that you could do almost anything if you worked with the human belief instead of just trying to go against it. It was brilliant and it kind of made sense to me that Satan would be so intelligent. He probably had a pretty good gig. He didn't have to do anything beyond caring for bad souls in the afterlife really, cause no one expected anything but evil from the Devil.
 
   Then I remembered what Azrael had said about God, how he preferred to just sit around drinking wine all day. He had angels to do the actual work. So I guess either way, bad or good, in the Christian religion you didn't have to break a sweat unless you were an angel. I felt kind of bad for Azrael, he really had got the short end of the pitchfork.
 
   Anyway besides all the talk about transforming territories, he also mentioned the void as a place where he'd taken inspiration from. He flat out said it was a realm only souls could enter, a place which had inspired not only him to create Hell but the Christian god to create Heaven. Well, he actually took credit for Heaven too, saying God was being lazy again and he had to suggest a few improvements but I wasn't sure if I could really believe Satan when he was taking credit for God's Heaven. I know, I know, I was letting human ideas cloud my thinking again but taking all that credit made the guy seemed kind of arrogant.
 
   Mrs. E had been ecstatic when I showed her and she'd left immediately to see if she could procure any more works by Lucifer. I let her go with a smile on my face and that was how Samantha found me.
 
   “Hey,” she said softly and settled into the couch beside me.
 
   “Hey,” I looked up and noticed how pale she was and that she had circles beneath her eyes. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” she waved away my concern. “I just haven't been sleeping well. The stress of everything I guess.”
 
   Then I remembered. It's funny how selfish pain can be, especially heartache. We forget everyone else we love, even when they're right in front of us and even, maybe especially, when we have the power to help them.
 
   “Shit,” I swore. “Samantha, I forgot about the baby thing.”
 
   “Oh Vervain, don't even think about that right now.”
 
   “Honey, I wish I'd thought of it sooner,” I gave a choked laugh. “We could all use some good news and I think I might be able to give us some.”
 
   “You...” her eyes filled with just the barest glint of hope.
 
   “I took Demeter's power,” I grabbed Samantha's hands, “and I think I can help you with it.”
 
   “No,” she pulled away slowly. “Trevor told me the risks. Even if you could help me have a child, you may endanger another Froekn in the process.”
 
   “Have a little more faith in me than that,” I smirked and took her hands back. “When I took Demeter's magic, it showed me things, possibilities. How would you like to be the first woman to ever give birth to a completely Intare child?”
 
   “Intare?” She cocked her head at me. “You're going to make me Intare?”
 
   “No,” I gave her an encouraging squeeze. “I'm going to make your babies Intare.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Every woman is born with a certain number of eggs. We don't make any more of them, they're just sitting there in our ovaries, right?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “So I can change them,” I smiled gently, “alter their basic structure to become a different type of god. Make a cat from a dog, if you'll forgive the base analogy.”
 
   “Make a cat from a... holy shit, you can really do that?”
 
   “I think so,” I grimaced, “but I'm going solely on what the magic is telling me so don't get your hopes up quite yet, you're going to be the first one this has ever been done to.”
 
   “Okay,” she nodded and took a deep breath. “Do it, please do it.”
 
   I nodded and didn't even think to hesitate. I let my magic rise up and flow through my fingers into her body. The cry of the crane filled me and the green potential of Spring rose up like new shoots through moist soil. I could smell the earth, feel the questing roots, and taste honeysuckle on my tongue. It was a joyous magic and I had the impression that it hadn't been allowed to be such in a long time. I found myself rejoicing along with it, caught up in the happiness of creation.
 
   Then I could see inside Samantha and not in a metaphorical way but in an anatomical way. I saw her womb and went zinging with the magic into her ovaries. I sent the power into those potential babies and told them to change. If they wanted to be born, they had to become Intare, they had to be willing to be more than they were.
 
   And oh how they wanted to be born. What cell doesn't long for more, for life?
 
   There was no emotion in those little cells, just the need to live but that was more than enough. They changed, they accepted my magic and let the power alter them, do whatever it had to do to make life a possibility. The magic which had once belonged to Demeter was bright with happiness, finally back to doing what it wanted to do but I was surprised to find that it wasn't the only power in there. My lioness magic had decided to crash the party. If a new lion was going to be made, she needed to be a part of it. A cord seemed to form, connecting to my heart like all my Intare were connected to me but it hung suspended, waiting for the heart that it would attach to. By making this child Intare I had stolen a part of it and I felt a moment's trepidation that I had done something wrong but then I realized that either way, Intare or Froekn, this child would have been connected to more than just it's parents. It was a child of magic and it needed its source. I was more than happy to be that source.
 
   The cells inside Samantha began to glow and I saw one break free and flow down a tube, waiting for its chance. A flash of light filled my vision as I felt the cord attach, even though life had yet to begin there. My magic knew those little cells were ours already, I was seeing the next Intare before it was even formed. I pulled back then but not before I'd caught a glimpse of a child's face, a child with pale brown skin and bright hazel eyes. Fallon's eyes.
 
   “Your child is going to be so beautiful,” I whispered as I let go of Sam.
 
   Samantha's eyes filled with tears and she launched herself into my arms. I. caught her with a whoosh of breath leaving me. Then we were both crying, and for the first time since Odin's death, it was tears of joy.
 
   “Hey now,” I finally pulled back. “You'd better get to getting busy. Go make love to that fine lion cause I can't wait to see those hazel eyes in person.”
 
   “Hazel eyes?” She smiled wistfully.
 
   “Yeah, I know, right?” I laughed. “Fallon's going to be impossible. I can just hear him now going on about how the kid's got his eyes.”
 
   “Thank you, Vervain,” she kissed my cheek and stood. “You've been a good friend to me but this,” she shook her head, “this is beyond anything that anyone has ever done for me. I felt the bond form and I know that you've essentially taken magical responsibility for our baby. Thank you.”
 
   “You're very welcome,” I gave her a little push. “Now go get your man, that baby's waitin'.”
 
   She ran out of the room and as she did, I felt the magic inside me expand. It was the first time I'd used Demeter's magic and it was like it had been waiting for that moment. Like all my magic had been waiting. My ears started to ring, my head spun, and I fell to the floor disoriented. My body was shaking, vibrating like a chord had been struck inside of it, and I couldn't make it stop. Then I realized that I didn't want it to stop.
 
   It was like the last piece of the puzzle clicked into place, the final bolt tightened down. My three types of magic came together inside my chest, three spokes of white light meeting at the center. They connected with a resounding clang that set me to shaking all over again as light flared through my body, through every cell I had and even into my soul.
 
   It seemed to hover in my chest, waiting like a star in the sky for something to shine down upon. Then from the shadows came my three beasts, running toward one another with such speed that they blurred into light. That light connected, forming another three-spoked symbol and then the light flared out again into me. When it finally softened, the symbol lifted up and turned till it was aligned with the first, then just kept flowing forward until it melded with the one in front of it, turning just slightly so that the spokes remained separate.
 
   Then this new symbol flew backwards toward a third three-spoked symbol that hovered above my heart. I felt like it was the foundation for everything, that it had been there already, formed and waiting. My three aspects; Goddess, Human, and Faerie. Faerie had helped me accept that I was one being made up of three different races and that acceptance had melded them together, as everything inside me should have been.
 
   The six-spoked symbol turned and aligned itself with the last so that all the spokes would be separate and when it melded with the foundation, they all brightened to the point where I would have been blinded if I'd been using my physical eyes to see. As it was all inside of me, I could see clearly the separate spokes and how they widened and tapered, finally forming a nine pointed star.
 
   The star settled back into my heart, beginning to pulse with each beat before sinking into the organ and disappearing completely. I knew it was still there though, that all of the pieces which had helped to form it were still alive individually inside of me. I could call them forth one at a time or use their combined force together. Melding hadn't changed them, it had changed me. Nine is the number of completion and the star was just a representation of what I'd become.
 
   Complete.
 
   I was Human, Goddess, and Fey. I was Wolf, Lioness, and Nahual. And now I was finally the Goddess of Love, Lions, and the Land. Three triple aspects. The power of three times three.
 
   I started to laugh, rolling on the floor in merriment, until Trevor walked in and looked down at me with a horrified expression. Then I laughed some more.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-Three
 
    
 
   So what did being complete mean? Was I more powerful? The supreme being? Insert laugh clip here. Hardly. I mean I had a new magic now but beyond helping Sam and making things grow, I really didn't know what to do with it. Were there responsibilities, things I may be overlooking like with Love? Demeter had hurt people with her power and I knew I didn't want to do that.
 
   I had nightmares about her sometimes, nightmares about torturing her in which I'd remember all those little details that I'd blocked out. I'd see her kill Odin too, again and again but the worst thing about Demeter's death wasn't the nightmares, it was her daughter.
 
   Persephone finally came to see me about two weeks after Odin's funeral. She said she'd been there but I honestly didn't remember. I hoped I'd said something nice to her and not been hurtful. She didn't deserve it and I didn't feel any anger toward her but sometimes grief made you say stupid things. She didn't seem to be upset with me though, so I figured it was alright.
 
   To tell the complete truth, I didn't want to see her. I didn't want to feel guilt or anger or both, and I knew one of those would surely come along with Persephone's arrival. I was wrong though, something totally unpredictable happened instead.
 
   She'd come in and hugged me, whispering that she was so sorry. I'd wanted to comfort her, my friend had just lost her mother after all, and when the thought entered my head, Demeter's magic rose in response. It rushed up to the surface and into Persephone like it had been waiting for her touch. She gasped and pulled back a little and there between us hovered this golden light. She ran her hand through it and it seemed to cling to her. It disappeared into her hand and we both watched it flow under her skin and go straight to her heart.
 
   “Mommy,” she whispered and smiled.
 
   Demeter had a long time to accept her fate and she knew where her magic would be going. She'd imprinted her love for Persephone into it, so that when I took it, I carried that message of love with me. I'd filtered all of the evil out of Demeter's magic but this wasn't evil, this was her last message to her daughter, Demeter's loving goodbye to Persephone, and I'd delivered it for her unknowingly.
 
   A little of my anger towards Demeter eased with the transfer and so it was healing for me as well as Persephone. It's hard to move on, to get over such a strong emotion as anger once you've killed the subject of your fury. Once someone is dead, they're dead. There's no bringing them back to kill again. There's no hunt to focus on, no drive for vengeance. It's done and you're left feeling deflated and a little cheated. Seeing Demeter's love for her daughter helped ease that away.
 
   “Thank you, Vervain,” Persephone whispered after she processed the message.
 
   “You're welcome,” I smiled sadly at her. “Have you gone into her territory yet? Claimed your home?”
 
   “No,” she sighed. “I can't go back there. You take it, it's yours by rights.”
 
   “Sephy,” I put a hand to her shoulder and squeezed until she looked up at me. “I would never take your childhood home from you. Demeter's territory is yours, you should have it. I want you to have it. You have a power with growing things too, you'll be able to care for it just fine.”
 
   “The memories there...”
 
   “I think you'll find some good ones,” I bit my lip. “When we first went in to find her, we looked through her office and I found a picture of you when you were little. I think Demeter did love you very much, she just got twisted around and it affected her perspective.”
 
   “It's hard to remember those days sometimes. Hard to think about her as the same woman who raised me.”
 
   “When Torrent took me through the Inter Realm to follow her trail, we had to go through the Aether as well and I saw you there as a child. It was Demeter's memory, her payment to the Aether and it seemed to me to be a very fond memory. I think the Aether takes a copy of the best parts of us when we go through, like a catalog of dreams, desires, and happy memories. I think it's fueled on these positive things and when Demeter passed through, it made an imprint of the best part of her. Persephone, that was you. You were the best part of Demeter and no matter how evil she became, she still had you inside of her. Go claim your home and honor that.”
 
   “I...” she sniffed and hugged me hard. “I'm so glad you have her magic, that part of her lives on in you.”
 
   “And in you as well.”
 
   Persephone had left Pride Palace and went straight to Demeter's territory to claim it. I was relieved that the beautiful place wouldn't be lost because as much as I appreciated the beauty of it, I could never have claimed it, never have owned the place where Odin had been murdered.
 
   So back to the subject of my completeness. Supreme being I was not, Milla Jovovich can safely retain the title. I felt pretty much the same as far as power goes, just more right, more me. Though I did feel a little stronger in the way that unity can create strength. I felt like I'd been waiting for that final piece for a long time and if I hadn't had Odin to mourn, I think I would be walking around in a happy haze.
 
   But I did have Odin to mourn and not only that, things weren't finished yet. There was still the matter of Andrasta to attend to.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-Four
 
    
 
   “Why aren't you getting ready?” Azrael said as he walked into the library.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For the Halloween party,” he looked at me like I should know what he was talking about. “The one at Moonshine. I had a special costume made for you to wear.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I did know what he was talking about. He'd told me over a month ago but I'd been so consumed with researching both the void and a way to defeat Andrasta that I'd completely forgotten. Plus, it felt kind of strange to be celebrating a holiday just three months after Odin's death.
 
   “Come on,” he pulled me to my feet. “You need to get out and have some fun.”
 
   He yanked me down the hallway to my bedroom, where a costume was laid out on the bed.
 
   “What is that?” I went over to the critter sitting next to my costume. “Is this a dragon?”
 
   It was a little stuffed dragon but it had been made so lifelike, I half expected it to start moving. It was in a seated position, its feet curved a little and its bottom attached to a piece of leather.
 
   “That will secure it to your shoulder so that it appears to be perched there,” Azrael pointed at the leather piece, looking so pleased with himself and I realized that this would be the first Halloween he'd actually be celebrating with people instead of just watching from the sidelines.
 
   “This is great, Az,” I gave him a quick peck on the cheek and he grinned broadly. “Who am I supposed to be?”
 
   “Who are... Vervain!” He gaped at me. “We watch this series together, it's like your favorite show.”
 
   I frowned, then looked at the blonde wig lying next to the gauzy garments. “Oh no fucking way,” I started to laugh. “Are you seriously dressing me up as Daenerys Targaryen? The Mother of Dragons! Trevor and Kirill are going to throw a fit.”
 
   “It's funny, right?” He giggled evilly. “Arach wanting you to birth all his dragon babies and all. Maybe you should get used to having a little dragon perched on your shoulder like a parrot, Mommy Dragon Queen.”
 
   “You're so wrong,” I groaned even as I shed my clothes so I could get into the costume. It was perfect and I needed a laugh.
 
   It also looked fantastic. The wispy light blue clothes actually concealed all the bad bulgy bits(or the triple Bs as I liked to call them) while revealing the good bulgy areas and it came with a sort of metal harness that strapped across my waist, lifting my boobs while giving the dragon a firm place to be attached to. With the blonde wig on I even kinda looked like Daenerys. Okay I looked like a much curvier version of Daenerys but whatever.
 
   “Hey, Az did you see...” Trevor stopped short when he entered the bedroom and just stood gaping at me. “Holy... wow.”
 
   “You like?” I twirled around.
 
   “Yeah that's awesome... wait, is that a dragon?” He narrowed his eyes on my pet/baby. “Who are you supposed to be? Don't tell me you're that chick from Game of Thrones, the one who breastfeeds dragons.”
 
   “Okay, my lips are sealed,” I giggled and looked at Azrael, who was already laughing his ass off.
 
   “You got her a costume encouraging her to make baby dragons?” Trevor turned his horrified gaze to the angel. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “First of all, it's never a good idea to talk about Hell with the Angel of Death,” Azrael gave Trevor a grim look which lasted all of one second. “Secondly, it's a joke. This costume is hardly going to impact Vervain's decision.”
 
   “Whatever,” Trevor groaned and sighed all at once. “What are you supposed to be?”
 
   “Hello?” Azrael gestured down his striped outfit, which I'd amazingly enough hadn't even noticed. He was in a black and white striped cotton shirt and pants set. The stripes aligned perfectly, getting larger toward the outside and the center black stripe had a white dot in it. Azrael's hair was slicked down from its usual bad boy disarray and he looked a little geeky.
 
   “Oh Bazinga!” I exclaimed. “You're Sheldon from The Big Bang Theory in his Halloween costume, the Doppler Effect.”
 
   “Oh,” Trevor nodded and then started to chuckle. “A Halloween costume of a Halloween costume. That's so brilliant I'm a little envious.”
 
   “Thank you,” Azrael beamed. “Are you going to get ready?”
 
   “My costume is at Moonshine,” Trevor grinned, “and no, I'm not telling. You'll have to wait and see. Come on, let's go.”
 
   “Wait,” I looked around like my lion might be hiding under the bed. “Where's Kirill?”
 
   “Oh, he's meeting us there,” Trevor shrugged. “Something about a group costume with Vidar and some of the Intare. He wouldn't say anymore.”
 
   “Really?” I brightened.
 
   I just might have a good time yet.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-Five
 
    
 
   Moonshine was all decked out for the holiday. The floor was covered with a layer of fog, jack-o-lanterns glowed from dark corners, and the trees were strung with cobwebs. Bats hung from the ceiling, cheesy Halloween music was playing, and the employees were all dressed up in their own costumes to serve the signature Halloween drinks; Moonshine Madness, the Werewolf Bite, the Hairy Eyeball, Blood of the Vampire, and Witch's Brew.
 
   The waterfall was boiling like it was a cauldron, producing the fog that was snaking across the floor. I took my glass of Witch's brew and headed up the stairs beside it to the VIP lounge so I could get a really good view of everyone. I wasn't really much for crowds so the reserved area was an oasis for me, allowing me to be out and experience the throng without actually being a part of it. Most of the time I spent in Moonshine was spent on the upper floor but roaming through the dark corners on the first floor could be fun too. Trevor and I have had a few adventures after hours and there are several spots I enjoyed thoroughly.
 
   Speaking of Trevor, he'd disappeared to put on his costume and handle some last minute things but Azrael came upstairs with me. Instead of perching myself on a fake hill/couch like I normally did, I leaned against the railing with him to gawk at the colorful crowd. He looked like he was already enjoying himself, his eyes darting over everything gleefully.
 
   It was truly spectacular, the way the gods celebrated holidays. They went all out and Halloween was no exception. They pretty much had the means to be whatever they wanted to be on Halloween and so the costumes were elaborate and beautifully made. It was also fun to see what gods secretly fantasized about being, a little peek into their personalities.
 
   So I was glad all of my god friends had RSVP'ed, I was curious about what they'd each chosen. My human friends were coming too and I was excited to share this with them. So when I saw Tristan and Jackson make their way through the crowd, I called out and waved at them happily.
 
   They waved back and headed up the stairs toward me, expertly maneuvering the press of people. Tristan ran his hand happily through the misty red haze the waterfall was producing thanks to a few well placed red lights. Then he pranced over to us, tapping bats and stroking cobwebs as he came. Tristan was a very touch-oriented kind of person but even I had trouble keeping my hands to myself when it came to the decorations, they were just really cool.
 
   He actually had a blonde wig on as well. It was long and straight and he flung it over his shoulder before striking a pose with his elven bow. His ears were pointed, his armor was leather, and his cloak had a filigree silver leaf holding it on.
 
   “Legolas!” I exclaimed. “You're the only character I've ever thought Orlando Bloom looked sexy as.”
 
   “It's the blonde hair,” he flicked it again. “I tried to get Jax to be Gimli so we could be a matched set but he flat out refused.”
 
   “I'm hardly a troll,” Jackson sniffed.
 
   “For the thousandth time,” Tryst glared at Jackson, “Gimli is a dwarf not a troll.”
 
   “Indeed,” Jax came forward and hugged me, giving me a little wink. He just loved torturing Tristan. “How are you, Miss V? You look good.”
 
   “Thanks, Jax,” I nodded, “I'm doing a little better.” Then I got a good look at him. “Are you Miss Piggy?”
 
   “You got it,” Jax touched his pig snout, right on the nose.
 
   He was in a glittering pink gown with pink satin opera length gloves, a pink feather boa, a curly blonde wig, elaborate make-up, and rhinestone jewelry everywhere. Oh and of course the pink pig's nose and ears. He batted thick lashes at me.
 
   “If Tristan wouldn't be Kermie,” he whined in a perfect Miss Piggy impersonation, “then I don't see why I should have to be Gimli.” 
 
   “That does seem reasonable,” I laughed. “Hey, where's Krystal? I thought she'd be coming with you guys.”
 
   “Oh, no,” Tryst grinned. “She's got a date.”
 
   “A date?” I glanced over at Azrael, thinking maybe he'd come through for her with an angel friend but he shook his head no.
 
   “There they are,” Jackson pointed downstairs and started laughing.
 
   “No freaking way,” I gaped. “Is that Rain?”
 
   Rain, or rather Rainieri, was a singer in a horse shifter band that played at Moonshine, called Dark Horses. They were all dark haired and all horses, so not so creative a name really. Anyway, he'd started out with long hair but Krystal had spurned his advances citing said hair as the reason. He'd been so discombobulated that he'd of course fallen in sever obsession with her and had actually cut his hair. I didn't think Krystal would really go out with him though and I said so to the boys.
 
   “She agreed to go out with him if he let her pick the costumes,” Jackson had an evil grin. “You see the results before you. She's a brilliant villainess.”
 
   “No kidding,” I watched Krystal lead Rain through the crowd and up to us, a huge grin on her face.
 
   She looked adorable in a little pixie outfit; short green dress, a blonde wig, and perfect little wings. It was obvious that she was Tinkerbell but if I hadn't guessed, Rain would have given it away for me. Because following behind her, with a grin of his own plastered on his face, was Peter Pan himself.
 
   Rain actually had his short hair covered up with a red wig, fluffy bangs in the front, and on top of that was a pointed green hat with a red feather stuck in it. He had on a green jerkin with pale green tights and even though his shirt fell just over his dangly bits, his package was so large, it was evident even beneath the hem. The wide belt over it only seemed to enhance this and damn him, he knew it.
 
   “Happy Halloween, Vervain,” Rain smirked at me and struck the classic Peter Pan pose; hands on hips, hips thrust forward. This of course made his bulge even more prominent. I blushed to the roots of my blonde wig. “Or should I say Mother of Dragons?”
 
   “Daenerys is fine,” I waved aside his comments and focused on giving Krystal a hug. “If you were trying to embarrass him, you did a horrible job.”
 
   “Yeah, I didn't think about that,” she gave a meaningful glance in the direction of his straining tights. “I must admit, it has me considering the possibility of finding out if those tights are stuffed with something other than himself.”
 
   From the looks Tristan and Jackson were giving Rain, she wasn't the only one wondering if the advertising was false.
 
   “I have a feeling that's all Rain,” I whispered. “Better you than I, I'm part Japanese after all. You can't park a limo where only a Porsche can fit, you know?”
 
   “Are you saying that all your men...” she glanced over at Az.
 
   “Are more than adequate,” I giggled, “but not monstrous. I'm afraid just looking at that makes me want to run away screaming.”
 
   “Huh,” she shrugged. “It makes me curious. I'm not sure it'll fit but it may be fun to try.”
 
   “I think I need another drink,” I said just as there was a commotion downstairs.
 
   “Carus, I think Kirill has arrived,” Azrael chuckled and directed my attention to a group of men dressed in camouflage, chasing the Predator.
 
   “Where's Kirill?” I searched the men but I only recognized some of my lions who were dressed in camo and then finally Vidar. Vidar was actually wearing a wig styled to look like a crew cut and the lack of hair had really thrown me off. Add to that the camo face paint and he was virtually unrecognizable. I did recognize him though, he was my son after all and he looked good in his black shoulder rig, camouflage tank, and pants. The gun was impressive as well but I still didn't see Kirill.
 
   “He's the Predator,” Azrael laughed as Kirill blended into the shadows and then proceeded to leap out at both unsuspecting guests and the rest of the soldiers he'd arrived with.
 
   He looked fantastic, like he'd come straight off a movie set. His long hair was plaited up into thick ropes and his face was hidden behind a metal mask. His chest was painted in a scale like pattern and over that he had some kind of shoulder rig with a futuristic gun strapped to it. He had big gauntlets with weapons strapped on them too, a metal cod piece, though I'm not sure cod piece is the right word for it, maybe crotch armor, penis shield, dick guard, I dunno, it was impressive though. He also had some pieces of armor strapped to his thighs. He was well-equipped to say the least.
 
   Kirill shrieked and carried on, the crowd loving every minute until Vidar strode forward and in an Arnold Schwarzenegger accent shouted, “Asta la vista, baby!”
 
   Everyone kind of stopped and stared while Kirill groaned, pulled off his metal mask, and went over to tell Vidar that he was quoting the wrong movie. They were still arguing about it by the time they got to the second floor, though the lions dressed up as soldiers were laughing their asses off and the crowd was applauding while they too laughed.
 
   Kirill's face was a little too normal without the mask so he ended up putting it back on, making his voice sound sort of hollow. “I'm telling you, that's his line in The Terminator, we're supposed to be from Predator.”
 
   “But you said Arnold Schwarzenegger,” Vidar insisted. “Everywhere I looked it said that was what I should say. I didn't find any lines from Predator.”
 
   “Cause he doesn't really have any good lines in that movie,” Darius laughed and swung his fake gun around to hang behind him. “Damn, Tima,” he gave me a quick hug. “You look good as a blonde.”
 
   “Don't talk to me like that,” I said haughtily. “I'm the Mother of Dragons, you know.”
 
   “Oh forgive me,” he bowed and laughed.
 
   “Besides,” I waved my hands at my friends, “it looks like blonde is kinda the thing tonight.”
 
   “Tima,” Kirill growled, somehow sounding even more sexy through the mask. He slipped off his mask for a quick kiss and then replaced it. “Oh, zere's Trevor,” he nodded his head toward the stairs.
 
   Trevor, I guess it was Trevor because Kirill had said so, strutted over to me. Then I saw his mouth and his honey eyes, rimmed in black paint. Yep, that's my boy. He was also Batman, which he announced to everyone as he struck a superhero pose.
 
   “I am Batman! But I'm the Michael Keaton Batman not the Val Kilmer Batman,” he clarified. “Val Kilmer's a wanker.”
 
   We all laughed but then Rain had to excuse himself because Dark Horses was actually scheduled to play a couple sets. The rest of the guys were already on stage setting up. I guess Rain didn't have a lot to do being the lead singer. So he took his time making his way through the crowd, stopping occasionally to strike his Peter Pan pose for a fan with a camera. I knew without a doubt that that picture of him was going to be all over the Internet.
 
   It looked like the rest of the band was dressed as Roman soldiers but the costumes had a decidedly used look to them if you know what I mean. I think they'd taken the lazy man's cop out and just thrown on something they had lying around the house.
 
   They laughed and pointed at Rain when he finally arrived on stage but Rain just shrugged, saying something that was probably sassy, as he gestured to where we stood on the second floor. I exchanged a knowing look with Krystal. She was definitely getting the blame down there. She smiled brightly, happy to see her evil plan finally working a little.
 
   Then Samantha and Fallon came up the stairs. She was smiling ecstatically and as soon as she got near, I realized why. She didn't even have to say anything, the look she gave me was confirmation enough and then there was that connection between the baby and I. It had grown stronger and the closer she came to me, the stronger I felt a pull on my energy. This baby needed more than her mother's nourishment to grow but the energy it was pulling from me was quickly replaced and I realized with no small amount of shock that Demeter had an aspect of her magic that had gone unused or maybe unnoticed. The ability to draw energy from the earth.
 
   It had lain in wait, hidden in the land magic, an aspect Demeter had been unable to use as a Goddess but that I, as both fey and human, was entitled to. This was magic that negated the need for sacrifice. I would never have to refuel any of my god magic, never have to worry about my lions suffering the same fate as the Froekn. The very earth beneath my feet would sustain me, sustain us, and the knowledge was an immense relief. I smiled, realizing that the baby had probably been pulling on my energy for awhile but the same magic that had helped create it had found a way to sustain it and that sustenance had been taken so smoothly that I hadn't even noticed. That's what happens when you become complete I guess, everything works better.
 
   This baby was a blessing, not only to Sam and Fallon but to me as well. It had helped not only make me complete but reveal a hidden ability in my new magic that would change the future for the Intare. I wanted to shout out the news of its conception but I held my tongue, knowing that Sam and Fallon would want to make the announcement when everyone was together. So I just gave her a knowing grin and held my tongue.
 
   They were dressed as the King and Queen from 300, King Leonidas and Queen Gorgo...what a horrible name that. She looked fantastic in the skimpy dress though and Fallon fit the muscle requirement at least.
 
   “You can't be Leonidas,” Trevor glowered at Fallon, looking even more like Batman when he did it.
 
   “Why not?” Fallon glowered back. “Because I'm a lion?”
 
   Then they both burst into laughter.
 
   “I don't think there were any black Spartans,” I observed as they continued to guffaw.
 
   “It's Halloween,” Fallon shrugged. “I can be whatever I want and if I want to be a buff white man with a death wish, I will.”
 
   “Alright, alright,” I held up my hands. “Don't get your loincloth in a bunch.”
 
   Then Persephone and Hades arrived in yet another couples costume and I wondered why I hadn't thought to coordinate with any of my men. Oh right, because one of them just died. I frowned for a moment before pushing the ache away and focusing on my friends. Odin wouldn't have wanted me to be miserable in the midst of a party.
 
   Persephone was dressed as Princess Leia in the infamous slave outfit. Her hair was perfect for the costume, plaited in one long braid that hung over her shoulder. Hades was Han Solo, white shirt, black vest, tight black pants, and a holster slung low at his waist equipped with a laser gun. They looked awesome and I was secretly pleased that they were Star Wars fans. I'd had an argument with Fenrir once about Star Wars and he'd said some horrible things about Luke and Yoda. The word toad was used and that's all I'll say about that.
 
   They came over and Persephone hugged me. Just as I was pulling back from her, I felt a tap on my shoulder and I turned around to see the Grim Reaper, except on his chest was a large blue screen like a computer monitor. I frowned at the screen until Torrent's voice came from the depths of the Grim Reaper hood.
 
   “I'm the Blue Screen of Death,” he chirped happily in a completely un-Reaper like voice, as he waved a fake scythe around for emphasis.
 
   “Of course you are,” I grinned. This was probably his first Halloween too and I was glad he'd come up with a costume that appealed to him.
 
   “Hey,” Azrael came over to glower at Torrent. “I'm offended by that. This is a parody based off of myself.”
 
   “You are?” Torrent squeaked. “It is?”
 
   “No,” Azrael laughed. “It's actually kind of fun to see people dressed up like me. I'm just messing with you.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” Torrent sighed. “This is really fun, I think I like Halloween. Did you guys see Pan? He's Hugh Hefner.”
 
   “Of course he is,” I groaned. “Didn't someone explain to Pan that he's supposed to dress up as something different than himself?”
 
   “I heard that,” Pan called out and I saw that he was across the lounge from me with a bevy of beautiful women dressed in lingerie.
 
   “Are those his...” I searched for the words.
 
   “Naughty Nymphs?” Torrent supplied helpfully. “Yep, some of them, at least.”
 
   “Oh dear,” I sighed as I watched one slide her hand down Pan's pants. He quickly fished it out and gave me a grin and a shrug.
 
   “I really don't understand the point of sex, beyond conception that is,” said the faceless Blue Screen of Death. He immediately had everyone's attention.
 
   “What was that?” Trevor gasped.
 
   “Well it just seems like a lot of silly gyrating resulting in a sensation that I can just as easily provide for myself with much less mess. I do like girls though, they're pretty and smell good. I guess if it made them stick around, I could do it.”
 
   “Oh somebody please take this one,” I groaned. “I may be the Mother of Dragons but I'm not equipped to handle the sex talk.”
 
   “You see, when two people love each other very much,” Horus, dressed as a mobster, started to explain.
 
   “That's not going to work,” Pan waved away the nymphs, who were already raising hands to volunteer a demonstration. “You have to let someone who's actually had sex explain it to the boy.”
 
   “I'm Al Capone,” Horus ground out with an Italian accent as he slicked the lapels of his suit. “I sleep with lots of dames.”
 
   I nearly choked, laughing at Horus playing the part with such seriousness. I honestly didn't think the guy had it in him.
 
   “I don't think that's the correct vernacular for Capone's time period,” Pan mused. “Maybe broads would be better.”
 
   “No, it's dames or birds, not broads,” Horus tipped his fedora. “I looked it up.”
 
   “Maybe you should look up some sexual positions too,” Pan smirked, “cause even if you've slept with a dame, I doubt you had sex with her.”
 
   “Look, you dirty old man,” Horus pointed a thick cigar at Pan, still keeping in character. “I can have you fitted with some new cement shoes if you don't shut your trap.”
 
   “My father used to have a saying,” Vali silenced everyone and they all looked to him, expecting him to have something really profound to say about Odin. But he had a twinkle in his eye and he was dressed in a dirty wife beater, blood-stained pants, and had a crossbow slung over his shoulder. He also had his hair pulled back so it looked short, the ends of it tucked down the back of his shirt, and he had a scruffy chin. I recognized him immediately as Daryl from The Walking Dead and I knew we were about to hear something Daryl would say, not Vali. “He used to say; Son, the better part of valor is shuttin' the hell up!”
 
   I started laughing immediately but it took the rest of the group awhile to realize he was trying to be in character too and the line was just something he thought Daryl might say, not something Odin had ever said to him. He came over and gave me a hug while everyone finally started to get the joke and giggle.
 
   “How you doin', Mom?” He asked, “Or should I say Mother?”
 
   “I'm good, how about you, Daryl?”
 
   “Good, good,” he angled his head toward Vidar. “Did he tell you we elected him to take over for Dad?”
 
   “No, he didn't,” I looked over and saw Vidar watching me anxiously. “I guess he must have been nervous.”
 
   “Well, Thor can't,” Vali shrugged, “he's already the Protector of Asgard and I don't want to so that kind of left Vidar. Someone had to do it or the dead Vikings would just fade away.”
 
   “Right,” I frowned, “no, it's good, I'm glad he's taken over. Is he happy about it?”
 
   “I think he's okay,” Vali shrugged. “It's hard to tell sometimes with him but beyond the hurt of losing Dad, I think he's enjoying it. It really helped the Valkyries. They've kind of been lost without Dad, just wandering around Asgard beating on things. Usually inanimate things but a couple of gods made the mistake of getting in their way and Thor had to go and corral the women before the gods got hurt. Then Vidar took over and they've settled down. I guess they just needed a leader.”
 
   “The magic was probably driving them crazy,” I sighed. Magic could be as bad as hormones with women. It just made you nuts.
 
   “I'd really appreciate if you could come by though,” Vali frowned. “Geri and Freki, they howl a lot and the ravens are pretty sad too. We try to comfort them but you know, they're wild. You're the only one besides Dad who could ever get through to them.”
 
   “Oh,” I sighed, “I hadn't even thought of them, poor things. Of course I'll come. I'll be there tomorrow.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom,” he gave me a quick peck on the cheek and took off to go play with his friends. Agh, I mean enjoy the party. Why did I always end up sounding like a housewife when I talked to Vidar or Vali?
 
   As Dark Horses started playing, I saw Thor walk in. Except it wasn't really Thor, it was Ull dressed up as the movie version of Thor, a double whammy to his Dad because not only would Thor find it annoying that someone dressed up as him, he'd find it annoying that they'd got it wrong.
 
   Where was Thor anyway? I searched the crowd and didn't see him. I did see Finn approach Ull and start toward the stairs with him. Finn was dressed up as Sweeny Todd, the Johnny Depp version, all wild hair and bloody shirt. There was a guy dressed up as Clint Eastwood with them, cowboy Clint, but I knew by the build that it wasn't Thor.
 
   The group of them approached me and after Ull and Finn gave me hugs, Clint told me to make his day and then gave me a wink. I knew that wink.
 
   “Jesus?” I peered closer and he laughed, nodding his head.
 
   “I never would have pegged you for a Clint Eastwood fan,” I shook my head. He just grinned and swaggered off toward Trevor.
 
   “Do you feel lucky?” He asked Trevor. “Well do ya, punk?”
 
   “Have you ever danced with the devil in the pale moonlight?” Trevor quickly shot back.
 
   Jesus frowned, thought about it, and finally shrugged. “Maybe. I don't know, there are whole centuries I don't fully remember.”
 
   Then UnnúlfR came up, wearing a T-shirt that read Ask me about my costume. I did as requested and he pulled the T-shirt up, over his head, showcasing the red devil face printed on the other side, which fell perfectly over his own face. I laughed and eyed his companion who appeared to be The Most Interesting Man in the World, as in the guy from that Dos Equis commercial. He was in fact holding a bottle of Dos Equis.
 
   “I don't often flirt with my brother's woman,” Mr. Most Interesting said with a perfect Spanish accent as he took my hand and lifted it for a kiss, “But when I do, I prefer to be dressed as The Most Interesting Man in the World.”
 
   “Ty, is that you?” I squinted at him.
 
   “I don't often admit to having a name,” he winked at me behind his facade of debonair old man make-up, “but when I do, it's Ty.”
 
   “You're going to be talking like that all night, aren't you?” Trevor groaned from behind me.
 
   “I don't often get the chance to annoy my brother,” Ty said without missing a beat, “but when I do, I like to do it repeatedly.”
 
   “Oh fuck,” Trevor swore, “Where's Dad when you need him?”
 
   “I'm right here,” Fenrir stepped up to our group with Emma on his arm and we all gasped and then laughed. Not because he arrived perfectly on cue to give Ty a much deserved walloping but because he was in his wolfman form and Emma was dressed as Little Red Riding Hood.
 
   That alone was cute and very funny, her being a zoologist who specializes in wolves and all but the real humor was in the fact that Fenrir was wearing a loincloth made of fun fur to blend in with his own fur and make him look more respectable. It was a hilarious way around the only issue that would have prevented most people from believing that he was wearing a costume: his junk hanging out. So he was a werewolf in wolf's clothing, a remark which we laughed over as well.
 
   Then Blue arrived in a cheesy Dracula costume; black satin cape with a red lining, black tuxedo, and white face paint. He bleh bleh blehed his way around the lounge, flapping his cape like bat wings.
 
   “I vant to suck your blood,” he finally made his way over to me.
 
   “I believe you've already done that,” I smirked at him and he choked.
 
   “Little witch,” he admonished, “you're supposed to play along, it's Halloween.”
 
   “Oh, so sorry,” I frowned. “What would Daenerys say? Hmmm... Where are my dragons? I don't know, what is the appropriate response to that? Kill him first? I'm sorry, I didn't have enough time to prep.”
 
   “Well I shall expect you to do better next year,” he sighed. “bleh, bleh, bleh.”
 
   “Dracula doesn't say bleh, bleh, bleh,” I smirked at him.
 
   “Of course he does,” Blue lifted a beautiful Aztec brow at me. “Haven't you seen Hotel Transylvania?”
 
   “I believe that's precisely where the line about him not saying bleh, bleh, bleh comes from.”
 
   “Yes but then he later in fact says it,” Blue huffed. “I'm going to get a Blood Mary.”
 
   “Try the Blood of the Vampire drink, it's a special tonight,” I recommended. “I hear it's delicious.”
 
   “I don't want to suck my blood,” Blue sighed. “I vant to suck your blood.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” I nodded regally, “and I want to sit on the Throne of Swords but we can't all get what we want, right?”
 
   “Oh she is cruel, that Daenerys,” Blue shivered as he flapped away dramatically.
 
   “I don't often drink,” Ty intoned as we all groaned, “but when I do, I like to drink the Blood of the Vampire.”
 
   “But why aren't you wearing a costume?” Ull was talking to someone I couldn't see and then they made their way over and Brahma came into view, dressed in a slick suit and a fedora. I thought maybe he was a mobster like Horus but...
 
   “I'm a pimp,” he insisted to Ull, who just kept shaking his head.
 
   “You look like you always do.”
 
   “No, I don't,” Brahma sighed. “I'm wearing a fedora with a feather in it. A feather! And this isn't just any suit, it's a zoot suit. I'm obviously a pimp.”
 
   “I don't think pimps are known for wearing zoot suits,” I broke into their argument.
 
   “Of course they are,” Brahma exclaimed. “Just look at this long watch chain,” he held out the gold chain that went from his belt, looped down to his knee, and then went into his back pocket. “This is pimp.”
 
   “Alright, Brahma,” I laughed and turned away only to be confronted with the Headless horseman. “Jesus Christ!” I exclaimed as I backed up.
 
   “No, I'm Clint Eastwood tonight,” Jesus drawled from the sidelines.
 
   Standing before me was a man draped in a long black cloak, holding a fake head by the hair. Where his head should have been, was only an empty space. I could see a cross-section of his neck and if it was special effects, it was the best I'd ever seen because there were working blood vessels trying to pump blood into the empty air. I eased forward and tried to wave my hand over the neck. It contacted with flesh, a face that felt like it was grinning at me.
 
   “What the hell?” I poked at the face. “Who is this?”
 
   “It's Teharon,” Karni Mata stepped around him, dressed as Storm from the X-men. She was perfect for it with her white hair and dark skin. I gaped at her a second, her magnificent figure displayed in her spandex suit, then realized what she'd said.
 
   “Teharon!” I poked him in the chest. “How did you do that?”
 
   “I made my head invisible,” he said with the tone he used to use with me back when he was teaching me to spirit-walk. Then he laughed and I would have hit him again if I hadn't gotten distracted by Thor arguing with himself.
 
   Of course Thor didn't look like Thor, only Ull looked like Thor. Thor looked like a giant reject from Hogwarts. He had on a short shaggy red wig, a collared shirt with a sweater vest emblazoned with the Hogwarts' crest, a tie in the colors of Gryffindor, and pressed slacks. There was a smattering of freckles painted across his face and he was holding a wand.
 
   “You look ridiculous,” he snapped at Ull.
 
   “I'm just trying to imitate my Dad,” Ull shrugged. “What little boy doesn't want to grow up to be his father?”
 
   They were gathering a crowd.
 
   “But you don't look like me,” Thor rolled his eyes. “You look like that little human they tried to make look like me.”
 
   “Dad,” Ull laughed, “that guy isn't little.”
 
   “He's puny,” Thor scoffed, “and he's blonde! I am not blonde.”
 
   “No,” I interrupted, “you're definitely a redhead. Are you supposed to be Ron Weasley?”
 
   “Yes exactly, I knew you would get it. I remembered that comment you made to Epona once, about me being Undesirable number one,” Thor beamed at me and then gave me a quick hug, turning his back on Ull completely. “Vervain, I want you to meet Brighid,” he brought forward a small woman in a frizzy brown wig, dressed similarly to him except with a skirt.
 
   “Don't you mean Hermione?” I laughed and held my hand out to her. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “It's a pleasure to meet you too,” she grinned and then she delivered that tragic line. “I've heard so much about you.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” I grimaced. “Most of it's probably true too, knowing Thor.”
 
   “Oh, not from him,” she laughed. “He knows better than to talk about an ex with me.”
 
   “Holy cannolis,” I looked from him to her, “you got him whipped.”
 
   “I'm not whipped,” he growled at me.
 
   “Thor,” Azrael came over and gave Thor's shoulder a pat. “Look at yourself, man. You're dressed as Ron Weasley. You're definitely whipped.”
 
   “Well, at least I'm not dressed as... as...” Thor looked Azrael up and down. “What, by all that's holy, are you supposed to be?”
 
   “I'll give you a hint,” Azrael beamed and I groaned, knowing Thor wouldn't get it. “Neeeooooowwwwww.”
 
   “What?” Thor looked at me like I could explain it. So I tried my best.
 
   “He's a character from a TV show about a bunch of geniuses,” I shrugged. “Sheldon is the ultimate genius and for Halloween he dresses like the Doppler Effect.”
 
   “The what?” Brighid frowned.
 
   “Hermione,” I chided, “you should know this. It's the change in frequency of a sound wave when the observer moves in relation to the source or vice versa.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Like when you're sitting having lunch and an ambulance goes by,” I lifted my brows at her while Azrael again performed his Neeeoooowww. “Yes, thank you, Az, but with an ambulance it's more of a wheeeroo wheeroo wheeroo,” I mimicked the siren wail as it got louder and then faded away. “You know, the wavelength changes by its motion.”
 
   “Whoa,” Brighid blinked. “There's a name for that?”
 
   “Not just a name,” I laughed and waved a hand down Azrael's outfit, “there's a physical representation.”
 
   “That's way too much effort to figure out a costume,” Thor shook his head.
 
   “Maybe,” Azrael grinned, “but at least I'm not whipped.”
 
   Before Thor could launch himself at Azrael or wave his wand and make himself start vomiting slugs, Ty stepped up.
 
   “I don't often understand Science but when I do, I like to make sound effects with it,” Ty announced before launching into a round of Neeeeooooowwww with Azrael.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-Six
 
    
 
   “And now we have a special announcement,” Rain said into his mic. “Please welcome Fallon, also known as the Black Leonidas, and his wife Samantha AKA Queen Gorgo to the stage.”
 
   He stepped back, doing a Peter Pan pose in front of the three Roman soldiers behind him, and Fallon helped Samantha up onto the stage like she was made of glass. I smiled when she shook her head at him and waved his hands away. He took the mic from Rain and offered it to her, very sweet but she waved him off again.
 
   “Hi everyone,” Fallon said, “We are Sparta!” The crowd laughed and he chuckled. “Sorry, had to be done. Okay, real fast, the only reason I'm even allowed to bore all of you with this announcement is that my friends own this place. So bear with me,” then he laughed and glanced at Samantha. “I just recently married the woman of my dreams,” he waved a hand down Samantha's loveliness and everyone cheered. “And now,” he actually had to stop and turn away a moment to collect himself. He swallowed hard and tried again. “And now we're pregnant!”
 
   A wave of sound rolled through the crowd, lions roaring, wolves howling, and everyone else cheering. Fenrir, however, turned to me with a concerned expression on his face.
 
   “It's fine, Dad,” I whispered. “It's going to be a fully Intare baby. I worked some juju on Sam.”
 
   “You can do that?” He gaped, his huge werewolf jaw hanging open wide enough for his tongue to loll out.
 
   “Now I can,” I laughed, “and roll up that tongue, would you? You look silly.”
 
   “So we're going to have a baby?”
 
   “Yes, we're going to have a baby,” I patted his shaggy arm. “But really Samantha's going to be doing all the work.”
 
   “We're having a baby!” Fenrir shouted and the Froekn took up another long howl of happiness.
 
   I looked around the club, wondering what the humans thought was going on, but everyone seemed relaxed and happy. Fallon helped Samantha down from the stage and they headed back up to us, stopping often for congratulatory hugs and handshakes.
 
   “Now, before we get to our next song,” Rain was talking again. “I'd like to direct your attention to the gorgeous Tinkerbell on the second floor,” he pointed up at Krystal, who gave him a narrowed-eyed glare. “She's the Tink to my Peter tonight,” he waggled his brows and there were lots of chuckles. “And I'd like to dedicate this next song to her.”
 
   “Is he seriously using his job to garner points with me?” Krystal turned to give me her unimpressed face.
 
   “Yep,” I laughed. “Shamelessly. Depending on the song, I predict that you're even going to fall for it.”
 
   “No fucking way,” she grimaced. “What an asshat.”
 
   “I dunno,” I heard the music start and had a feeling it was going to be a whammy. It wasn't a sweet slow song. Oh no, it was tribal, pulsing and rising to a thumping beat that vibrated through the club and made my hips start rocking all on their own.
 
   “Through the trees I see her,” Rain started, low and growling, like he was hunting something and didn't want to scare it. “Light upon her face. The fire rises higher, she laughs at my disgrace.”
 
   I chanced a glance at Krystal, she'd perked up a bit, one eyebrow raised and body moving slightly with the beat.
 
   “Spell cast in moonlight, I'm caught once again. Eyes full of darkness, body made of sin. Stir the cauldron, stoke the fire, cast your spell into the wind. But I'll catch you, I'll hold you, and let the screams begin.”
 
   All the women in the audience were already screaming, practically panting and clawing each other to get closer to the stage. Even in that ridiculous costume Rain exuded pure sex appeal, and I wasn't surprised that his love song to Krystal hadn't been about surrender but challenge. The little shit was calling her out. I glanced over again and saw her eyes fixated. Yep, it was working too. Hell, even I had to clear my throat before taunting her.
 
   “Still an asshat?” I asked saucily.
 
   “Shut up, he's singing,” she shot at me. I laughed and moved away so I wouldn't interrupt her absorption.
 
   “Oh, she's in trouble,” Azrael sat down with me on a hill.
 
   “Nah,” I shook my head. “She'll enjoy the song thoroughly I'm sure. Maybe even take him home and give him a nice reward but he's gonna have a big surprise when she kicks him out in the morning.”
 
   “She kicks her men out in the morning?” Azrael lifted a brow. “Maybe I shouldn't set her up with a friend.”
 
   “Not like that,” I shrugged. “She's a busy lady, she usually has to go to work in the morning but Rain will take it as an insult and then be even more insulted when she doesn't call him later.”
 
   “Maybe I should introduce her to Michael,” Azrael grinned. “His arrogance could use a good wallopin'.”
 
   “Wallopin'?” I chuckled. “I don't think that's a Sheldon word.”
 
   “He's from Texas, remember? But I don't think Sheldon would be playing matchmaker,” Az shrugged. “He'd probably say something about sexual relationships being barbaric, that sex itself is unsanitary and involves loud unnecessary appeals to a deity.”
 
   “Now you're sounding like Torrent,” we made wide-eyes at each other and then looked over at Torrent. “Torrent is Sheldon.”
 
   “Except not so annoying,” Azrael laughed. “And Torrent did say that he actually has an interest in girls. He just doesn't seem to know what to do with them yet.”
 
   “Well yes, there's that.” I poked at the dragon on my shoulder. “You think Arach would be offended if I wrapped this guy in a baby blanket and handed it to him saying, Congratulations, Daddy?”
 
   “I...” Azrael started laughing. “I think that's probably not the best idea but if you do it, don't you dare tell him that I gave you that.”
 
   “It's a very cool costume, Az,” I leaned over into him and he slid an arm around my waist. “Thank you.”
 
   “You're welcome.”
 
   “I really wanted to be Lara Croft but this is better.”
 
   “Vervain, you look like Lara Croft every time you put on your fighting gear.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Well, except you always put your hair up and you never wear guns,” Azrael nodded. “Yeah. Oh and Lara normally wears something a bit more revealing but we can work on that.”
 
   “Har har,” I poked at him but then Kirill plopped down next to me.
 
   “Zis is hot,” he said before removing his mask. “I zink I sit here for avile vithout mask.”
 
   “Okay, Predator,” I tried to pat his thigh but it was encased in armor. “Now you just look like some tribal hunter.”
 
   “You vant to play game later?” Kirill waggled his brows at me. “Ve could ask Batman to try and save you.”
 
   “I like how you say try,” I laughed and looked over at Az. “You want to join us?”
 
   “Uh,” he looked supremely Sheldon. “I think I'll pass on the Batman/Predator mash up. Maybe you could come to see me wearing this sometime though,” he fingered my outfit.
 
   “Hah!” I pointed an accusing finger at him. “I knew it! I knew all angels had a thing for blondes.”
 
   “Actually, my thing is only for you,” Az grinned.
 
   “Agh, that was bad,” I sighed.
 
   But the rest of the evening was not. It was wonderful and I enjoyed every second. The Froekn danced, the Intare romanced the ladies, and my friends entertained me with all of their antics while we drank silly drinks and pretended to be something other than ourselves for an evening. I guess even gods long to be something else on occasion.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
    
 
   The next day I headed out to Valskajálf, Odin's silver Hall and the home I'd shared with him when I was Sabine. As soon as I stepped into the dining hall, I was overcome with a wave of sadness, of longing for him. I knew this was going to be hard but I knew as well that it needed to be done, not only for the wolves and ravens, but for myself. I needed to see this place that was so very much his, ours, empty of him.
 
   “Mother,” Vidar came out of a doorway toward the left at the back of the hall. “Thank you for coming.”
 
   “Of course, but where are they?” I didn't bother searching the large room, I knew the animals would have come out already had they been there.
 
   “In the forest I think,” Vidar waved a hand towards the other door, the one that led outside. “Would you like to try calling for them?”
 
   “Alright,” I nodded and headed out into the open space behind the Silver Hall.
 
   We were right at the edge of the forest and there was a vegetable garden off to the side. It at least, seemed to be doing well despite Odin's absence. The neat rows were overflowing with their harvest, bright yellow squash and the red glare of tomatoes standing out against the modest green of cucumbers, peas, lettuce, and beans. I walked past it and into the shade of the trees before closing my eyes and trying to send out a flare of my magic, kind of like announcing to all of Asgard that I was there. It was something Odin had taught me.
 
   In moments I heard an answering call, the howling of two wolves and the crying of two ravens. The ravens appeared first, swooping down from the trees to land upon my shoulders with painful grips of their taloned feet. They rubbed their slick faces against mine and I reached up to press them both to me. When I did, I felt a jolt of magic sink into my skin and I could suddenly see through their eyes, an aerial view of Odin's funeral. The colors were muted but the emotions were sharper, an animal's mourning as opposed to a person's. They understood and yet they didn't. They knew Odin was dead but they wanted to know when he'd be back. Why hadn't he come back yet?
 
   “I'm working on that,” I whispered and stroked their feathers. “I don't know if he can come back this time.”
 
   They cawed and lifted themselves up in the air to circle me.
 
   “Now don't be like that,” I started to say but then I realized why they'd flown. The wolves had arrived. “Geri, Freki,” I knelt and they surrounded me, mewling and whimpering their sorrow. “I know, I hurt too.”
 
   I shifted into a seated position and they piled on me, looking at me like I was the only one who could help them. It was hard to see, as the sadness of animals always is. At least these were magical creatures who could understand most of what I said to them. They weren't completely confused over what had happened to Odin.
 
   Then I had a strange thought. If love magic could work on healing my heart, could it work for them? I asked it to come forth and heal the hearts of Odin's beloved pets and it rose without pause and shot from me like it was excited to be trying something new.
 
   It went into the wolves first and I saw them twitch, their pelts shiver, and then they seemed to relax, letting out a long huff and laying their heads in my lap. I stroked their fur and felt Love inside them, pulsing with joy. It had worked even better than I'd hoped. Animals were more receptive to giving up sadness than humans were, their hearts were much more open and Love wanted more of that. It leapt from the wolves and surged over to the ravens.
 
   Hugin and Munin both fluttered in surprise, cawing once before settling down to the ground. They hopped over to us, at peace with the presence of Geri and Freki for the very first time. They flew up onto the backs of the wolves and we all sat together in a sweet calm. The butterflies flew back into me, letting me know that all four of the animals had taken the healing well and were now at peace. I sighed and thanked it, feeling like it was somehow momentous, at the very least it was wonderful.
 
   “He saved my life,” I said softly as I stroked their fur and feathers. “Demeter tried to kill me and Odin stepped between us. He saved me. Again. And I'm going to try my best to save him too. I found some information that might help but I can't promise anything yet, only that I'll try my best.”
 
   “Mom, what are you talking about?” I'd forgotten all about Vidar, standing right behind me.
 
   “I've been doing some research,” I sighed. “I've found some reference to a place where the souls went before there were gods and I'm going to keep searching. Maybe I can bring him back, maybe I can't. Maybe all I can do is find out that he's okay, that he's somewhere I could possibly go someday. Either way, I need to know, Vidar.”
 
   “I want to know too,” he sat beside me and reached a hand out to Freki, who pulled away and looked at him suspiciously.
 
   “Hey now,” I chided and Freki looked up at me with big wolf eyes. “You know Vidar.”
 
   Freki just glanced at Vidar and then went back to staring at me.
 
   “I told you,” Vidar shrugged. “It was always just the two of you who could reach them. “I'll start checking Dad's books, maybe he has some information too.”
 
   “Okay,” I nodded. “I don't want to tell anyone else though. Well maybe Vali if you want but I don't want to be hampered by people's views and negativity, you know?”
 
   “Why do you think I'm so quiet?” He grinned.
 
   “Because the better part of valor is shuttin' the hell up?” I laughed.
 
   “That was pretty funny,” he looked off toward the forest. “He went out there last night, after we got back from the party. I'll tell him when he comes back in. Then he can help too. We all miss Dad, all of Asgard is feeling his lack.”
 
   “How are things going for you?” I continued to stroke the wolves and as I did, the ravens flew back to perch on my shoulders again. “Are you handling the responsibilities alright?”
 
   “I'm good,” he nodded. “I like having something to do, things to focus on. It helps me forget for awhile.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” Then Munin let out a caw. “I guess you don't like the sound of forgetting, huh?” I looked up at the bird and he focused one black eye on me.
 
   The name Munin meant memory and that was what flashed into my head when the bird fastened his eye on me but the memory wasn't mine, it was Odin's. He was standing before a huge man, Mimir- I pulled the name from the memory, and Mimir was handing him a book. The book was bound in midnight blue leather and had a silver star on its cover. I frowned as I realized it was the same symbol formed from my triple aspects; the nine-pointed star. Then the memory faded away.
 
   “Do you know of a book that has a blue leather binding with a silver nine-pointed star on its cover?” I asked Vidar.
 
   “No,” he frowned. “Is it one of Dad's?”
 
   “Yes, I think so,” I looked at Munin and he nodded, a jerky bird nod. “Munin thinks it's important. I think it's the book Mimir gave Odin when he traded his eye for the knowledge to bring me from the well.”
 
   “Oh,” Vidar's face went slack. “That book.”
 
   “Do you know where it is?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he shrugged, “but it must be in the library. I'll look for it and bring it over to Pride Palace when I find it.”
 
   “Okay,” I rubbed at my chest distractedly, “that would be great.”
 
   What did the symbol mean? I knew the number nine was about completion and I'd assumed that was what the star represented but what if there was more to it? What if the symbol had a deeper meaning, one associated with life and death? It looked like I was going to have to add one more item to my research.
 
   “Vidar,” I took his hand, realizing that I'd healed the animals before I'd helped my own son. “You know how much I love you, right?”
 
   I sent the Love into him, it seemed to have been just hovering in my chest, waiting to be called again. His hand twitched in mine and then his eyes widened. I felt the huge ball of pain inside his heart and knew the exact moment that the butterflies flew into it and tore it apart. It burst inside him and he shuddered, took a deep breath, and looked up at me with new eyes, eyes finally free of pain.
 
   “I didn't know you could do anything like that,” he said softly.
 
   “I'm sorry I didn't do it sooner,” I shrugged. “I'll come visit Vali and help him too, let him know, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” his shoulders were straighter and he actually gave me a genuine smile. “Thanks, Mom. It really helped. I think I can function better now. I'm not drowning under the weight of it all.”
 
   “Good,” I gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I'm glad.” Then I looked down at the animals. “Do you guys want to come home with me for a little while? You can run through the grasslands and hunt with the Intare.”
 
   The wolves sat up and yipped happily and the ravens just settled more securely onto my shoulders.
 
   “I think that's a yes,” Vidar grinned and helped me up. “I'll start looking for that book, you go ahead and take these guys to Pride Palace with you. You'll need their carriers.”
 
   “Carriers?”
 
   “Whenever Odin took them through the Aether, he'd put them in these leather carriers so they wouldn't be lost,” Vidar gestured to the Hall. “I know where they are, I'll only be a minute.”
 
   I followed him into the dining hall and then waited there while he went up the stairs on the left. When he came back down, he was carrying three leather boxes. Two were large with thick handles and one was much smaller with a long strap. He put the large ones on the floor and opened a door in the front of each. Geri and Freki trotted in and settled down without prompting. Then he opened the final carrier and I saw a rod running through it. The ravens flew in and settled on the perch. He closed it and secured the lock.
 
   “You have to carry the birds around your neck,” he put the strap over my head so that the birds hung in front of me like a camera. “The wolves can be carried as they are.”
 
   “Can they?” I looked over the huge leather boxes as Vidar secured the latches on the doors.
 
   “Mom, you're a dragon remember? I think you can handle carrying a couple of wolves.”
 
   “Those are really big wolves,” I laughed. “Okay, okay, I get your point.”
 
   I took Freki and Vidar carried Geri to the tracing room for me. Once there, we said our goodbyes and I took Geri from him. Then we were tracing the Aether, me and my dead husband's wild animals. I just hoped they got along with Nick.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
    
 
   The wolves and ravens settled in nicely. They were wild animals and preferred to live outside rather than in the palace. So there wasn't any issue with Nick, my gray tabby. They never even saw each other, though Nick did spend a lot of time sniffing the hallways after they'd arrived.
 
   The wolves enjoyed hunting with the Intare and would often help bring down game to get a portion of the kill for payment. At night they usually slept on the veranda or out near the lake. My lions loved them and surprisingly, the wolves seemed pretty comfortable with the Intare as well. Maybe they recognized that the Intare were magical animals too.
 
   The ravens flew over my territory everyday and every night they'd come back to make their reports. They'd sit on my shoulder and lean their heads to mine so they could transfer images of what they'd seen to me. I remembered Odin sitting with them every night in a similar fashion and now I knew why. They were his little spies.
 
   I really didn't need to spy on my own men. My territory wasn't like Asgard which was shared by all of the Norse Pantheon. I was alone with my lions and didn't have to worry about a bunch of gods turning traitor on me. But the ravens seemed to need the structure and I let them do what they needed to do to feel normal.
 
   The real news however, came via the Internet one evening. There was a fire raging in Yosemite and I watched in open-mouthed horror as I realized it was in the area we'd found the fey. Had it been me? Had I set that fire when I lit the burrow the fey had been hiding in?
 
   “It wasn't you,” Trevor laid a hand on my shoulder. “I was there, I saw how controlled your flame was and nothing caught.”
 
   “What if I ignited an ember that merely smoldered until it burst into flames?” I stood up, knowing I was on the verge of hysterics.
 
   The news said that the fire was threatening the giant sequoias. That the sequoias normally had an immunity for fire, they had thick bark with a chemical in them that helped protect them from fire but this fire was called a crown fire, it had risen to the tree tops and was spreading from above.
 
   “It wasn't you,” Trevor got up and took my hands.
 
   “I'm going,” I turned and started for the tracing wall.
 
   “What do you mean you're going?” He chased after me, Kirill padding along behind us silently.
 
   “I can control fire,” I shot a duh glance back at them. “Even if I didn't start it, I'm going to help finish it. Those trees are a National Treasure and there are animals there who are in danger too. I'm going.”
 
   “Fine,” Trevor threw up his hands. “Then we'll all go. Should I pack a picnic? We can roast marshmallows.”
 
   “Hell no,” I turned and put my finger in his face. “I'm immune to fire, you guys are not. You're going to stay here.”
 
   “Fuck no,” Trevor growled. “I'm going along or you're not going at all.”
 
   “Trevor, I'm going to kick your furry ass.”
 
   “You can fucking try it!”
 
   “Enough,” Kirill stepped between us. “Ve vill go vith you and if fire comes too close, ve trace home. Okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I deflated and turned to the wall. “Let's go then, we're wasting time as Yosemite burns.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
    
 
   We traced into the place we'd found the fey and amazingly enough, it was unburned. The fire raged just off to our right though and I knew it was too close to be a coincidence.
 
   “See,” Trevor waved his hand toward the blaze. “It wasn't you, now do what you've got to do and let's go.”
 
   “Aren't you even the least bit suspicious?” I pointed at the raging fire. “That's awfully close to the fey's tree. This was a message, I can feel it.”
 
   “Vat message?” Kirill frowned at the creepy hole which still had bones hanging in it, waiting for something to hit them and make them go clickity clack.
 
   “I don't know,” I looked around, seeing if there was maybe an actual note just pinned to the tree or something.
 
   I got down in front of the fey's burrow and did something I've been afraid of doing ever since watching Flash Gordon as a child, I put my hand in a dark hole. I felt around but there was nothing beyond dirt and bones in the hole. No letter lying there addressed to me. No hate mail stuffed in a tree.
 
   I got up with a huff and started to search the area around the tree. That's when I finally noticed it. I'd been so distracted by the scent of fire on the breeze that I hadn't realized that the whole area surrounding the fey's den was empty of scent. The Darkness had been there.
 
   “Andrasta,” I hissed. Trevor and Kirill exchanged grim expressions as they picked up on it too.
 
   “Da,” Kirill nodded. “I smell ze nozing, it's bare here.”
 
   “And she was working with the fey, who knew I was the Queen of Fire,” I growled. “This was a message, a taunt. She's trying to destroy something with my element. Kirill, can you go home and get Tlaloc's goggles while I rein in this fire?”
 
   “Yes, Tima,” he nodded and traced away.
 
   “What are you doing?” Trevor eyed me.
 
   “I'm going to pull back the fire as much as I can and help those firefighters,” I pointed in the direction of the flames. “And then when Kirill gets back, I'm going to look for Andrasta.”
 
   “We need to tell Dad.”
 
   “I told Fenrir I was going to handle Andrasta in Faerie,” I shook my head. “The fey said no weapon made of man or god could hurt her, so that means I gotta get the fey to make one and I think I've finally worked out what needs to be done.”
 
   “So you're going back to Faerie?”
 
   “After I verify with Tlaloc's goggles that she's gone there,” I nodded. “But let me deal with this first, Trevor,” I waved off anymore questions because we were wasting precious time talking while the fire raged behind me.
 
   I ran off toward the fire, casting a spell of invisibility around myself as I went. The edge of it was bordered by firefighters and park rangers working towards containment but I kept running past them. The hollow roar of the flames surrounded me, the scent of ash and embers stinging my nostrils for a second before they adjusted and the scent became sweet. The dress I had on caught fire and burned away within moments but the heat felt good on my skin, my dragon rising to roll against it. Scales beneath the surface seeking heat like a flower seeks the sun.
 
   It was like being in a warm bath while drinking coffee, soothing and exhilarating all at once. My body felt renewed, recharged, like the fire was energy I could claim if I wanted to or encourage to rage for my delight. I calmed the urge to let the flames rage wild, to let them consume and burn. Instead I breathed in deep and took the fire within me. It filled my nose and throat, tingling all the way down into my belly and curling my toes with the ecstasy of it, much as Arach's fire did to me. I pulled and pulled and pulled of it until I felt near to bursting with energy, my skin crawling with the feeling of power.
 
   When I thought I could hold no more, I automatically sought for a way to release the energy and my magic took it, soaked it up until it was overflowing and then sent it down the bonds we shared with others. First my lovers received a dose, I felt them start with surprise and then exult in the rush of it. Even Arach got a small jolt of fire and I saw him in my mind, lifting his face as if he could see me.
 
   Then the Intare came to life around me, roars filling my head as I let the energy of fire fill them, recharge the magic that gave them life. All of my lions were filled and still the flames rushed into me. Trees creaked around me, sap cracking like gunshots as it exploded within the wood, and the smoke was thick on my tongue. It was all home to me; the heat, the smoke, the vivid colors. I reveled in it, throwing my hands out and twirling in the flames as they swirled into my skin, like a top being wound.
 
   I pulled and pushed that ripe energy, letting it flow over my Intare an onward, finally finding an outlet down the connection I held with Fenrir. As often happens with magic, things done in haste or necessity often reveal themselves to be happy accidents. The bond I'd accidentally formed with Fenrir in the midst of our fight, the bond formed out of love magic to tame the wild wolf and save my life, would now save the Froekn. I released the energy of fire down my bond with the Wolf God and I felt him instantly grab onto it and pull. Fenrir was a survivor and survivors didn't need explanations, they took help when it was offered.
 
   I laughed and gave him what they needed, the wild energy of the flames around me, enough to sustain the Froekn for another thousand years. I felt him laughing with me on the other end of our bond, distributing the energy out to the rest of his children, who started howling in delight. The joy and gratitude of the Froekn rebounded through Fenrir and into me. I basked in it, needing that happiness as much as I needed to know they would be fine now, the threat of infertility gone. Fenrir smiled in my head, in my heart, and then let go of the energy.
 
   Finally, after what felt like hours, I pulled enough fire from the blaze to reduce it to something more manageable, maybe twenty percent of it was left. It was enough, the sequoias were safe and so were the animals. I was sure the humans could handle the rest and I didn't want to scare them more by having the fire suddenly just put itself out, so I walked away, back to my waiting men and left the problem in human hands.
 
   Kirill was there when I got back, smiling at me with a grin that almost looked pharmaceutically enhanced. Trevor was smiling in a much softer manner but it was clear that they both knew how momentous my actions had been. Now I not only had the power of earth to call on, I had fire. Although my affinity for fire had come first, I never would have known to use its energy like that if earth hadn't shown me the way. Was I now a faerie with two elements? I blinked, no, my earth affinity was different. Wasn't it? Yes it was, I couldn't control earth, couldn't create it.
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor whispered and pulled me into an embrace and firmly out of my crazy thoughts. “That was amazing. You realize you've saved the Froekn?”
 
   “Fire did,” I smiled and shrugged. “See, it pays to help people.”
 
   “I guess it can,” Trevor kissed me and squeezed me tight.
 
   “I feel very good,” Kirill had to hug me after Trevor was done. “All of ze Intare do. I haven't felt like zis since first day I vas made lion.”
 
   “I'm glad,” I laughed and backed out of his hug. I still had more to do.
 
   “Goggles,” Kirill handed me the goggles, sensing my need as always.
 
   “Thank you,” I put them on, feeling a little silly wearing goggles and nothing else but then the world got dark.
 
   The dark was focused around the fey's tree though and just as it had when I'd observed it at the sight of the Froekn deaths, it coalesced into a human form and then traced away. I followed its progress through the Aether and watched as it entered Faerie. I had known it was headed there but still it angered me a little, knowing that this evil was going back to hunt more fey.
 
   “Alright,” I sighed and pulled the goggles from my head. “Let's go home.”
 
   “That's it,” Trevor looked shocked. “We can go home?”
 
   “That's it for you,” I smiled grimly at him. “I need to go home to put on some clothes and pack. Then I'm going to Faerie.”
 
   “I don't like this,” Trevor lost his grin.
 
   “I know,” I traced home without waiting for him to complain more. There was nothing else to be said. I had to go, had in fact been putting this off long enough. I should have returned already.
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor traced in behind me with Kirill and followed me to our bedroom.
 
   A couple of Intare were roaming the halls and they gave me wide-eyed glances before hurrying away. Even though I'd gotten used to their nudity, I wasn't so free about mine, so it was probably startling to see me walking naked through the hallways right after feeding them enough energy to make them high.
 
   “We need to talk about this some more,” Trevor closed the bedroom door after Kirill made his way in.
 
   “Go ahead,” I pulled some underwear on and then a black sheath dress. “I gotta pack some things though.” I pulled out a large bag and threw a few items into it; face wash, toothbrush and paste, some gifts for the fey, you know, the little things.
 
   “You have all the time in the world,” Trevor stopped my hands and pulled me over to the couch. “You know you'll be going back to the moment when you left. She may not even be there yet.”
 
   “Oh, she's there,” I grimaced.
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor shook his head. “I have a bad feeling about this.”
 
   “I'm not going to blow off your instincts,” I sighed. “I know this is going to be dangerous and I know things may go very badly but what option do I have?”
 
   “You can take me with you.”
 
   “No, I can't,” I held up the finger with the ring on it. “You said it yourself. I'm going back to the past and this is the only advantage I have over her right now.”
 
   “How so?” He frowned.
 
   “She left me that message, probably intending for me to follow her back to Faerie,” I tried to slow down my brain so I could explain to him. I felt like it had been racing on overdrive ever since I'd pulled all of that fire into me. “She thinks I'll be going back now and is expecting to fight me in the future but I'll be going back to the past, to a time when she thinks I don't even know about her existence.”
 
   “You'll be able to get the jump on her,” Trevor nodded to Kirill, who had come to stand in front of the couch. “Okay, I get it. I just can't let go of this feeling that there's something different about you, that the difference is going to play into this situation somehow.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I hadn't told them. “Remember that day when you came into the library and found me laughing hysterically on the floor?”
 
   “Yeah?” He narrowed his eyes on me.
 
   “Okay, so I have three beasts,” I started again. “And I have three natures,” they both nodded, “and now with Demeter's magic-”
 
   “You have three magics,” Trevor whispered. “Fuck, you have three triple aspects. What happened?”
 
   “They joined together,” I shrugged. “It's nothing huge, I just feel more right, more complete. I do have this feeling that I could use that connection to fuel my actions though.”
 
   “Vat does zat mean?” Now Kirill was frowning.
 
   “It means she could pack one hell of a punch if she needed to,” Trevor was still staring at me with shock. “Vervain, I don't know if you should leave now. Maybe we should look into this more, test out this connection you've made with all your different aspects.”
 
   “I need this,” I took Trevor's hand and squeezed. “I can't sit here researching things anymore. I don't want to test this new part of me or just poke at it and see what it does. I need to finish this. I need to go back and stop Andrasta and I need to do it now.”
 
   “You've been absent from our relationship,” Trevor's voice was soft and sad. “I've tried to give you time and space but now it feels like you're running away completely. Have you forgotten that you have three other lovers right here?”
 
   “No, of course not,” I whispered and glanced at Kirill who looked away, his jaw clenched tight. “I'm sorry, this isn't about running away.”
 
   “Odin's dead, Vervain,” Trevor ran a hand through his thick hair. “I know it's awful but we're still alive. Kirill, Azrael, and I still need you. We need you here, with us. We need you to get your head on straight and stop retreating into that damn library everyday. I feel like I haven't spent time with you since before he was killed.”
 
   “That's not true,” I shook my head and tried to think. “We spent Halloween together.”
 
   “Yeah, with everyone else,” Trevor reached a hand out to Kirill. “You wanna help me out here?”
 
   “It feels like you love him more zan us sometimes,” Kirill shrugged. “Like you love his memory more zan ze reality of us. Ve vant our voman back. You can mourn and ve vant to help you mourn but ve must do it together from here on. No more running avay from us, Vervain. Enough.” He cut his hand through the air and I stared at him, a little stunned.
 
   It was rare that Kirill asserted himself with me but when he did, it was like a part of me, my lioness probably, immediately recognized his word as law. Kirill said enough and I wanted to whimper and show him my belly. I know, it sounds crazy and maybe even a little submissive but our relationship wasn't about dominance or submission and it had nothing to do with that. It was about making each other happy and if Kirill was to the point where he called foul, it must be pretty bad. Which meant my men were unhappy. This in turn made me unhappy.
 
   I walked over to Kirill and slid my arms around his flat stomach, feeling the muscles tighten against me. He hesitated a moment before wrapping his arms around me and laying his head over mine, his long hair swinging forward around us. I shifted my face and lifted my mouth to his.
 
   He was instantly ravenous, consuming my mouth like a starving man. His hands rubbed over my back, pulling me against him, and he was hard and ready against my stomach. How much had I ignored in my sorrow? I couldn't even remember the last time I'd made love to him.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I said when I finally pulled away. “I've been so focused on the dead.”
 
   “Time to remember the living,” Trevor had come up behind me, encircling me with Kirill.
 
   Clothes fell away quickly to hot hands and hotter mouths and soon I was laying beneath them in our big bed. They were a little wild by the time we were all flesh to flesh and there was a lot of growling and biting involved. I remember being thrown around quite a bit but I didn't mind, would you? I landed in strong arms or on soft pillows, every inch of my skin kissed or caressed, filled below and above with flesh as we came together in rapturous release.
 
   Hours later, when we were all sated, I slipped from the bed to shower before my trip. When I came back into the room they were both eying me sleepily.
 
   “This better not have been a one time occurrence meant to placate us,” Trevor growled.
 
   “I promise we'll pick this all up again as soon as I get back,” I smiled at him.
 
   “Alright,” his eyes started to drift shut. “I'll see you in a few minutes. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Honey-Eyes,” I watched him fall asleep.
 
   “Tima,” Kirill got out of bed, strutting his beautifully naked self over to me for a goodbye kiss. “Be careful vith ze fey. Be safe, I love you too.”
 
   “I am ze fey, baby,” I smiled and grabbed my bag.
 
   He nodded and got back into bed, flinging his long hair out behind him before falling asleep as well. I watched them for a few minutes, feeling my heart clench at how beautiful they were and how lucky I was. I had to be more careful of their feelings in the future. I didn't have the luxury of fucking up my relationships anymore, without these men I'd fall apart. Odin's death had proven that more than anything. I sighed and resolved to make things better between us all when I returned from Faerie. Then I looked down at my father's ring.
 
   “Please take me back to the moment after I last left Faerie, to my bedroom in Castle Aithinne.”
 
   And the bedroom disappeared around me.
 
[Fluffer Nutter]
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   On August 17, 2013 a fire was started and got out of control in Stanislaus National Forest near Yosemite. It is still burning as I write this but it's mostly under control thanks to the efforts of Park officials, firefighters, and the Forest Service. I included it within my story to pay homage to these people and all that was lost due to one man's stupidity. The dates are not accurate but I hope the sentiment comes across. I want to give a special thanks to the biologists working with the Forest Service who not only helped fight the fires but went in to help those animals that were in danger. In particular, the turtles. Yep, turtles. They found a group of stranded turtles whose marsh had been burned away. They were huddled together in what little water remained of their home and the biologists brought them more water and provided them with cover. They also protected the nests of several Bald Eagles but it was the story of the turtles that really got to me. To take the time to save reptiles most people would have thought insignificant, in the midst of a horrible fire, is heroic to me. It's real love magic at work. Thank you for saving the turtles.
 
   


  
 

Keep reading for a sneak peak in the companion book to Harvest of the Gods, and the next book in the Godhunter Series:
 
   A Fey Harvest
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The Faerie King was right where I'd left him.
 
   I smiled at Arach and he smiled back indolently at me from where he slouched against the pillows on our massive bed. The black linens were stilled rumpled from the last time I'd been there, which was all of two minutes for him though it was more like two months for me. He was covered only by a sheet, the edge curling at his abdomen like it was beckoning me closer.
 
   “Miss me?” I joked as I walked across the expanse of thick carpet that stood between the bed and me.
 
   I breathed in the ridiculously clean air of Faerie as it flowed into the room through the open window. Sunlight streamed in as well, shimmering over the crystal decanter and goblets set out on the table near the window. The light filtered through the faerie wine inside the decanter, sending a length of red across my path. I walked through it and felt a shiver course down my spine when I noticed how it made my legs look as if they were covered in blood.
 
   “It was virtually unbearable,” Arach's grin grew and he crooked a finger at me. I shook off the strange feeling and crawled over the expanse of the bed toward my fey husband. He pulled me against him urgently, like he was the one who'd gone so long without me. “What took you so long?”
 
   “What, was I a minute late?” I lifted my face for a kiss and he didn't disappoint, clutching me tighter as his mouth covered mine with serious intent. When he finally pulled away, I was left shaken, my breath coming fast and my gaze fastened to his bright, yellow dragon eyes. There were flecks of gold and green in them that I'd never noticed before. His pupils were expanding over the colors, becoming more oval than slitted.
 
   “You were seconds late,” he growled and started pulling at my red dress. “Don't keep me waiting again.”
 
   I let him remove the dress but I stopped his roving hands before he could get to my underwear. I slid in beneath the sheet and pressed up against him, sliding my arms around his waist and dropping my cheek the wide expanse of his muscled chest, so I could listen to his heart. I sighed, loving the feel of his skin against mine and the glassy slickness of the scales that appeared down the sides of his waist when I touched him. I trailed a finger over those ruby scales and they spread down his legs, so fascinating.
 
   “Something's amiss,” he stated as if it were fact, which of course it was, completely disregarding his own arousal. I was both touched and a little annoyed by that.
 
   “I just found out that the Froekn are suffering because of a decision that was influenced by me.”
 
   “The werewolves?” He frowned. “What kind of decision was this?”
 
   “One to switch professions,” I sighed. “The wolves used to kill for a living, they were the assassins of the gods but that didn't really sit well with me, so Trevor opened a nightclub and hired a lot of Froekn in an effort to make me more comfortable with my new family.”
 
   “Why were you uncomfortable?”
 
   “How did I know you were going to ask that?” I shook my head and sat back up to look at him, the sheet sliding up around my hips and giving me a tantalizing view of scale-adorned skin. “Think about how I might view it, killing people for money.”
 
   “Ah,” his expression cleared, “indeed. Continue.”
 
   “The Froekn took to the idea with gusto,” I smiled at the memory of first opening Moonshine. “They love the club Trevor made and even Fenrir was supportive.” 
 
   “And the problem is?”
 
   “The Froekn aren't technically gods,” I stretched my neck to try to ease some of the tension that had been steadily accumulating. “It's why they were so good as assassins. Gods have trouble killing each other, something to do with the magic but since Froekn aren't really gods, they don't have a problem with it. They are magic though and immortal, both of which is inherited through Fenrir. What Trevor and I hadn't known was that Fenrir's magic is what sustains the Froekn, and the magic requires energy to keep going.”
 
   “Energy previously received from the assassinations,” Arach nodded.
 
   “Yes, very good,” I huffed a laugh. Of course he would understand, he was more magical than any god could ever be. “So when they stopped killing...”
 
   “The magic lost potency,” he frowned. “Are the wolves dying?”
 
   “I...” my mouth dropped open. “Oh fuck, I hadn't thought of that. I wonder if they'll lose their immortality.”
 
   “Possibly,” Arach had a thoughtful look on his face, “but if they haven't started dying yet, it's unlikely. I believe a withdrawal that extreme would have immediate results. Magic wants to live, as all living things do, it would sooner conserve resources than cut off hosts in such a way.”
 
   “Conserve resources,” I grimaced, “as in preventing the birth of more Froekn who would create a greater draw on the power?”
 
   “Yes, precisely,” his brows came down over his slightly upward tilted eyes, making it look as if his face had lengthened and stretched down the center. “Is this what's happened?” 
 
   “It looks very possible,” I worried at my lip with my teeth. “My friend Samantha is married to Fallon, one of my lions.”
 
   “Yes, I've met them both.”
 
   “Right, I forgot,” I gave him a sad smile. “They've been trying to have a baby and she just found out she's sterile.”
 
   “Ah,” he nodded, “I grieve for her. I know the pain of empty arms, a home denied of your child's laughter.”
 
   “Arach,” my heart clenched. 
 
   He wanted a child badly, had in fact thought to never have one, since our race had been killed off by humans. My appearance had sparked hope for both him and his Kingdom. There was now the possibility of an heir to the Throne of Fire and a new line of dragon-sidhe. He'd only recently won me over as a lover, even though we were married(long story), so I wasn't sure I was ready for children yet.
 
   The Ring of Remembrance, which I'd inherited from my father, allowed me to travel in time and made it possible for me to be with Arach practically continually without spending any time apart from my other lovers in the God Realm. So it also made children with Arach a possibility. I could actually have children in Faerie and my other men wouldn't ever even see me pregnant. 
 
   It was a bit of a shock for me, who'd thought to never have children. I'd been happy with Vidar and Vali, my sons from another life. I had memories of raising them which fulfilled any urge I might have had to have a child. I wasn't sure if I wanted any in this life but I felt like I was being incredibly selfish if I didn't give Arach the child he'd been desiring for so long. In fact, I didn't actually know what my real feelings were regarding the child, I was too conflicted over whether or not to have one. 
 
   “We have time,” he said as if in answer to my internal turmoil. “Don't fret about our possible children now. It's your Froekn friend you're concerned with at the moment.”
 
   “Right,” I gave a relieved huff. The talk of dragon babies could wait for another day. “I was hoping there might be something in Faerie to help, some spell or fertility fey, or something like that?”
 
   I could tell by his grim expression that the news would be bad.
 
   “A Thaisce, I thought you knew about our own issues with fertility. Don't you think we would have healed ourselves if we had anything like that available to us?”
 
   “Oh, right,” I recalled suddenly a conversation I'd had with the High King, in which he'd told me how the fey had been reproducing less and less. It had been one of the reasons the way between Faerie and the Human Realm was opened once more. He'd thought that the fey might have better luck reproducing with humans.
 
   “Even if we possessed the magic to help you,” Arach touched my face with long, elegant fingers, and turned it toward his gently, “I would advise against the use of it in such a circumstance.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “What do you think will happen if you force the magic to create another life it cannot sustain?”
 
   “It would have to...”
 
   “Yes,” his face was soft with sympathy. “It would have to take a life, possibly that of your Wolf Prince himself. Would you sacrifice Trevor's life for that of a hypothetical child?”
 
   “No, of course not,” I slumped back against him.
 
   “It's best to leave the magic alone,” his hand was stroking over my long dark hair, I'd left it to hang loose down my back for him. I knew he liked to play with it. “Tampering with the natural order of things always has a price.”
 
   “We were going to try to find a fertility goddess to help her,” I thought of my determination to kill Demeter and take her power so I could help Sam. Demeter needed to die anyway so it seemed like a perfect solution.
 
   “Please don't do this,” his forehead came down to touch mine. “As royalty we have to make hard decisions. Sometimes the hardest is when you decide to do nothing. It's one of the prices we pay to rule. Leave this alone, let the magic work itself out.”
 
   “I can't give up on her so easily,” I pulled back to look at him, his deep red hair tousled, framing an angular face accented by red scales at the temples, and those bright dragon eyes staring at me in concern. “I'm going to keep looking for another way.”
 
   “Well,” he smiled, “if you do find a way to bring back fertility, Faerie would benefit too. The few births we've had have mostly been to lesser fey. The last sidhe birth was over two thousand years ago, it was actually that cat-sidhe you're friends with.”
 
   “What?” I pulled back even further, to stare at him in shock. “I thought you only started having problems since the way was closed, that's only been about five-hundred years.”
 
   “Five-hundred human years,” Arach chided me as if I, above all other humans, should have known the difference between time in Faerie and time in the Human Realm. He was right of course. “That's around fifteen-thousand fey years, give or take a few hundred,” he shrugged. “Time here is so flexible.”
 
   “So you've been waiting for a mate for-”
 
   “I've been waiting for you for over fifteen-thousand years,” he nodded. “Now do you see why I was such an asshole?”
 
   “Looks like your friends with the cat-sidhe too. You're picking up Roarke's affection for human colloquialisms,” I shook my head and smiled to hide my shock. I'd thought Odin had waited a long time for me. “You weren't so much of an asshole as a supreme egotistical bastard.”
 
   “Well, I feel so much better now,” he laughed and pulled me back against his side.
 
   “Why have there been so few sidhe births in so long?” I whispered, like I thought the land could hear me and I didn't want to offend her. Probably because Faerie really could hear me.
 
   “We don't know,” I felt him shrug beneath my cheek. “Now that you've given us back the power to speak to Faerie, we've all asked her but she doesn't respond. Or if she does, it's in riddles.”
 
   “Riddles?” I remembered the way she spoke to me and almost as if the memory called her, I felt her presence in my mind and her voice filled my head.
 
   Welcome home, daughter of the gods, man, and fey.
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly to her.
 
   “For what?” Arach looked down at me in surprise.
 
   “Oh, no,” I waved away his question, “I'm talking to Faerie.”
 
   “By all means,” he grimaced, pulling the sheet around us and snuggling in closer with me. “Maybe she'll give you a straight answer.”
 
   The Dragon King is of bad humor today
 
   “Not so bad,” I chuckled a bit and looked once more at the length of scales down his side that announced his arousal.
 
   His bad humor is a result of your sadness. You come home with a heavy heart.
 
   “I hoped to find an answer to a problem but have only found a greater problem here.”
 
   Yes, the children aren't being born.
 
   “Why won't you tell them how to bring back the children?”
 
   This is of their own doing and the answer lies within them. I've done all I can for them by bringing you here. You are the catalyst. If they want things to change, then they must first change themselves.
 
   “Ah, there's the riddle,” I smiled but it faded when I realized what she said. “Brought me here? You brought me here? I thought it was an accident. I asked the Aether to take me home and it took me here instead.”
 
   How do you think you got past the High King's magic? She was laughing at me, I couldn't hear it but I could feel it. Of course I brought you. I've been waiting years for you to enter the Aether alone and without a chant to direct you. When you finally did, I pulled you here immediately.
 
   “What is she saying?” Arach was staring intensely at my slack expression.
 
   “She says she brought me here, that she opened the tear in King Cian's wards to allow me through.”
 
   “I suspected as much,” he nodded and leaned down to kiss me again. I ran my hands over the hard angles of his chest, then slid them under the sheet. Nope, no bad humor there.
 
   Is he a good lover? I hope he doesn't disappoint you after all I've done to bring you together. 
 
   “Oh, you're still here,” I jerked back from Arach and he gave a long suffering sigh before he leaned back so I could finish my conversation with Faerie. 
 
   I am ever here.
 
   “But if you're still speaking to me it must be for a reason,” I cast a glance at my waiting dragon and wasn't surprised to see smoke drifting out of one of his nostrils.
 
   I feel strange of late. There are fey I can't find.
 
   “King Cian has opened the way to the Human Realm now,” I reassured her. “They're probably there.”
 
   Yes, perhaps. And then she was blessedly gone.
 
   “I always feel like I've missed something and I won't figure it out until later, whenever I talk to her,” I shook my head.
 
   “Hmph,” he nodded, “riddles. She loves riddles.”
 
   “Not exactly a riddle,” I thought over her words. “She's told me a few times that she wants me here to bring change to the fey. Now she's told me that it's the reason she brought me here in the first place, and she implied that the change will bring back the fertility.”
 
   “She did? So what's this change you're supposed to bring about?”
 
   “That's just it, I haven't the foggiest.”
 
   “Well great,” he huffed, “I'm glad that's all settled.
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