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      “The world is full of magical things, waiting for our senses to grow sharper.” ~W.B. Yeats
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      AISLINN

      The magic of the realm was shrouded in mystery and wonder. It was a land that was lush and green, with rolling hills and vibrant forests. The air was pure and refreshing, carrying the scent of exotic flowers and fruits. The sky above was a deep shade of blue with white, fluffy clouds lazily drifting by. The sun was warm and comforting, casting a golden glow over everything it touched. There was even a waterfall cascading in the distance.

      It was the fountain that caught my eye first. Next, it was the demigods surrounding it. Finally, I noted the young woman in the group. At least, I thought it was a woman. I was too far away to say for sure. And then there was the fountain. Celtic-looking symbols surrounded it in a vertical column. Water was pouring from the top of the elaborate carving. The Fountain of Youth. It had to be.

      How the hell did Cyrene escape with that massive thing? Damn, she had some impressive magic.

      I ran to the side, pulling Fiona and Luciana with me, as I caught sight of a creature following us through the portal. The key fell from my hand as I prepared to get out of the monster’s path.

      The demigods turned then, shouting in a language I couldn't understand as I ran from the drogul chasing us. A woman near the demigods cursed, then called out to Fiona and me. The two of us slowed and looked over at her. There was something familiar about her. She appeared to be about five years younger than my forty years, with brown hair and lighter eyes.

      Fiona frowned. “Grams?”

      “What? That’s Grams?” I blurted, but then I was shoved in the chest by Luciana. My shredded back hit the grass a second before the scorpion stabbed the dirt.

      Luci grabbed Fiona and pushed her out of the way. “Watch out. I’m going to blow this asshole up,” the Pleiades warned.

      The shouting from the demigods was getting closer. I scrambled to my feet at the same time Luciana tossed a magical bomb at the drogul. Guts splattered my back as I tried to run away. I managed to move one foot, but unfortunately, I couldn’t move anything else.

      I turned my head, glancing at Fiona as a pair of demigods grabbed hold of her. A third demigod laughed and waved a hand, revealing a steel cage in the middle of the garden. The second they shoved Fiona into the cell, two others moved toward Luciana, who was also frozen in place. I scrambled to come up with a way we could leave crumbs for Argies and the others. Seeing the key where I’d dropped it a few feet away, I used the element of air and sent it soaring toward the area where we had come through. It slammed into an invisible wall and sent lightning spreading out from the point of impact. The demigods grabbed me a second later, and I was thrown inside the cage with Luci and Fiona.

      Grams started running toward the cell. The determination was clear on her young face. It was obvious she’d drunk from the fountain. I wasn’t surprised it worked on her. She was one of the best people I knew. Grams was five feet away from our cage when one of the demigods waved a finger, and Grams came to a halt. I noticed the new bracelet on Grams’s wrist and wondered if that allowed the demigods to control her.

      “Leave her alone,” Fiona shouted, making all the demigods look back at us. “She did nothing to you.”

      A guy with blonde hair and blue eyes sneered at Fiona. “Your grandmother is the key to figuring out how to harness the power of the Fountain of Youth.”

      Grams seemed to break free of whatever magic had a hold of her as Fiona and the demigod talked. She moved forward and reached for the lock on the door to the cell. Another demigod noticed and pointed a finger at Grams. Fiona screamed when a bolt of electricity hit Grams in the shoulder. Her back arched as she cried out before collapsing to the ground.

      I still couldn’t believe she was fifty years younger than when she had been kidnapped. That Fountain of Youth was powerful as hell. And extremely dangerous. I wondered what their angle was in having Grams drink from the waters. What did making her younger do for them? Had they merely been testing the water?

      “I need to get us out of here to help her,” Luciana muttered as her gaze went unfocused. A second later, she chanted silently and waved her hands around the cell. I hoped she could free us. We had no idea where Violet and the guys were - or if they were even okay. My heart was being squeezed, and it became hard to breathe when I considered the danger they might be in.

      A metallic click seemed to echo loudly around us before the cell door popped open. “You did it,” Fiona praised Luci.

      We rushed through the door and knelt down next to Grams. Fiona’s finger pressed into the side of Grams’ throat. “She’s alive. We need to find our way out of here. We can’t let them get away with the fountain. They might force a witch to remove the curse.”

      Luciana frowned as we made our way to the portal exit. “How can we possibly keep it safe if the gods couldn’t?”

      Fiona smirked at her. “That’s not our job. We will leave that up to the Relic Keeper.”

      I lifted a finger. “I believe Artemis said her name is Nylah. And she’s got powers to keep artifacts hidden from any being. There is no way to work around her magic. We just need to keep the Fountain safe until she’s ready to take it.” I prayed that it would be soon. The idea of giving the fountain to Artemis, when she had such a twisted history with it, turned my stomach. We would need to figure out a way to get it directly to the new Relic Keeper.
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      VIOLET

      “Can you feel them yet?” I asked for what seemed to be the hundredth time in the last few minutes.

      Sebastian stopped and shook his head. “No. It’s like she just disappeared.”

      “Aislinn, too,” Argies blurted. His skin started to ripple as scales covered his arms.

      Thanos held up a hand. “That likely means they found the portal. We stick to the path we’ve been on. There’s going to be another way inside that cavern.”

      Argies slammed a fist against the wall, smashing it into the stone. Thanos grabbed my hand and continued walking while I struggled with leaving my best friends’ mates behind. We didn’t have time for tantrums, but I couldn’t tell Argies and Bas to snap out of it. If those two didn’t get it together, Thanos and I would just have to rescue our friends.

      We turned a corner, and a unique scent reached my nostrils. It was musty, like the cave, combined with sweet flowers and the sky after a rainstorm. It had to be the power of the portal. I’d smelled it right before being cut off from my friends earlier. “This is it!” I was running with Thanos behind me.

      I stumbled to a stop inside a room where the scariest creatures I’d ever seen were fighting each other, and several were dead on the ground. Thanos was right next to me me, the sound of Argies and Bas not far behind. Across the space, a pale blue oval lit up the entire room. It had to be the portal to the realm with the fountain.

      Argies growled and leaped into the air. He snatched a bat-like dragon and ripped it in half. Bas fought a bear while my mate battled a scorpion. I conjured my arrows and used one to stab into one of the bear-like creatures. It was nearly impossible to get through its thick fur.

      “What are these things?” I shouted above the fighting.

      Thanos grabbed the biggest scorpion stinger I’d ever seen and spun around, popping it off the creature’s tail. He used it to stab another one. “I’ll explain them later. Don’t get stung. They have a powerful toxin that will likely kill you.”

      “Got it.” I would have freaked out if there were more creatures to fight, but Fiona, Aislinn, and Luciana had clearly killed a few before they went through the portal. I retrieved another arrow and attacked a dragon-bat as it swooped down to get me. I didn’t have to do much as Argies was already there, ripping it apart. He started tearing wings off and dropping bodies to face my arrow. The god-created tip sliced through their wings with a hard push.

      Within a few minutes, I was covered in scratches and sweaty, but we had killed all the remaining creatures. “Let’s get through the portal and bring them back.”

      Thanos went first, then Bas and I with Argies behind us. We ended up in a beautiful realm. It was green with flowers, grass, trees, and waterfalls. In the middle of the meadow, next to a massive cage, my friends were fighting alongside a young woman I didn't recognize. Behind them was a large marble fountain with a face in the middle, spitting water. From where I was standing, the symbols on the thing looked Celtic. The water was so blue it glowed.

      I turned my eyes away from the artifact to the danger we now faced. “Are those demigods?” I asked Thanos.

      Thanos growled low in his throat. “They sure are.” He was running forward before I could reply. Bas and I shared a look. He shrugged, then took off after him.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, stealing from the most powerful gods in existence?” Thanos had made his voice echo around the realm.

      The demigods jolted and turned to look at us. One of them waved a hand, and the young woman turned on Fiona, throwing a spell at her that tossed her off her feet. Sebastian roared and raced for the young woman.

      Aislinn threw up her hands. “No! That’s Grams. They’re controlling her with the bracelet.”

      The young woman turned and took off toward the waterfall. No one could follow her. The shock was too much. I was surprised I was moving forward at all. I could hardly believe what Aislinn had just said. That young woman was Grams? She was eighty-six years old when she was kidnapped. Now, she didn’t look a day over thirty-four.

      Thanos didn’t see the demigod sneaking around the tree next to him, but I did. Running forward, I conjured my witch fire and tossed the blue flames. They hit the demigod in the chest. I coaxed the blaze to cover his entire body and extinguished it when he fell. I had no desire to turn this beautiful realm into an inferno.

      I hurried to Fiona, and Luci glanced at me as I asked, “Are you both okay?” They nodded as they slashed at a demigod. I prepared a magical bomb and threw it at the guy. He was too close to use witch fire.

      Fiona’s head jerked around, and her hands flew up. “No!” Her scream was drowned out as my spell bounced back in our direction and detonated. Thankfully, it exploded before it was close enough to take our limbs. I landed on my back with the rest of the Backside of Forty on top of me.

      The demigod snickered and towered over us. I cast a protection spell at the same time he sent something down to us. The two energies met in the middle and exploded in a shower of sparks, burning us. Aislinn yelped and was off the pile first, with Fiona right behind her. I was fresher to the fight and bounced up quickly, heading right for my friends.

      Luciana was taking on a demigod by herself. The battle appeared evenly matched. Though Luci was moving in a way that suggested she didn't get a break from the dead things in the tunnels. I’d bet if the Pleiades was better rested, she would have put the guy on his ass. I grabbed an arrow and threw it at the guy attacking Fiona and Aislinn.  He turned at a split second later and the and the weapon lodged in his abdomen. Blood flowed as freely as his curses. Aislinn waved a hand, and a gust of wind blew past me. I watched in awe as the arrow was pushed deeper into the demigod. I wasn’t used to using the elements in a fight.

      “Thanks, Ais.” I reached out and squeezed her hand as another demigod ran at the three of us.

      We huddled close, and the next thing I knew, a ring of bright orange fire surrounded us. It burned so hot it felt like my skin would melt from my body. It also sapped my energy within seconds. The demigod snatched my arrow from his friend and aimed it at us. Fiona spread her arms out, pushing me and Aislinn behind her, preparing to grab the weapon.

      “No, they can’t hurt us, Fi,” I yelled over the roar of the fire.

      Fiona turned to me with her mouth opened in an 'O’. I nodded at her until I saw the arrow puncturing Aislinn’s lower chest. I screamed as Ais’s eyes went wide while I dropped to my knees. Aislinn’s head bounced once off the ground before I managed to catch her.

      “How?” Guilt swamped me, for causing us to lower our guard. Artemis told us our arrows couldn’t be used against us. Were we dealing with other hunters? I would make sure he paid. Fiona grabbed my arm. “I need your help dealing with this fire first, or we will die here.”

      The flames were burning hotter and higher now. Whatever Fiona was doing was causing a major strain on her energy. Sweat dripped down into her eyes, and her knees bent under the pressure. Climbing to my feet took great effort. I had to cast several shields before I could get one foot under me.

      My heart was pounding in my chest, and I gave Aislinn one last look. I will never forget the way she looked. Her jaw was clenched. Her wild red hair was splayed around her head, and her breathing was shallow and choppy. The arrow was slightly to the right, below her breasts.

      Luciana cried out as I got to my feet. Her opponent had sprouted a vine behind her, using it to stab her. He got distracted a second later and shouted something in a foreign language. Whatever he said grabbed everyone’s attention. They looked toward the fountain.

      I straightened, able to breathe easier as the spell above us lost some power. Fiona leaned toward me. “Use the spell to smother flames.” Nodding, I waited as she lifted her finger and silently counted us down. We chanted the spell together when her third finger rose in the air. The flames sputtered and died out. Our demigod cursed as he returned to combat. I had a magical bomb ready and rushed him. I could shove it into him if I touched him, so I wrapped my arms around him and did just that. He fell screaming as I let go of him.

      I crouched down to help Aislinn. Fiona reached for the shaft of the arrow, then hesitated. “We should leave it in. It could be stopping some bleeding.”

      I looked over to see what Argies thought. Ais gasped. The demigod fighting Argies had something encasing Aislinn’s mate. He held him with a closed fist while calling out to Grams. “You cannot wield the staff. It was given to us by our master. You will not impede our master’s rise to power and greatness.”

      Grams swung a seven-foot-tall, dark wood staff around with a green stone, like an emerald at the end of it. When it spun in my direction, I saw the carving of the Tree of Life on the side of it. I turned my attention back to Aislinn. “I don’t like the idea of leaving it in her. Luci has a healing potion.”

      I was up and running for Luci and her demigod, while Bas and Thanos battled theirs. I dropped my arrows so they couldn’t be used against my friends, and I felt relieved when they disappeared. I ducked behind a large tree trunk, preparing to conjure my witch fire.  The blue flames were leaving my fingertips before I’d even taken a step out from cover. They hit the demigod, and he started swatting his back. Luciana sagged, and I grabbed her bag. “I need a healing potion. Aislinn was hit with an arrow.”

      The familiar sound of bones snapping and popping told me Argies had heard what I’d said. Luciana and I looked over to see him shift into his massive dragon form. He chomped on the demigod who had a hold of him and then headed for the ones fighting Bas and Thanos. They took one look at him and nearly shit their pants.

      “Why hadn’t he shifted before?” Fiona asked.

      I lifted a shoulder at the same time Luci was barely standing up. “There was a powerful spell prohibiting certain magics. It took his concern for his mate to give him the strength to break through it.”

      While I processed her comment, the demigod fighting Bas snarled at us. “This isn’t over.” He took off running for the portal back to our realm before he even finished talking.

      Thanos grabbed him before he could reach it. “Are you the one behind all of this?” The demigod glared at Thanos, refusing to answer.

      “No,” Grams said. “That asshole hasn’t been here for a couple of days.”

      Thanos said something in ancient Greek while drawing a rune in the air. A second later the demigod in his hold stopped struggling and stiffened. Luciana approached Thanos, clapped him on the back, and smiled at my mate. “I can see why Phoebe is so in love with Aidoneus. That power is sexy as hell.”

      Jealousy surged through me, making me want to smack the Pleiades, but I had nothing to worry about. Thanos loved me. I could see why he would be highly attractive for someone in her position, but he was mine. I shoved my petty emotions aside. I needed to help Aislinn right now. I extended my hand to Luci. “Healing potion.”

      “I’m taking this asshole to the Underworld for punishment.” Thanos met my gaze, showing me how much he hated leaving me. “I’ll meet you back at home.”

      Nodding, I took the potion Luci offered, returned to Aislinn in time to see Argies shift back into a man, and crouch next to her. “Will she... live?” His voice cracked as he asked.

      I nodded in response. “Yes. This potion will heal any injury to vital arteries and organs so we can take the arrow out.” I poured the liquid into Ais’s mouth.

      At the sound of a loud crack, I looked over and saw Luciana holding two pieces of the staff. She'd broken the gemstone at the end of the staff off and then handed it to Fiona. “Hide that with the fountain.”

      “How are we hiding the fountain? It’s huge! We can’t carry that,” Fiona replied.

      I’d been thinking about that since I’d seen the thing. I gestured to the fountain, but before I could say anything, I heard Aislinn sputter and glanced down. Before I could stop her, she yanked the arrow from her chest. “Are you crazy?” I shouted at her as my fear heightened.

      “It hadn’t hurt me,” Aislinn said between breaths.

      Argies glared at Ais. “It had punctured a hole in your chest, love. You were going to die.”

      Ais grabbed onto Argies’s arm and tried to pull herself up. “Those arrows were made for us. It missed everything vital. I felt it move. I just didn’t have the energy to pull the arrow out and couldn’t talk.”

      I watched as blood leaked steadily from the wound. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      Aislinn nodded. “We need to focus on how we will handle the fountain.”

      I squeezed her hand and looked over at the marble artifact. “We need to use a spell to shrink it. It’s the only way Cyrene would have escaped with it all those centuries ago.”

      Luciana smacked her forehead. “I should have thought of that. Let’s enclose the water while we’re at it.”

      “One second before you do that.” Argies crossed over to the marble fountain, dipped his fingers inside, and returned to Aislinn.

      Aislinn pushed his wet fingers away from the hole in her stomach. “It could kill me.”

      Grams shook her head from side to side. “It won’t hurt you. And that little bit won’t turn back the clock on you. They poured several mouthfuls down my throat to see if it would eventually kill me.”

      Aislinn let go of Argies’s arm, and he pressed the water to her wound. It started sealing right away. Aislinn sagged against Argies and looked at Grams. “Did they all drink it?”

      Grams shook her head as Luci, Fiona, and I approached the fountain. “Nope. The first one after me turned to ash. So did the second one. It was why they kept making me drink it. And it’s also why the leader left. The coward wore a glamour and left to find more information. He was planning some big attack to steal it. I didn’t hear everything because I was being waterboarded.”

      Now the attack on the Library made sense. Shaking my head, I looked to Luciana for advice. “Do we use a simple shrinking spell? Or something different?”

      Luci scanned the fountain. “We need to reduce the size and enclose the water, so let’s use reducere magnitudinem artificiosa et coepit.”

      We clasped hands. Grams grabbed Fiona’s free hand, and Aislinn held onto Grams. I focused my intent on our objectives, and when Luciana nodded her head, we chanted. The power that flowed out of the five of us threaded together and wound around the fountain before sinking into it. Our spell heated up and made the air around the artifact shimmer. The smell of ozone burned my nostrils before the fountain went from a massive thing to one that would fit in the palm of your hand.

      “Good work, you three,” Bas said as he easily picked it up and handed it to Fiona.

      Thirty-something-year-old Grams crossed her arms over her chest. “You three need to take both artifacts to Artemis for safekeeping and ask her to rectify this age reversal.”

      Fiona shook her head. “We can’t give her something that powerful. We only need to keep it safe until the Relic Keeper has her vault up and ready.”

      Grams scowled at Fiona. “Listen here, missy. I have no desire to menstruate again. And I absolutely do not want to go through menopause for a second time. I’ve been there and survived. It is not something I want to experience again. Even if it means being younger, not to mention I can’t be a part of the Backside of Forty if I’m barely in my thirties.” She ran a hand down her curvy body. Grams was a looker in her eighties, but she’d been drop-dead gorgeous when she was younger.

      That comment made everyone break out in laughter as we passed through the portal back to our world. My heart was heavy. The demigods were loyal to and working for, someone. Was it another Tainted witch trying to become a goddess? Or was it some low-level god wanting more power? The chances of either seemed remote and not worth contemplating; while at the same time, it was difficult to ignore. I would keep my eyes peeled for other clues. No way would we be caught off guard again. In the meantime, I was going to enjoy some downtime before our next case.
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      FIONA

      “I still can’t believe Luciana didn’t believe us capable of hiding the power in the fountain long enough to get it to Nylah,” Violet grumbled as we pulled into the driveway at Pymm’s Pondside.

      Grams snorted as she shook her head, making her short brown hair bounce on her head. “Forget about that. Look at me! I’m fifty years younger. And to add insult to injury, I feel menstrual cramps coming on.”

      I rolled my eyes as I got out of the car. “You’re manifesting your fears. Calm down about having periods again. It’s not the worst thing in the world.”

      “Says a woman who hasn’t yet known the freedom without them. Trust me when I say it’s glorious,” Grams replied as she reached into the backseat and took Kalli from Kairi.

      Kairi had been subdued ever since we’d caught up with her at the hotel in Barcelona. “I'm sorry I let you guys down. If I'd have been faster, I could have saved you from this fate, Grams.”

      Grams wrapped one arm around Kairi while holding the baby with the other. “Nonsense. None of this is your fault. You managed to follow the lead without much to go on. I’m touched that you went to all that trouble just for me.”

      Kairi’s cheeks pinkened as she smiled at Grams. “I couldn’t sit here in my safe pond while you were out there in danger. Besides, you were right. It’s time for me to spread my fins. The ocean here is terrifying with all the different creatures. However, I met some friends I thought had been dead for years. And I visited Mer City. It’s not such a bad place.”

      My eyes widened as we walked toward the pond and garden area close to the house. “You went inside Mer City? That’s very brave of you. Especially since you’d heard our horror stories.” I’d gone there with Violet and Aislinn during our search for a magical net for Artemis. Although, it wouldn’t have been as dangerous for her as it was for us non-merfolk. “Tell me about your friends. Did they escape during Vodor’s reign of terror?”

      Kairi nodded as she dropped the bag that Luciana had waterproofed for her. “So many of my kind disappeared during Vodor’s reign. Most believed he killed them. I’ve often wondered how many others fled through the portal.”

      Grams pursed her lips as she peered into the cemetery. “There were several dozen about twenty years ago, but not many came through after that. I assumed your father found better protections against Vodor for you guys.”

      Kairi shook her head sadly. “Not at all. He did manage to find a way to spread the siphon amongst everyone so the weakest weren’t completely drained. We had to flee the water and live on land to do that. Vodor couldn’t use the oceans to target us as effectively.”

      Argies cocked his head to the side. “Do you miss your home in Eidothea? Or your family?” I saw the longing on his face for home. Before Grams’ kidnapping, he and Aislinn had planned to take the baby back to the Fae realm to see his family and help his brother, who had taken the throne after we killed Vodor.

      Kairi lifted one shoulder as she tucked a lock of her blue hair behind her ear. “Sometimes. I’ve been afraid to go beyond the safe waters Fiona gave me when I fled certain death. It’s not easy to forget the way Vodor’s men almost had me.” Her thin body shook as she recalled the events that brought her here. I would never forget seeing her on the other side of the portal, terrified and begging for help.

      Argies placed a hand on her shoulder. “If you want to return, you can come with us. It's easier to face things when you have people at your side.”

      Aislinn nodded in agreement. “Argies is right. Having people on your side is great, but having a big, strong dragon makes it even better. Although, it is safe in Eidothea now. There have been issues with the Dark Fae, but thanks to the potion we created, the army has been handling them before they become a problem.”

      Kairi’s face brightened. “I appreciate the offer. I will take you up on it, but first, I want to explore the waters beyond Pymm’s Pondside.”

      My heart gave a jolt. I loved having Kairi in the pond. Initially, it had been the novelty of having a mermaid living on my property. Then, as I got to know her, I’d become fond of her and considered her part of the family. Kids move away, Fi. Don’t smother her.

      “Are you planning on moving to Mer City?” I asked, hoping I kept my expression open and neutral.

      Kairi shook her head. “No. I’d like to continue calling Pymm’s Pondside home for now. However, I know I need to get out there and find where I belong. It might be right where I’m at. Or it might be back in Eidothea with my family. I won’t know unless I explore more.”

      I nudged her shoulder. “And you’ll never find Mr. Right if you stay here.”

      Kairi’s cheeks turned red as she dropped her gaze. “I gave up finding someone a long time ago. Then I ran into Laiken during my travels to Spain. He actually accompanied me as I went South. Now that my focus is no longer solely on survival, there might be time for more.”

      I clapped my hands as my heart swelled with joy for Kairi. “You have to tell us more about this Laiken. Were you in love before?”

      Grams wagged a finger at Kairi. “And you have to bring him home so we can meet him. I need to approve before he sweeps you off into the ocean and away from here.”

      Kairi’s cheeks got even darker as she laughed at us. “We were so young before, and we’ve both changed. We might not have anything to rekindle. But we wouldn’t even have the possibility if you guys hadn’t been there for me. No matter what, this will always be my home base. But do me a favor, Grams. No more getting kidnapped.”

      I nodded in agreement with that change in topic. “What happened, Grams? You still haven’t told us everything. How did they get past the wards? Luci said they breached the edge of the property, but that shouldn’t have been any weaker.”

      Grams blew out a breath and started pacing toward the cemetery. We were all about to follow when she turned back toward us. She smoothed her hair and then glared at her arm. Given her repeated requests to be returned to how she was, I imagined she was upset about the lack of liver spots and the thicker skin.

      “It’s embarrassing, really. I should have known better than to fall for such blatant falsities. I blame my soft heart. Next time, I will leave the victim to suffer.”

      “Grams!” I gasped. That attitude was not like my grandmother's at all. She was the most caring individual alive. She took Violet and Aislinn in and treated them like they were her granddaughters. They might have been the only ones she was really close to, but she had helped so many others. I couldn’t count the number of times I’d been asked if I knew how to make Gram’s dry skin lotion or headache potion.

      Grams stopped pacing and gave me a sheepish look. “Bollocks. That might have been a bit harsh. I can’t help it. I was tricked by a fake distress signal. As guardians, we are more sensitive to those in need. I was out weeding the garden when I felt someone approaching the drive, sending out a plea for help.”

      My forehead furrowed with my confusion. “What do you mean, they sent out a distress signal? Was it a spell?” I pictured the bat signal from the Batman movies I used to watch with the kids, but I figured it wasn’t like that. I knew what it felt like when someone on the other side of the portal wanted to cross from the Fae realm, but I had yet to experience what she was describing.

      “It was like a spell. Those who can wield magic can send out a spell asking for help when they are in trouble,” Grams explained.

      I grimaced. “That’s highly disturbing. I don’t like that someone can cast a spell on us.”

      Grams sighed as she continued. “It wasn’t a targeted spell. I’m not sure one would reach us. We haven’t really tested it out before. It was a cry for help that reached me in the garden. I didn’t think twice as I headed toward the spell’s origin. It wasn’t all that strong, making me assume the person in need wasn’t close. I knew better than to cross over the edge of our wards. But that didn’t matter. They used some kind of spell to knock me off kilter. It was then that they reached through and grabbed hold of me. The wards reacted immediately, but the asshole was too fast to suffer enough damage.”

      My stomach roiled when I recalled the way Luciana described the skin on the kidnapper’s arm split to the bone after she searched the property for any clues of Grams.

      “Did they take you right to the Fountain of Youth?” Aislinn asked.

      Grams shook her head from side to side. “I bloody well have no idea. The bloke either drugged me or kept me under using a spell. One second, my head bounced off the pavement, and the next, I woke up to water being dumped down my throat. I’ve never been so gutted in all my life. And they didn’t even boast about anything useful.”

      I wrapped an arm around Grams’ shoulders and tugged her close. She didn’t feel as frail anymore, and that made me miss how she used to be. Suddenly, I wanted her back to her old self just as much as she did. “At least we know they got away with a jug of the water. They might not be able to use it themselves, but they could offer it to others to join their cause. How we deal with that, I’m not sure. But that isn’t important right now. Aislinn, you and Argies should get the hell out of dodge before another mystery presents itself.”

      Aislinn’s mouth dropped open at the same time Argies took Kalliopi from Grams. “She’s right. We're already packed. I’ll grab the diapers from the house, and then we should get out of here.”

      Aislinn chuckled and lifted to her tiptoes to place a kiss on Argies’s lips. “You’re right. It was my plan anyway.”

      Argies bounded off, telling Kalli how they were going to visit her grandparents as he went. Ais sighed and met my gaze. “Are you sure about us going? We just got back.”

      Violet stepped up next to me, nodding as she replied, “She’s positive. So am I. You have earned a break. And if we need you, we know the portal guardian, so we can reach you pretty quickly.”

      “Life is short, and our lives are stressful enough. We all have to be better at grabbing moments of reprieve wherever and whenever we can. There has to be more for us than constantly being chased by monsters. We’re living a new chapter in our lives. Remember what we said?” I asked with a smirk. “This time around, we are the ones in charge of how things go,” the three of us chorused together.

      I nodded, took Aislinn’s suitcase, and headed for the cemetery. Argies caught up as we reached the crypt that housed the portal to Eidothea. Aislinn took her suitcase from me as I opened the door to the mausoleum and walked into the space where my ancestors' bones made up the foundation of the portal.

      It had been a while since I had stood here and lifted my hands to open the passage. Grams had been handling the portal for the last several months while I did everything else. It seemed odd to be getting back to my beginnings. But it hadn’t been all that long since I had joined the magical world to begin with.

      I chanted the spell to open the portal. An oval hovered in the middle of the room. Then the familiar Fae world of Eidothea hovered in the middle of the room, shimmering with light. It was just as surreal now to see the scene of another world in the middle of a crypt as it had been the first time.

      Aislinn hugged Grams, Violet, and then me. We all said goodbye, and the trio walked into the light. I held back a snicker that tried to form when I thought of the little old lady telling the same thing to a young girl in the infamous movie, Poltergeist. After closing the portal, I exited the crypt to see Thanos, Bas, and Kairi waiting for us.

      I opened my mouth to ask who else was hungry when, suddenly, there was a surge of magic all around us. Thanos tensed, his hands clenched into fists while Sebastian reached behind his body and retrieved two daggers from somewhere in his waistband. I held up a hand, recognizing who the power belonged to. “Hello, Artemis. To what do we owe the pleasure,” I said a second later when the goddess appeared beside Bas. My mate did a double-take when he noticed her. He wasn’t as accustomed to her seventeen-year-old appearance as I was.

      Artemis glanced around with a scowl on her face. “Where is Aislinn?”

      I waved my hand toward the mausoleum. “She and Argies took the baby to see Argies’s parents in Eidothea.”

      Artemis turned and started walking toward the exit from the cemetery. “Unacceptable. You need to get her back here immediately.”

      My jaw clenched as I met Violet’s gaze. My best friend turned her eyes inward and stuck out her tongue, lightening the moment. I smiled at her and then focused on the goddess. “That’s not going to be possible. They need the break. We all do.”

      Artemis paused in the middle of her stride and thrust her hands on her slim hips. “Too damn bad. I need you guys to avert Armageddon. Aislinn must return.”

      “She’s staying in Eidothea unless we absolutely need her. Speaking of Aislinn, I have a question. A Maltharax demon burned off the mark you gave her to travel to your home. She said she didn’t feel as connected to you. Should we be worried about that?”

      My ploy to distract the goddess worked. I could have waited, but I wanted Artemis off her tangent to bring Aislinn back home. Artemis’s silver eyes traced the symbol on my wrist as she lifted a shoulder. “Without the mark, she does not have the same bond to me and my realm. It will return. Demonic acid cannot remove a goddess's gifts so easily.”

      I wiped my hand across my forehead. “Phew. That’s a relief. You never mentioned what brought you to our home.”

      “Selene, a fellow goddess, has been poisoned by Lernaean Hydra venom. It is deadly to gods. You need to find out who did this to her and stop them. We cannot have individuals walking around with the power to kill gods and goddesses. Now, I hope you see why you need Aislinn to return.”

      My mind was too busy to stop and remind her Aislinn was not coming home yet. A goddess had been poisoned, and Artemis asked us to hunt down the culprit. This was the last thing I expected her to say. As I worked through her comment, a memory surfaced.

      “The hydra venom is the same thing Aidoneus was poisoned with,” Thanos said, voicing what I had been thinking about.

      I nodded as Phoebe’s story came back to me. “Phoebe and Aidon took the witch who dosed him to the Underworld. Do you think whoever did this to Selene is related to that witch? How did they manage to get hold of Selene anyway?”

      Grams lifted a hand in the air. “And what is she the goddess of? I don’t recall her from my studies.”

      Artemis looked annoyed as she told us how Selene was the goddess of the moon and was often depicted as a beautiful woman with a crescent moon on her forehead. She was associated with night, dreams, and magic. And she was sometimes worshipped as a goddess of fertility and childbirth. I couldn’t help but notice the similarities between the two goddesses’ powers. Artemis had more, but there was a definite overlap. I imagined that made Artemis feel close to Selene, but I couldn’t be sure because she always seemed so alone.

      “Are we looking for an antidote in the process?” Violet asked.

      Artemis’s expression fell as she shook her head. “There’s only one cure for this poison. A potion made from the blood of Typhon, who is located in Tartarus.”

      My mouth formed an O as I considered what that meant. “Phoebe went to Tartarus to cure Aidoneus?”

      Thanos nodded his head. “Yes, she did. It’s much easier to get hold of the hydra venom than it is to get the cure.”

      Violet’s eyebrows drew together. “We’re just going to let Selene die? Won’t that cause the end of the world?”

      Artemis pointed at Violet. “Give the witch a gold star. This is why your job is so important.”

      “How will finding the person who poisoned her prevent her death and a world-ending explosion?” I asked as I fought the urge to scream out in frustration. This sounded like a no-win situation. Was the goddess setting us up to fail?

      “It will prevent another god from being poisoned while I locate a Godstone to capture Selene’s power before she dies,” Artemis explained. That made me feel better because unmoored, a god’s powers were destructive, and his or her death could cause the end of the world.

      Grams cocked her head to the side. “Before you go off on your hunt to find a Godstone, can you do me a favor and turn me back to how I was?”

      Artemis narrowed her eyes as she looked at Grams and then disappeared in a flash of silver sparkles. Grams cursed and kicked a rock. “I take it that means no.”

      I nodded my head. “That’s exactly what that means. Can someone tell me what a Godstone is? I’ve never heard of one.”

      Thanos gestured to the house. “Let’s head inside. I need a drink. A Godstone is a crystal infused with a god's essence, making it a sacred and powerful object. Lore is that a Godstone is made of a precious and rare material like a gemstone. The story is that it can contain divine power.”

      I grabbed a bottle of wine from the counter, and considered making a cappuccino instead, when I felt the surge in power for a second time. Was Artemis coming back to return Grams to normal?

      “What the actual fuck?” I didn’t use that specific curse word often, but I couldn’t stop the words from escaping. I stood in the living room of my house gaping at the pale blonde-haired goddess who was often a pain in my ass. Artemis laid a woman with long white hair wearing a short, white chiton on the sofa. The power coming off the pair was like standing on a street during a class five hurricane. It bombarded me from all sides and seemed to be cutting through me.

      Artemis straightened, looking from me to Violet. “She is the goddess, Selene. I already informed you that she is your next case.”

      Shaking my head, I had to snap myself out of my stupor. “Why exactly did you bring her here?” It shouldn’t surprise me that Artemis brought an unconscious goddess to us, but it did.

      “Isn't it obvious?” Artemis rolled her eyes as if exasperated with me. “You need to protect her before she dies. Finding out who killed her takes precedence while I create a Godstone to harness her power as she passes.” The goddess disappeared in a shower of silver sparks.

      Thanos chuckled as he waved his hand at the scene before us. “And you worried your insane ex-husband would put me off. My family makes all others look like Hallmark Channel movies.”

      Violet smacked Thanos’s arm. “She really left a dying goddess in your house.”

      Sebastian bent and examined Selene. “Her power feels like a powder keg ready to blow.”

      I turned to Grams. “We need to do our own research on Godstones. I don’t trust Artemis for one second.”
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      Grams huffed and pushed Bas out of her way. She didn’t have to bend as far as he did. “What are you going to do if you find a Godstone? Harness Selene’s power before Artemis can?”

      Fiona lifted her shoulders. “If it comes down to it, yes. I trust us to not use Selene’s powers to make one of us a goddess. No one should take what doesn’t belong to them.”

      Grams leveled me with her hard stare. “And most importantly, you don’t want Artemis to be more powerful.”

      Fiona snorted as I nodded. “Hell, no. Do you? That goddess has far too much power as it is. I doubt we could reason with her if she suddenly obtained more.”

      I nodded in agreement. “We’re lucky she didn’t push us through the portal to retrieve Aislinn. Although, I think her disappointment had more to do with her wanting to see Kalliopi than anything else.”

      Thanos inclined his head. “I have to admit, from what I’ve heard and read, Kalli is the first being Artemis has ever had significant affection for.”

      Fiona’s eyebrows furrowed, and my lips pursed as I shook my head. “Wait. What about the mundie she fell in love with before her father and uncles hid the Fountain of Youth away from her? She said they did it to keep her from making the mistake of keeping him around forever. She seemed to care greatly for him when she talked about it.”

      “She’s had many lovers throughout her life, but she gave none of them a gift like she did Kalliopi. With the gods, actions speak louder than words. They talk a good talk, but when it comes down to it, Artemis could have done any number of things to keep that mundie with her. Sure, it is said she created her hunters in response to the betrayal she felt from Zeus. In reality, she wanted to make a powerful statement. She could have found the power to protect him if she cared that much,” Thanos explained.

      Fiona poured a glass of the wine that was left from dinner. “I can see what you mean, and this information only reinforces my belief about her. What do you know about Selene?”

      Grams went to the fridge and pulled out some chicken before going to the pantry for some rice and kung pao sauce. I leaned against the island and watched her go to work. The house around us seemed to sigh in contentment at having her back, even if she was a younger version of herself. In that moment, all was right with my world.

      Kairi, who had been looking over Selene, returned to the kitchen. “I can tell you that I felt her power when I was traveling through Spain.”

      Thanos poured himself a whiskey and another for Bas. “What do you mean?”

      Kairi twirled her hair around a finger. “Her energy jumped out at me while I was traveling. I noticed because it stood out from the rest and reminded me of Artemis - when she had visited here before. We were moving past it before I made that connection, though. I was more focused on finding the Fountain and Grams, so I wasn’t focused solely on it.”

      “What are the chances of her encountering Selene’s powers in the same location where we were hunting down the Fountain of Youth?” My heart skipped a beat as I spoke.

      I hesitated to make the obvious connection because, as Thanos had warned us before, slinging allegations around was dangerous. And I wasn’t sure Selene was unable to hear us. She could very well just be unconscious. I couldn’t remember enough of the details Phoebe had shared after the ordeal with Aidoneus. I was just relieved at the time because she had been beside herself with worry before she finally woke him up.

      “There are no coincidences in life,” Fiona said. “I’ve learned that the Fates are behind everything. I can’t figure out why they would allow a goddess to be killed.”

      I crossed over to the living room, stopping next to Kairi, to look over the sofa at Selene. The goddess looked like she was asleep on our sofa. The chiton she wore was short and held over one shoulder by a gold brooch with a crescent moon etched into the face of it. It was a symbol of new beginnings and the cyclical nature of life.

      The goddess’s most distinctive feature was the crescent moon on her forehead, created by a simple headdress, on top of her head. The cutouts around the crown formed a halo of moonbeams surrounding her skull. Even unconscious and dying, her powers were making themselves known. Her connection to the moon was evidenced by this and by her skin, which was best described as pale and luminous. Despite being away from the window, it was as if she was illuminated by the light of the moon.

      To me, Selene's physical appearance evoked the mysterious and enchanting qualities of the moon. She was just so beautiful and serene. It flew in the face of the fact that she was dying. It just didn’t seem possible. I leaned over and pressed my finger to the side of her neck. Her pulse was steady but slow, and her breathing was shallow.

      Thanos tipped his drink in our direction. “The Fates are fickle women. Normally, I would agree with you about them. However, if they are behind this, there will be more than a few terrified and pissed-off gods and goddesses. The fear that would invoke would cause battles that no one wants to happen.”

      “Then who is behind this? And how did they circumvent three powerful goddesses who would have stopped them?” I asked as I turned to face the kitchen.

      “Whoever it was has to have the ability to take themselves off the Fates’ radar,” Bas pointed out. “Which god or goddess would have that power?”

      Thanos pursed his lips. “The Fates are considered to be all-knowing and all-powerful goddesses who control the destiny of every mortal and god. Yes, even the gods themselves are subject to the will of the Fates and cannot escape their decrees. However, there are a few instances in which gods and goddesses have been able to deceive or outsmart the Fates. At least temporarily.”

      Fiona motioned with her hand for Thanos to tell us more. “Who was that? They could be behind this.”

      Thanos took one of the cookies Kairi had brought from the pantry. “One example is the story of Perseus and Medusa. The god Hermes provided Perseus with a magical helmet that rendered him invisible to the Fates. It allowed him to continue his quest to slay Medusa and rescue Andromeda. Similarly, there is the story of Demeter and Persephone. The goddess, Hecate, guided Persephone safely back to the earth's surface after her abduction by Hades. It was this that prevented her from being permanently trapped in the Underworld. It altered her fate, and instead of hating Hades, she came to love him with all her heart. Yet the Fates now force her to leave him six months of the year. They don’t like being outwitted.”

      I grimaced. “That’s not helpful at all.”

      Fiona chuckled as she grabbed her tablet and brought it to the island in the middle of the kitchen. “Perhaps we will find something if we learn more about Selene, her powers, and her life.”

      I moved closer, reading over her shoulder as she searched for information on the goddess. “Are there websites that separate fact from fiction?”

      Thanos pursed his lips. “Phoebe has had Aidon upload scans of books he brought from the Underworld. That’s the only place I know we can trust. Let me have that, and I will log in for you.”

      Fiona handed the iPad over and braced her hands on the counter. “This is going to be dangerous. If the venom kills gods, what will it do to us?”

      “You wouldn’t know you drank it. You’d be dead before you hit the ground,” Thanos replied as he typed on the screen.

      My eyes bulged, and I smacked his arm. “That was harsh. Way to terrify us. How do we know if something we eat or drink has been poisoned?”

      Grams lifted the wooden spoon she was stirring with and waved it in the air. “We can spell an amethyst to detect poisons. They’re connected to awareness and intuition.”

      “We should make those before we leave this house," I interjected. “Fiona is right. This could spell trouble for us.”

      Fiona tapped the screen. “It says here that Artemis and Selene are both lunar deities with distinct roles and personalities. Artemis is the goddess of the hunt, wild animals, childbirth, and virginity. She is also associated with the moon, but primarily in its crescent form, which she wears on her forehead as a symbol of her power. Selene, on the other hand, is the goddess of the full moon, night, and magic. She is often depicted as a beautiful woman, also with a crescent moon on her forehead. She is associated with dreams, love, and enchantment.”

      I cocked my head to the side as I thought about her comment. “The symbols make no sense. I would think Selene would be sporting a full moon instead of the crescent.”

      Fiona gave me a flat stare. “She probably chose it to stick it to Artemis in some way.”

      Thanos chuckled as he ran a hand down my back. “They’ve had their moments, but they’ve always gotten along relatively well.”

      Fiona swiped a finger across the screen. “Thanos is right. It also says that their roles and attributes are distinct, but they are both important lunar deities and sometimes work together. For example, there is a story about Selene falling in love with a mortal shepherd and asking Artemis to grant him eternal sleep so that he will remain forever young and beautiful. Artemis grants this request, and he is visited only by Selene in the form of the full moon.”

      “Is he, like, the first vampire?” Kairi asked.

      Fiona started typing on the screen while I shook my head. “Not that I know of. From what I recall, the first vampire was created in Eastern Europe. The story about Dracula came from Transylvania for a reason.”

      Fiona nodded in agreement. “She’s right. So, Selene has a mortal lover that Artemis put in eternal sleep. Perhaps she wanted the water to wake him up.”

      The pieces of the puzzle didn’t fit together in my mind. “That’s possible. However, why not just ask Artemis to reverse her spell? That would be far easier.”

      Grams brought the pan with stir fry to the island and put it on a trivet. “Unless Artemis can’t undo what she’s done. The water woke me up from whatever those demigods had done to me. It was like being shot full of adrenaline. I had more energy than ever before.”

      Fiona set the tablet down and grabbed a stack of bowls from the cabinet. “If that is the case, why use demigods? I understand needing to test it. She wouldn’t want to hurt the man she loved. But it doesn’t make sense to have a bunch of demigods do her dirty work. Seems like it would take longer that way.”

      Thanos inclined his head as Grams also put the rice on the island. “Gods can’t interfere with another’s territory. Zeus would have seen her incursion as a declaration of war against him. It’s why Artemis has you doing her dirty work for her.”

      When he said that, I nearly dropped the spoons and forks I’d pulled from the drawer. “We’ve been told more than once that we have become a curiosity and fad on Olympus. They won’t see it the same way when we invade, will they?”

      Thanos shook his head. “No. All gods use lesser beings to do their bidding. It’s how they continue with their machinations and affairs. No one wants things restricted completely.”

      Grams scooped some chicken and veggies onto the rice in her bowl. “What about Selene? She’s dying, and Artemis plans to collect her power using a Godstone. How will they look at that? That’s where our most pressing danger comes from, so we should focus on that.”

      Thanos grimaced. “They aren’t going to like it. Artemis likely has dual reasons for asking you to find out who poisoned Selene. Undoubtedly, she wants to stop it from happening to someone else. However, she wants to protect her best assets, too. She doesn’t want there to be any doubt about your involvement in Selene’s demise. Especially after Phoebe was initially blamed for what happened to Aidon.”

      That was a chilling thought. “What does it say about a Godstone? If you want to find one, we need to know all about it.” I wasn’t entirely sure about that plan, but Fiona’s gut hadn’t steered us wrong yet.

      Fiona typed something else into the search engine. The hair on the back of my neck prickled as Fiona looked at me so intensely that I spilled my rice onto the counter. “What is it?”

      She whistled. “These are created by witches. A god or goddess can probably make them too, but it seems as if they come from us. These vessels are incredibly rare and difficult to fabricate. They require extensive knowledge of both magic and metallurgy.”

      Sebastian handed Fiona a bowl of food. “I’ve got the metallurgy part, Butterfly.”

      Fiona lifted her spoon. “There are no instructions, so we will need to do some more research, but we can probably create one.”

      Thanos rounded the island and glanced over Fiona’s shoulder. “You’re damn lucky you’re a nicotisa. No ordinary witch could make one of these.”

      Grams picked up her phone and wagged it at us. “We need to move on for a second and focus on the wards around the property. I texted Camille a bit ago and asked if she would come to help us plug the holes created by the demigod when I was kidnapped.”

      My forehead wrinkled. “Didn’t Luciana already do that?”

      “How the hell should I know? I was in the hands of demigods who’d gone around the bend,” Grams said.

      Camille walked in the backdoor and then froze on the threshold. “Isidora? Is that you?”

      Grams nodded, and Camille walked over to her. Camille glanced around the room. “You found the Fountain of Youth. What’s it like being young again?”

      Grams scowled at Camille. “It’s awful. I’ve got menstrual cramps again.” Camille started laughing at that, and Grams swatted her friend playfully on the arm.

      Magic burst from the prone goddess on the couch, cutting off all noise. Everyone’s eyes watched as a silvery filament the size of my arm rose over the sofa and snapped in our direction. What the hell was that? I danced around the energy and approached from the side. Fiona joined me a second later.

      Camille grabbed Grams’s hand and hissed, “Why are you moving toward that? What is it even? It looks like it’s looking for blood.”

      “I bet Selene’s power is pissed about losing her and is lashing out,” I replied without thinking.

      Camille gaped at me with her questions written all over her face. Grams explained what had happened since our return home. By the end of it, Camille was on the opposite side of the room, facing the couch and the dying goddess. “How are you going to find whoever poisoned Selene? And what will you do to collect the power that’s escaping from her? It’s dangerous.”

      Fiona snorted. “That’s an understatement. If she dies before we make a Godstone, she could cause the end of the world.”

      Camille's face lost color. “You have a plan to avoid this, right?”

      Fiona pursed her lips as she nodded. “Violet and I will retrace Kairi’s steps in Spain to find Selene's last place. Sebastian will be going with us. I’m not sure about Thanos.”

      I grabbed Fiona’s arm. “We will need to have someone here to help Grams guard Selene. And we will need to try and shield her powers, or we will be relentlessly attacked.”

      Camille’s eyes were shining with excitement. “I’ll stay with Isidora and help protect the goddess.”

      Grams smiled at her best friend. “We should strengthen the wards before they leave as well.”

      Thanos put both of his hands on my shoulders. “I want to go with you, but given the circumstances, I should remain here. I can help with Selene, too.”

      I nodded in agreement. It’s what I had been expecting. “All we need to do is map out Kairi’s trip across Spain, and we will be ready to go.”

      Kairi finished off her dinner and brushed her hands together. “I can go with you and show you where I encountered Selene’s power. You might be able to detect it, but if she isn’t there any longer, you might miss it altogether.”

      My gaze skittered over to the mermaid. “I hadn’t thought of that. Do you recall where it was?”

      Kairi nervously twisted the end of her long blue hair around one of her hands. “It was during my train ride from Madrid back to Barcelona. I can’t tell you an exact location because I wasn’t paying attention, but I’m certain I will be able to locate it if we take the train again.”

      Fiona tilted her head from one shoulder to another. “It might be a dead end, but it’s a place to start. We should continue researching every lead possible so we have the next steps if this turns up empty.”
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      “There’s a freaking jungle in this place,” Fiona said as she gaped at the sight in front of us.

      Kairi, Bas, and I laughed at the expression on Fiona’s face. Clapping a hand on her shoulder, I told her, “I love how excited you get about everything new! Although, it’s sad that you grew up in a place with such little history and architecture.”

      Fiona’s smile never faded as we headed to the platform to catch our train. “It’s true there aren’t buildings in the USA like you find here. What we have is much newer but still gorgeous. We don’t put much into our train and bus stations, though.”

      Sebastian’s expression softened as he glanced down at his mate. “You find joy in everything you do and see. It’s an enviable trait that makes you a unique and attractive individual.”

      Fiona smiled up at him. “You’re not getting sappy on me, are you? You know, I fell in love with the grumpy guy who would just as soon bite someone’s head off as have dinner with them.”

      Kairi and I burst out laughing at that comment. Bas glared at us, making Fiona join in. I patted Sebastian’s shoulder and I said, “It’s reassuring that some things never change.”

      My attention splintered as several supernaturals came onto my radar. Glancing around the busy station, I tried to find out what type of paranormals they were. Witches didn’t have some special ability to spot those who were other. I wasn’t aware of any species that could. But we were graced with a super-instinct where the magical world was concerned. I thought of it as the supernatural Survival of the Fittest. Darwin was onto something with that theory. The more you were aware of your environment, the better suited you were to survive.

      “Did the number of input streams lessen when you got on the train?” I asked Kairi as we made our way to the correct train.

      Kairi waffled her hand from side to side. “Yes and no. That’s part of the reason I didn’t get an exact location for the goddess. I wasn’t taking my attention away from my immediate surroundings. I wished I’d gotten off, but I didn’t know it would be so significant at the time.”

      Fiona pointed to a sign in the distance. “There’s our platform. Don’t feel bad. No one could have known we would need that information. We’re booked all the way to Barcelona, so we will be able to jump off this time. We can search for Selene while Bas watches our back.”

      Kairi nodded as her shoulders dropped from next to her ears. “That’s right. I don’t know how you guys do this all the time. My nerves are ready to snap.”

      I pulled Kairi into my side as we climbed aboard the train and found some seats. “I haven’t stopped to think about your bravery. You went out on your own searching for Grams and an artifact with a deadly, bloody history. The world can be a dangerous, frightening place. I’m honestly surprised you recognized Selene’s power at all.”

      Fiona shot Kairi a guilty look as she and Bas sat across from us. “And I asked you to travel alone like that.”

      Kairi reached across and grabbed Fiona’s hands. “No, I offered. I’ll be honest. This trip was the best thing I have done in a while. It forced me to get out of my head and stop being afraid. Turns out I’m not as helpless as I thought when I ran from my home.”

      Fiona squeezed her hands as she smiled at the mermaid. “Don’t ever think you’re helpless. You can do anything you put your mind to.”

      We talked about the friends Kairi met in Mer City for about an hour and a half before Kairi leaned toward the window and looked out. “It should be close now.”

      My supernatural radar hadn’t changed in the slightest yet. There were several on board the train with us, but there hadn’t been any problems, so they were easy to ignore. I widened my senses and looked at Fiona. “Should we do a search spell?” It seemed like the easiest way to locate Selene’s power.

      Bas shook his head before Fiona could respond. “Not if you want to get off this train without a fight. An alpha shifter and a questionable mage or warlock have passed by us numerous times. Clearly, they consider this their territory and won’t take kindly to you using magic so openly.”

      My stomach dropped. I hadn’t noticed anyone who had an interest in us. “I guess I’m not the badass I thought I was.”

      Fiona shook her head as an announcement echoed through the car about the next stop. Kairi grabbed my arm and practically had her face smashed against the glass. “We should get off here. It wasn’t far from this station that I felt it. I remember that castle out there. It reminded me of the palace in Eidothea.”

      I glanced out the window. My jaw dropped open when I saw the gorgeous architecture. Fiona tapped the window. “That's another thing we don't have in the USA.” I heard the envy in her voice and would have laughed, but I was too busy gawking at the beauty of the place.

      Kairi held up her phone. “That’s the Aljafería Palace.”

      I glanced at her screen and then back out the window. She was right. That was the place, alright. The Aljafería Palace's exterior was a striking combination of fortress-like features and intricate Islamic architectural design. The palace was surrounded by high walls and towers of light-colored stone that gave the palace a majestic and imposing appearance.

      I was just able to make out the top of the palace and looked back at Kairi’s phone as she scrolled through the images she’d located. “Wow, that would be a great place to tour,” I observed. Numerous arched windows punctuated the palace walls, each one decorated with intricate stucco work and ornate carvings. The windows were topped with small domes, adding to the palace's exotic appearance. Everything was intricate and upscale and oozed history.

      The train traveled a few more minutes before stopping in the middle of the city. Sebastian searched for a car to rent while we looked around. Fiona gestured to everything around us. “This is more like what we have in the USA, only on a smaller scale. Well, except for Grand Central Station in New York. That place is astonishing and beautiful.”

      “I can see why the plants in the first station shocked you. This station feels modern and sleek. It's almost impersonal.” At least, that was how it felt to me. “Do you sense anything?”

      Fiona shook her head. Kairi did the same a second later. “Nothing that we haven’t encountered for the past couple of hours,” Fiona replied.

      Bas came back to us, and we left. We were all vigilant as we got the car and left the parking lot. Fiona turned to face Kairi and me in the back seat. “Should we do the searching spell now? She might have been in that palace for all we know.”

      Kairi’s eyes lit up. “I’d love that. I want to see inside that one. It’s so pretty.”

      I chuckled and almost opened my mouth to tell her she wouldn’t say that for long. Some jackass or another seemed to pop up and attack us at every turn. I decided I didn’t need to scare the mermaid. Without her, it would have taken days of us driving slowly along the route to find the area, let alone the house.

      “Sounds good. Looks like there’s enough traffic that Bas won’t have to wind up and down the roads to give it time to work,” I said as I pointed out the front window where countless cars were practically bumper to bumper.

      I clasped Fiona’s hand between the seats as she held onto a lock of Selene’s hair. We were doing a bastardized version of scrying with this one. The theory was that this would give us a more accurate location of the house. If the goddess spent any amount of time in the area, then her power was likely to be in more than one place. We chanted the spell and then sat back in our seats.

      “How will this work again?” Sebastian asked as I looked out the window.

      Fiona sat forward and looked up at a building with blue and yellow tiles on the roof. “Our magic will nudge us in the direction we need to travel and should pull us when we get close enough. I’ll tell you where to turn,” she promised him.

      One of Sebastian’s eyebrows rose to his hairline. “Are we heading in the right direction now? I turned right to avoid having to cross those busy lanes to turn left.”

      Fiona’s face scrunched up as she nodded. “We’re good right now. I’m not getting anything to tell me otherwise.”

      Bas turned to face his mate. He looked like he was about to challenge a recalcitrant teen. “Are you getting anything at all?”

      Fiona sighed as she rolled her eyes. “No. But that’s because we’re going in the right direction. Trust me.”

      Sebastian gripped the steering wheel tighter. “You’re one of the most powerful witches I’ve ever met, but this is a spell you and Violet pulled out of your asses right before we left the house. That means it hasn’t been tested.”

      Fiona crossed her arms over her chest. “Neither was the Dark Fae peek-a-boo potion, but it’s now being used across two realms. It has saved hundreds of lives.”

      Bas put his hand on Fiona’s shoulder. “Because you’re the smartest witch alive. And sexy as hell. Do you want to stop and get something to drink or eat?” That was Bas’s version of an apology.

      I left them to banter as I pulled out my phone to learn more about the area. We were in the city of Zaragoza, which was located in northeastern Spain in the autonomous community of Aragon. It was the fifth largest city in Spain and was situated on the banks of the Ebro River, halfway between Madrid and Barcelona.

      Was there something here that attracted Selene? Was it proximity to two major cities or the Fountain of Youth? Or could it be something in the history of the place? The city had a rich history, dating back to Roman times. It had been influenced by various cultures throughout its history, including the Moors, Jews, and Christians. This cultural heritage was reflected in the city's architecture. Like the Aljafería Palace, which looked like it had Middle Eastern influence.

      One of the most notable landmarks in Zaragoza was the Basilica del Pilar. That was the building Fiona had looked up at, with the blue and yellow tiles on the domed sections of the roof. Although now, when I looked out the window, I couldn’t see much of it off to our left. Reading about how it held one of the most important shrines in the world dedicated to the Virgin Mary made me look at it differently. I doubted that it held any significance for Selene.

      Other notable attractions in Zaragoza include the Aljafería Palace. I wasn’t surprised to learn it was originally built as a fortress in the 11th century. “That palace back there has been used as a palace, prison, and parliament building,” I shared.

      Fiona turned to face me. “I get the prison. That place looks like a fortress.” It was still a possibility for Selene. A goddess would need a secure place to hide.

      Nodding, I looked back down at my phone and read about the Zaragoza Cathedral. It was a stunning example of Renaissance architecture, but there was nothing that made me think it could be the place.

      We got close to the Plaza del Pilar, which was a large square located in the heart of the city. I could see the Basilica del Pilar on one side. There were numerous landmarks and monuments around the open square. Craning my neck, I saw a flash of an ornate fountain. But nothing that would have drawn the goddess.

      As we drove, I noticed that the houses in Zaragoza varied in style and size. They affirmed what I'd read about the city's diverse history and culture. In the city's historic center, there were many traditional Spanish homes made of stone or brick with red-tiled roofs. These houses were typically two or three stories tall and much grander than the apartments, but they would not have provided the goddess with privacy.

      “I don’t think she stayed inside the city,” I said, sharing my thoughts. “There are too many mundies here. Sure, there is a lot of history that might have made a connection with her, but she wouldn’t be able to operate freely in a place this densely packed.”

      Fiona nodded in agreement. “I was thinking the same thing. The lack of response from our spell only confirms that suspicion.” Fiona’s arm flew to the left. At the same moment, it felt as if something wrapped around my middle and pulled me the same way. “We should head out of town in that direction.”

      My head was bobbing up and down rapidly. “You should never doubt her, Bas. The spell works.”

      Bas brought Fiona’s hand to his lips for a kiss at the same time he turned left. This street wasn’t nearly as busy as the one we had just been on. We traveled for several minutes in silence while Fiona continued giving Sebastian directions. I noticed we were traveling parallel to the river. It didn’t take long before we left the downtown area behind.

      We turned down a road where the houses were more spread out, and the pull increased. My body moved forward as Bas drove. Another turn, this time heading toward the river, and I knew it was on this street. We’d gone from the city to the country in less than an hour.

      “It’s close,” Fiona whispered, making Bas grunt.

      A few seconds later, he pulled over in front of a large foreboding house that was surrounded by tall trees and overgrown vegetation.  We all stared at the boarded-up windows and rusted gate. I had to do a double take because the house appeared abandoned and decrepit.

      “Do you think that’s really it? Perhaps, we should go back to the palace,” I suggested half-heartedly. I knew this was the place. It just didn’t look like the home of a goddess.

      Fiona nodded, then opened her door. We all scrambled to join her as she approached the gate. It creaked ominously when she opened it. Shivers traveled up and down my spine as Kairi grabbed my hand. Halfway up the walkway, I realized my perception of the place was off. The house was well-maintained, with fresh grey paint and new roof tiles. It had to be a glamour cast by Selene.

      Sebastian moved ahead of Fiona, went up to the double doors and tried the knob. He looked back at Kairi and me, then nodded. My heart hammered in my chest as he disappeared inside. Fiona was right behind him, and I tugged Kairi with me.

      The interior of the house was much bigger than it looked from the outside. Beyond the massive entryway, it was a labyrinthine maze of winding hallways. It looked like the type of place that would have secret rooms and hidden passages. The walls were adorned with ancient tapestries and paintings of long-forgotten gods and goddesses. And the floors were made of intricately patterned marble. We continued moving further into the structure to the main living room. It was dominated by a massive stone fireplace lit with a flickering orange flame.

      My gaze shot to Fiona. “Is someone here?”

      Fiona went over to one of the plush velvet sofas and placed her hand on the seat. “It’s not warm.”

      Bas felt one of the chairs. “Neither is this one.

      Beyond this room was a state-of-the-art kitchen. Seriously. The appliances were top-of-the-line. There was an ominous creaking sound as I approached the large island in the kitchen. Kairi shouted as a door behind me slammed open and hit the wall. Spinning around, I gasped when I saw an angry guy standing there with a large sword. Behind him, I could see food, wines, and a secret room where more men dressed in black fatigues were waiting.

      I cast a stun spell, but the first guy raced to the side fast enough to avoid it. The guy behind him wasn’t so lucky. He stiffened and then dropped to the ground, where his friends trampled him in their haste to reach us.

      Sebastian and Fiona were at my side as I moved closer to the pantry. It was a good place to create a bottle neck as these guys came at us from the hidden room. I conjured my witch fire and tossed a ball at the guy to my right. He screamed as he patted at his chest. Kairi’s scream from behind us caught me off guard and I spun around. The guy with the sword headed right for her.

      The sound of flesh hitting flesh, grunting, and shouting filled the house. Fingers closed around my long blonde hair. I had gathered it into a ponytail to avoid it getting in the way, but it made for the perfect handle. I grabbed hold of the arm attached to my hair and moved back toward the body. In a move Thanos taught me, I bent and pulled while pushing my hips backward. The guy sailed over me as smoke filled the room, making everyone cough. Lifting my foot, I stomped on the guy’s face and put out my witch fire.

      I lobbed a magical bomb at the one that had sliced Kairi’s arms and legs. He'd become a whirlwind, and all I saw was his sword flashing. Kairi kicked and punched and grabbed everything close, throwing it at him. The power and energy filling the room were significant. We were likely dealing with demigods. My spell hit the chair next to her, and it exploded in a plume of batting, fabric, and wood, making her attacker pause.

      I turned my head and checked the situation behind me. Fiona and Bas were losing the battle against the men coming through to the kitchen. I prepared two magical bombs and stood sideways. “Get down,” I called out. When Fiona and Bas ducked, I threw both bombs into the hidden room.

      Kairi's attacker had his sword raised to strike.  I raced to him, shoving him away from her. My momentum took us both down to the floor. My fists struck his face before I could second-guess myself. Kairi, covered in blood, stumbled forward and kicked out. I thought she’d missed her target until her foot connected with his hand. His sword slid across the marble floor as if pulled by a powerful magnet. Using that to my advantage, I got up and dropped a magical bomb on him. Kairi sagged against the wall next to him and slid to the floor.

      I took two steps in her direction before Fiona cried out as she was grabbed by yet another attacker. With Kairi out of imminent danger, I turned to help Fiona and Bas. Five more demigods were trying to get through from the hidden space. “How many were in there?” I shouted. It was like a clown car. They just kept coming.

      No one answered as I picked up the sword and sliced off the arm holding Fiona. The guy screamed and twisted around, sending blood spurting all over the place.

      I thrust the blade into the one behind him, stabbing him through the stomach. His wide eyes landed on me before he clumped forward. His weight, and my slow reaction, caused me to lose the sword I had used. This was getting ridiculous, so I gave up and tried to avoid bringing the house down on all of us. I ducked down and tossed magical bombs into the hidden room in rapid succession. The house shook as each one detonated.

      The first explosion made everyone in the kitchen lurch forward unsteadily. I noted that the demigods’ spells rolled over Fiona to hit the stove, sending glass and metal flying. A cabinet full of dishes shattered.

      Fiona and Bas killed the last ones in the doorway then Sebastian grabbed Fiona by the shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, and I made my way over to Kairi. Our mermaid friend was not cut out for fighting, yet she’d done an outstanding job of holding her own until she’d been hurt. I grimaced when I saw how much she was bleeding. Crouching by her side, I pressed the wound on her leg. “Kairi, come on. Stay with us.”

      Kairi made a burbling noise in response as her turquoise eyes blinked open. “I’m alive. Ow! Gods! I hurt everywhere.”

      Fiona hurried over to our side and scanned Kairi from head to toe. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. I need you to take this healing potion, and then we will regroup.” Fiona uncorked one of the vials we carried with us. We’d perfected the potion with Phoebe’s and her mom’s help.

      I helped lift Kairi’s head so she could drink the liquid. She coughed and dropped her head back. I looked up at Fiona. “What do we do for her?”

      Kairi lifted a hand, grabbed my shoulder, and hauled herself to a sitting position. She was pale and looked like hell, but she shook her head and looked from me to Fiona. “I’ll be alright. The potion will give me the energy I need to get to the Ebro River. I’ll finish healing there.”

      My heart had about stopped when I saw Kairi fall to the ground bleeding. Now, my gut twisted into a knot at the idea of separating. There was no telling if there were more demons or demigods nearby. With the way our luck had gone lately, we were seconds away from another ambush. On second thought, getting Kairi away from this house until she was back to one hundred percent was the better of the two evils.
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      FIONA

      I turned away from the window after Kairi pushed herself into the river. She was impressive as hell under pressure, but I felt bad she was injured in the first place. I should have paid more attention to ensuring her safety. You warned her about the dangers. Shaking off the guilt, I focused on what needed to be done. “Bas, can you check the upstairs? I’ve still got the protection spell over you. I want to take some pictures to show Grams. If we’re lucky, the head honcho is among them.”

      Sebastian wiped his daggers on a dish towel as he nodded. “I’ll be back. Listen for the creak of these hidden passages and holler if you hear anything. I have a feeling there is more to this house.”

      “I have no doubt you’re right.” Violet grimaced as she nudged a guy with her boot, while Bas jogged out of the room. “We don’t usually stick around for long after the fighting. While you get pics, I’ll send Gadross a message about getting a clean-up crew out here. Although, I think you’re wasting your time asking Grams. I don’t think these demigods are related to her disappearance.”

      I clenched my fingers around my phone and snapped pictures, moving their heads to get the best views. “Why do you say that? You don’t believe Selene and these demigods were behind Grams’s kidnapping and the fountain theft?” It was important to me that I listened to my friends. They kept me from making rash decisions.

      Violet stepped over a couple of bodies and peered into the back of the area hidden behind the false wall in the pantry. “I know this location isn’t far from the cave leading to the Fountain of Youth’s previous hiding space, but these guys didn’t boast like the others. And they had no demons. It was hard to tell if they were as organized or not because you and Bas did such a great job of keeping them from getting through.”

      I paused my picture taking and smiled at my friend. “That was thanks to you. Sebastian and I would have gotten there eventually.” All she had to do to get her idea across was send me a look. It was the connection the three of us had forged when I shared my magic with them. Diluting my magic was the only way I could think to keep my status as a nicotisa hidden.

      “You have a point. However, consider this point of view. These demigods could have been targeting Selene create their master into a god. We should check them for any sign of the venom.” Bile burned in the back of my throat. It was my idea, but I didn’t want to rifle through the pockets of a bunch of dead guys. When did I become so callous that the loss of life didn’t impact me?

      I staggered under the weight of that realization and held up my hand. “Let’s save that for last. We need to investigate what they were doing in that room. Looking around the house is far more likely to yield results.”

      The fine lines around Violet’s eyes smoothed, and she sighed. “Good idea. And I see your point about Selene being the target. We need to ask Artemis where she found Selene. That could provide us with some clues.”

      I snorted and shook my head as I moved around the pile of bodies. “It was an extreme shock to the system. I used to believe I was quick in crisis situations. Running codes on patients or assisting in other life-saving procedures couldn’t prepare anyone to handle having a goddess dump the possible end of the world, in the form of a poisoned and dying goddess, on your shoulders.”

      “You’ve got that right. Hey, wait a second. This doesn’t seem right,” Violet said from inside the hidden space.

      Grabbing hold of the door jamb, I hauled myself over the dead. I tried hard to ignore the emotions and nausea playing havoc with my mind and body. It wasn’t until I reached the space that I noticed the door was nowhere to be seen. I thought it slid into a pocket inside the wall, but nothing was there.

      “They couldn’t have been in here for long. I assumed they were coming from other hidden areas in the house,” I said as I glanced around the narrow passage.

      The space was narrow, not wide enough to extend my arms out at my sides. The walls were beige with black streaks all over them. And aside from the dead demigods, there was nothing in there.

      Violet ran her hand over a particularly dense section of black streaks. “This doesn’t feel like my magical bombs.”

      I hurried to her side. The space was larger than it looked from the outside. She was at the end of what I could only describe as a hidden hallway. Saliva filled my mouth, and dread settled in my heart when I touched the spot on the wall. “Unless you turned sometime recently, there is no way this was you. If these demigods were staying here, why were they shooting spells at the walls inside a windowless hall?”

      Violet lifted a shoulder as she moved her hands to the edges and down the right wall. I took the left and reached the end when footsteps echoed from the front of the house. I grabbed my friend, pulled her down, and then put a finger on my lips. It could be more demigods coming to search for their friends.

      “Violet! Fiona! Where the bloody hell are you...oh,” Gadross exclaimed as he came to a stop in the kitchen. Violet and I stood up, making Gadross gasp and jump back. “You two leave a mess everywhere you go. What happened here? And where exactly are we?”

      I pursed my lips as I scanned the area behind the paranormal police officer. I trusted Gadross, but I couldn’t say the same for those who worked with him. “We’re in one of the homes of the goddess Selene, and these demigods attacked us. So, we killed them.” The condensed version of the events would have to be enough for now. I wasn’t sure how much to tell him about everything. It was a lot to take in and had the potential to make him want to take action of his own. I wasn’t entirely sure what Gadross could do, but in this instance, we didn’t need someone else butting in and mucking things up.

      Is it that? Or do you worry about Selene’s power being hijacked after she dies? I didn’t need to think much about that to know it was a little of both. Gaining more power was attractive to most people.

      Gadross shook his head and propped his hands on his hips. “I can see there is more that you’re holding back, and I don’t want to know it. Just tell me this. Do I need to worry about something major going down?”

      I appreciated how direct and to the point Gadross was about the bullshit we found ourselves enmeshed in. And his dismissal of being inside a goddess’s house hit home that he saw us as equals. The three of us saw ourselves as paranormal investigators, yet this was the first time that he did too. Better yet, he trusted us to handle whatever problem we were looking into.

      “We are here on a sensitive case that has the potential to spell disaster,” Violet told him. “You know we’re handling it. You need to know that Grams is back safe and sound, and we’re hunting down those involved.”

      I lifted a hand, willing to take a chance to share a little more with the dwarf. “We’re also looking for someone who has hydra venom. It’s imperative we find the individual or individuals who are rumored to have any. Can you keep an ear out for chatter?”

      Gadross nodded in agreement. “I’ll send out some feelers and let you know if anything comes up. In the meantime, we will get this cleared out. You go about your business. We will be out of your hair soon.”

      “Thanks for coming so quickly. One of these days, you will have to share how you travel so fast from place to place like that,” I teased.

      Gadross chuckled as he bent over, grabbed a body, and then heaved it over his shoulder. “We don’t share that trade secret. You know that, Fiona.” He walked out, shouting orders to whoever was beyond the kitchen.

      Violet and I returned to the smudged wall while the kitchen filled up with three other people who started hauling dead demigods away. I took a deep breath and tried to stamp down the emotions surging through me. Over the past eighteen or so months, I’d been forced to take many lives. Why was I suddenly so maudlin and emotional? We’d gotten very freaking lucky this time. We were new demigods created by Artemis who were fueled by sheer determination to survive. Of course, we always had an advantage because of our close bond among ourselves. It enabled us to fight as a well-oiled machine.

      “Does it bother you?” I asked before I could stop my question.

      Violet tilted her head to the side and looked at me. “More than you know. I do whatever I have to in the heat of battle without hesitation. My survival instinct is strong. Right now, though, I can’t help but wonder if these guys deserved it. What if they were forced to follow some evil master and do their bidding? They shouldn’t be killed for something they never chose.”

      Sebastian stuck his head in the passage. “You two need to stop second-guessing what happened. They would have killed us. Nothing else matters right now. We saved countless lives by what we did. You will want to check upstairs. There are more areas like this.”

      I nodded and smiled at my mate. “Hey, can you check the bodies for any evidence of the fountain and who they might be working for? We need more information on why they were here.”

      Violet gasped and pointed to the ground as a thought came to me. “Collect any small objects that will be easy to carry. We can scry or do reveal spells on them and possibly get answers.”

      Sebastian nodded as Violet and I turned back to the wall. “You’re brilliant, Vi. Let’s replay the events in here. I want to know if they were trying to get in or waiting to attack us.”

      Violet’s eyes brightened. “You don’t think they were here with permission?”

      I shook my head and grabbed her hands. “Not at all. I think they were trying to find the house’s hidden secrets. Concentrate your intent on seeing what happened before the pantry door opened. I don’t want to replay the fight.”

      Violet nodded, and I focused on what I wanted to see before we chanted, “Huc accidit.” Our magic unfurled, and the passage filled with white mist a second later. The energy spread out to fill the entire corridor.

      I grabbed Violet’s hand. I could barely make out her face in the haze. We huddled close together as images formed in the fog. In the blink of an eye, it went from just the two of us standing there to magic blowing down the hall, illuminating the darkness. There was no one inside the passage for a few seconds. When the light dimmed, the area filled with demigods as they poured through the pantry and into the hidden space.

      The three at the front stopped at the end, where the black marks were heaviest. After a brief discussion, they started throwing spells at the walls muttering something about finding something. The group shuffled around, and others tried their hand at getting through. After the third wave, they all stopped moving and looked out the door. The guy who had come barreling through first told the others someone was in the house. The vision ended before our battle began.

      Violet ran a hand through her ponytail. “It’s clear they were here looking for something. We should look around.”

      To my utter relief, half of the bodies were already gone as we made our way around the rest of the main floor. There was a formal dining room and an indoor pool, but nothing jumped out at us as we walked through. Bas had mentioned the second floor, so we headed up. There were several halls and two floors above the bottom level.

      We did a cursory walk through the second floor, then the third. We discovered a library and bedrooms on the upper floors of the house. Each one was decorated with a different theme. One room was decorated in the style of ancient Greece, with marble columns and a large fresco of Zeus on the ceiling. I assumed that was Selene’s room. Then we went into a room styled after ancient Egypt, complete with hieroglyphics etched into the walls and a sarcophagus in the corner. I wondered what that was all about. One thing stood out to us. The furnishings were quite luxurious and comfortable.

      “Let’s go back to the library on the second floor,” I suggested.

      Violet nodded. “Everything in here has a magical feel to it, but that room seems to have more than most.”

      “Agreed,” I said as we entered a space that could have come straight out of Violet’s dreams. Obviously, she loved books. She owned a bookstore which fulfilled one of her lifelong dreams. Having a personal library was another dream of hers.

      “Thanos is building me a library. I’m going to have him add the ladders. I’ve always wanted to be pushed around on one,” Violet shared. I swear it was as if she knew what I was thinking at times.

      “I know exactly what I’m going to get you to commemorate when it’s done. Oh, look over here.” I pointed to a desk with papers strewn on top of it. “They’re blank. It has to be a spell.”

      Violet picked up a piece and held it to the light. “The moon isn’t bringing out the words. If Selene spelled this, I would have thought she would use one of her powers.”

      I picked up a couple of sheets, noting the tingle of the magic on them. That sensation increased when the moon’s rays hit them. “There could be more to it. Maybe it requires a drop of her blood.”

      Violet lifted a shoulder and started stacking the paper. “It’s possible. Let’s gather these to examine when we’re in a safe place. More demigods, or even demons, could arrive at any moment.”

      I shuddered as I thought about it and started opening drawers on the desk. I came across several items that prickled in my awareness. I lifted a cracked almond, a feather from a snowy owl, and a couple of pens. “These feel like there’s more to them, too.  A thorough search will take time. We should try to do a spell to reveal items that are giving off magic. Both Light and Dark.”

      Violet’s excited gaze landed on mine. “Because the goddess would have hidden the important items.”

      I chuckled as I grabbed her hands, for a second time, and we cast the spell. The room filled with our magic as the moon’s rays shone through the windows. Tiny lights, like fireflies, flickered on and off all around the room as the spell worked. We craned our heads to take in the entire room. I was about to concede that it hadn’t worked when a light surrounded a book on one of the upper shelves.

      Violet pushed the ladder over and climbed. Her fingers shook as she pulled the book down. She gasped and almost lost her hold on the rails as she opened it. She was down and at my side a second later. “Look at this.”

      The book had a hollow interior. Inside sat a small, circular pendant with a stone in the middle and pure silver surrounding it. The surface was smooth, and it shimmered in the light. On the front of the pendant was a simple engraving of a crescent moon, which was Selene’s symbol. The back of the pendant was blank. However, when Violet lifted the chain, I looked closely at it. What I saw were small, intricate etchings that seemed to form a mysterious pattern.

      “What is it?” I asked in awe.

      Violet stuffed it in her bag. “It’s a moonstone. We need to get home so we can determine exactly what this means. Thanos will be able to tell us.”

      I nodded and headed toward the stairs. Sebastian was on his way up when we reached them. “Are you guys ready? I saw Kairi getting out of the river.”

      I nodded and grabbed his hand, allowing him to pull me to the back of the house. “Yeah. We found some things that we need to evaluate at home.” Sebastian opened the back door, and we stepped outside as Kairi came running up from the lake.

      She was no longer pale and shaky. "Did you find anything helpful?” The mermaid asked.

      I lifted a shoulder as she reached us on the back patio. “We aren’t entirely certain. There was no smoking gun pointing at her killer. And there was no trace of the poison in the house. If you hadn’t told us you’d felt Selene’s power in the area, we wouldn’t have known she’d been here recently.”

      None of the clues were making any sense yet. The demigods were trying to break in and find something, which meant they weren’t working with Selene. Did that mean she was the target? Or was she the one seeking more power? Violet might be right, and the fountain was unrelated to the latest events.

      The one thing I was positive about was that we were missing an important piece of the puzzle. My gut told me neither one of us was entirely right about what was going on. The other thing I couldn’t deny was that someone wanted to use Selene’s power to become a god or goddess. The question was, who that person was and where we could find them? It’s wasn’t possible that the Dark One escaped the Underworld - somehow brought back to life. Right?
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      FIONA

      “I’m going to the pond to sleep for like a week,” Kairi said when Sebastian parked the car at home.

      Shutting my door, I embraced the mermaid. “Take care of yourself. If you feel off tomorrow, I want Zreegy to look you over. Okay?”

      Kairi extricated herself from my embrace and tucked her long blue hair behind an ear. “I can agree to that. But I really am fine. It just takes a bit to replenish blood.”

      Violet hugged Kairi, and we went inside the house. It was weird not having Aislinn with us this time. The three of us handled everything together, and I missed her greatly. To make matters worse, time moved faster in the Fae realm, and Kalliopi was going to be a toddler when they returned.

      When we entered the house, I went straight to Grams and hugged her. “How’s she doing?” I gestured to Selene.

      Grams pursed her lips. “The same. Her magic keeps flaring. It’s almost as if it’s trying to purge the poison from her body.”

      Camille set her book down and got up. “It’s difficult to watch her struggle like this. I understand why Artemis didn’t want to watch her friend go through this.”

      My heart gave a pang. Artemis wasn’t an affectionate goddess, but I could see her refusing to watch her friend suffer. It meant something that Artemis trusted us to do everything we could to keep Selene safe and ease her suffering.

      “Were there any problems?” I asked as I accepted the cup of tea Grams handed me.

      Grams had a grim expression on her face. “We had a couple of demons attack S&S while you were gone. We assume they were here for her even though they didn’t come here or mention her by name. There are no coincidences, you know.” I considered the attacks I had experienced at Staves & Stoves, our magical market in Cottlehill Wilds.

      I shared a look with Violet. We’d been talking about that very thing before we caught our flight home. “We’re figuring that out. If we assume they were hunting for Selene, we can safely say our concealment spell keeps the goddess and her power hidden. That’s the first bit of good news we’ve had since Artemis dropped her off. I took some pictures and would like you to look at them, Grams. See if any of these dead demigods were involved in your kidnapping.” I pulled my phone from my handbag.

      Grams took the cell and opened the messaging app. “Bloody hell. Where are the pictures?” Chuckling, I pointed to the correct app. Grams shook her head as she swiped through the images. She knew how to send text messages and make phone calls but couldn’t do much else with the phone. It was why I hadn’t dared chance sending them to her earlier. With my luck, she would have posted them on social media somehow.

      I grabbed a scone from a container on the island and took a nibble. Orange and cranberry burst across my tongue, making my stomach sit up and take notice. I hadn’t been all that hungry since we encountered the demigods at Selene’s house. Half of the scone disappeared in two bites.

      Grams scowled at me as she looked up from the phone. “Did you guys eat at all while you were gone? Some of these men look familiar, but not all of them. And the leader isn’t among the bodies.”

      My hand went to my stomach as she turned the device toward me. Shifting my gaze to Violet, I shared a look with her. “The fact that you recognize some tells me what happened to Selene is related somehow.”

      Violet's shoulders slumped, and the corners of her mouth turned down. “It seems like all of this is connected. The question is how.”

      Bas drained his whiskey and set the glass down, adding, “And why were those demigods trying to break into Selene’s house? Given the power Kairi was able to sense from a moving train, it was clear the goddess was there. But did they poison her? And if so, how did Artemis miss them?”

      I had to force my mind away from the images playing through it. “It’s possible they took Selene somewhere more remote to gather her powers as she died. But we didn’t find any hint of the venom on them or in the house. What were they after?”

      Violet lifted her bag onto the counter. “It could be one of the items we brought back with us. We should look them ov...what the hell?”

      My body had gone on alert the second Grams spun around and raced for the backdoor. Sebastian caught up to her and grabbed hold of her shoulder. “What is it, Isidora?”

      Grams looked over at Camille, who was shaking. “Did you feel that?”

      Camille shook her head from side to side. “I only felt your reaction. What is it?”

      Grams jerked her shoulder free and took a deep breath. “One of the wards I placed around the property just went off!”

      My blood froze in my veins. “Is someone here to kidnap Selene?”

      "I have no idea. I added new ones to detect spells. We need to get out there!” Grams replied as she turned again.

      Rushing to her side, I stopped her with a hand on her arm. “We need you and Camille to stay back and protect the goddess while we go check things out. If someone is here to take her and they make it past us, we need to know she is protected.”

      Grams sighed before she took a step back. “Be careful. And don’t let any arseholes make it to the house.” Sebastian snorted and walked out the door.

      “We will try our best,” I said as I grabbed Violet’s hand and walked outside. “I guess he knows the trail to where the wards were tripped.”

      Violet chuckled. “Bas doesn’t like anyone infringing on his home. Remember when you met him?”

      Warmth filled my chest as we ran. Memories flooded my mind of meeting Sebastian and falling in love with him. I was half in a daze as I watched his back side move ahead of me, so I missed it when something caught hold of him. Violet grabbed my arm and shook me. “Fiona! We need to help him. A spell has a hold of him.”

      I blinked my eyes and shook my head. Violet’s comment pulled me from my thoughts, and I picked up on the sticky spell. We both surged ahead then slowed when we encountered foreign energy. It was thick and stopped us. I cast a spell to obliterate the magic without hesitation and had it rebound on me.

      The power backlash spun me around and knocked me into a tree. “Shit. That’s not good.”

      Violet frowned at me. “Did you try to counteract the spell?”

      I nodded my head. “Yes, and it rebounded on me. I don’t recognize the signature. Do you?”

      Violet shook her head. “Let’s wrap a lasso around Sebastian and slow his forward momentum. I’ll call Thanos and ask him to come help.”

      I clasped her hand without slowing. We couldn’t afford to reduce our speed because Bas was traveling at a fast clip. Picturing a rope that was connected to the house. It wrapped around Sebastian easily. We cast the spell a second later. His footsteps slowed, but his urgency hadn’t. He was leaning forward as if he was battling to walk into a hundred-mile-an-hour headwind.

      My breath caught in my throat as Sebastian left Pymm’s Pondside. He crossed the road, then turned down the street leading to Aislinn’s house along the coast. When the whispers started, we hadn’t gone more than another two feet.

      I clutched Violet’s hand, willing my mind to shut out the alluring voice asking me to bring Selene to the cliff’s edge. We couldn’t take the goddess out there. It would spell disaster for the planet and everyone we loved. Violet shook her head vigorously, letting me know she was hearing the same thing. I tried to cast a sound-proof bubble around us, but it didn’t do anything to dampen the words flowing through my mind.

      “Can we stuff our ears with magic to block the command?”

      Violet lifted a shoulder. “Given how your magic doubled back, I doubt it would work.”

      "Wait, why isn’t Sebastian trying to go back and take Selene? Are they after him, too?” My stomach was knotted up with the thought that someone was after my mate.

      Violet’s face pinched in concern. “I guarantee that whatever is happening, Bas is fighting it just like we are.”

      The squeal of tires made me yelp. At the same time Violet and I jumped out of the middle of the road. I had to squint against the headlights. Panic engulfed me momentarily when I wondered what a mundie would think if they saw Bas like this. Relief washed through me when Thanos pulled up with Hutcoth and Roscock. The gargoyles jumped out of the vehicle and raced ahead to Sebastian. Grabbing onto him, they stopped him.

      “There’s a spell telling us to bring Selene to the cliffs,” Violet blurted to Thanos, who was scanning the area.

      Thanos joined his gargoyles and said something in Greek, then drew a rune on Bas’s forehead. My heart skipped a beat when Sebastian collapsed in a heap. “Hutcoth, Roscock. Go find the demigod casting this spell. They’re after Selene. And, as you know, we can’t let that happen,” Thanos instructed.

      Roscock put his fingers above his green eyes and then saluted Thanos. “We’re on it, boss. We will call when we have him.”

      Thanos nodded, then bent to pick up Sebastian. A thought suddenly occurred to me. “Don’t let them lead you too far away from here. It could be a trap designed to make our strongest guards leave the goddess with those who are weaker.”

      Hutcoth pursed full lips. “Good point. We won’t go far.”

      I nodded and brushed the hair from Bas’s forehead. “Is he alright?”

      Thanos grunted as he put Sebastian in the back of the car. “He will be fine. He expended too much energy fighting the compulsion.”

      I climbed in next to Bas and held his limp hand. I had never seen him like this. He was my knight in shining armor. And always larger than life. Not to mention he was the strongest man I knew. It was impossible for me to take a full breath for the minute it took to drive back to Pymm’s Pondside. When Thanos turned onto the drive, Bas groaned in his sleep. Thanos pulled Bas from the vehicle as I held the back door to the house open.

      “What happened?” Grams asked.

      I told her about the spell trying to get us to take Selene to the cliff. My jaw dropped open when Violet admitted she’d heard it from the moment we went outside. Seemed that as the heir to the Shakleton line, I was given additional protections while at Pymm’s Pondside.

      Thanos put Bas in the chair and I covered him with a blanket. Shaking my head, I said, “We need to call Aidoneus and Phoebe. We need to learn more about this venom and see if we can do anything to help Selene. If we can do something, we might be able to eliminate assholes from trying to magic us into compliance.”

      Grams grabbed the iPad and handed it to me. “That’s a good idea. Selene keeps leaking energy. There is no way we can mask that forever. It’s too powerful.”

      I pulled up the FaceTime app and hit Phoebe’s contact. It rang three times before Phoebe’s brilliant smile filled the screen. “Fiona! How are you doing?”

      Behind her, Aidon went rigid and narrowed his eyes on the screen. “Is that the goddess, Selene, behind you?”

      Selene, the witch-turned ghoul that Phoebe had saved, stepped into view. “My mom named me after her. I’ve never seen her before.”

      I turned my head and looked over my shoulder. “Yes, it is. Your aunt dropped her off here. It’s why we are calling. We need your help.” Violet and I proceeded to explain what had happened, including our trip to Selene’s house in Spain.

      Aidon ran a hand over his face. “If Selene has been poisoned by hydra venom, there is nothing you can do for her now.”

      “Shit,” I cursed. “You’re sure? I thought Phoebe helped you when you were poisoned.”

      Phoebe grimaced as she rubbed her arm. “Stella and I took Aidon to his father in the Underworld, when he wouldn’t wake up, after I rescued him from Zaleria. The cure for the hydra venom is not something we can get again. Stella and I had to venture into Tartarus and get blood from Typhon, and we barely escaped alive.”

      Aidon’s hands tightened on Phoebe’s shoulders. “The only reason they survived was because they used my mom’s pearls to get out of Tartarus before Typhon ripped them apart. Unfortunately, those artifacts were not meant for mortal use, and they almost died after returning.”

      Thanos leaned closer to the screen. “I’m surprised your parents helped them at all after using the pearls.”

      Aidon shook his head. “They weren’t going to until I woke up to hear Mel trying to convince them.”

      “I can’t imagine what that was like for you. Tartarus? As in the prison for the Titans? Holy shit.” I was glad my friend survived that ordeal. I knew she’d gone through a lot when Aidoneus was poisoned, but she hadn’t told me these details. “And there is no other way to save Selene?”

      Phoebe shook her head from side to side. “Nope. Only a potion made from the blood of Typhon will cure her. And there is no way I will allow you to go to Tartarus. It is a death sentence. But I am concerned about who else has hydra venom and where they got it. For something that is supposed to be rare, it sure has gotten around lately.”

      I nodded in agreement and accepted the cup of peppermint tea Grams handed me. “Do either of you know what we can do to ease Selene’s suffering? Or find a way to harness her powers so we can ensure they are secure with Nylah?” The new Relic Keeper was already part of our group, and we hadn’t even met her. She was integral to us, keeping extra power out of Artemis’s hands.

      “Did Artemis tell you she found Selene at that house in Spain?” Aidon asked.

      One of my eyebrows lifted in question. “No, why?”

      “Because the only way Artemis would have known Selene was in trouble was if she was in her realm. As a fellow moon goddess, she and Artie share a connection that others don’t,” Aidon said.

      “Then she had to be in her realm. Where is that? What is it like?” Violet interjected.

      Aidoneus pursed his lips. “Talking about the realms of my family is forbidden. I can tell you that Selene's realm is a mystical, ethereal world where only the bravest and most skilled mortals can venture. And there is only one way in. Her moonstone.”

      My gut turned over. “Do you think we need to go to her realm? What could that tell us?”

      Aidon lifted one shoulder. “Given the difficulty in venturing to the realm, Selene’s murderer might not have taken as much care. Gods and goddesses cannot interfere in another’s realm, so it would be left to a witch like you guys to find any clues. Finding the person who did this is important because there’s a remote chance that they have an antidote. It’s fatal to demigods, too. They’d want to have some on hand in case something happened.”

      “What do we do if we can’t find the murderer in time?” Thanos asked. “She’s in far worse shape than you were when I talked to Phoebe. I’m not sure how much time she has left. Her energy is seeping out of her already.”

      Aidoneus ran a hand through his hair. “Contain it at all costs. It will find a viable host if one is near when she dies.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “Uh uh. No way. None of us want to become a goddess. Do you know how we can make a Godstone? Containing it until the perfect host comes along is the only answer.” My heart broke for this goddess that we could do nothing for.

      “I have never looked up a Godstone, but I will look for any information that is available,” Aidon agreed.

      “Can you do it before Artemis makes one?” I was probably asking for a miracle.

      Aidoneus chuckled. “I can do my best.”

      “Thanks,” I shifted my gaze to Phoebe as I realized we needed to have a safe place for the Godstone as soon as it was charged. It was a relic that would be far too risky to keep in the attic at Pymm’s Pondside next to the Fountain of Youth.

      I smiled at the woman who’d spent twenty years in the trenches with me at the hospital. Phoebe and I were still close friends, even if our relationship had changed over the last year. If she lived closer, the four of us would be like the Four Musketeers. Countless times over the years, Phoebe had the answers for me. Having gotten to know Luciana, I knew I could call on her. But Phoebe was my Pleaides.

      “I know that look,” Phoebe observed with a chuckle. “What else do you need, Fi? You know I’ll do anything for you. And, if it’s about the kids, I have plans to head out there for a long weekend next month.”

      I worried about my kids and exchanged several text messages a day with them. They seemed to be doing great, but it was nice to know she would lay eyes on them and report back. My hand flew to my heart. “It helps to know you’re checking on them. And I will always be grateful for what you do for them. But that isn’t what I was thinking.”

      Phoebe cocked her head to the side as Nana poked her head into the side of the camera. “Spit it out already, Fiona.”

      I chuckled and dipped my head in acquiescence. “Yes, ma’am. I am hoping you can do us a huge favor and find the new Relic Keeper. We know her name is Nylah, and that’s about it.”

      Aidoneus’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “We are familiar with her. You asked for the Relic Keeper for the artifacts you keep hunting down for Artemis, right? And she doesn’t have a problem letting them out of her sight?”

      I took a deep breath and lifted one shoulder. “Not exactly. She fought, looking for the bloodline, initially. And she was unhappy with giving the Objects of Power to anyone else. But in the end, she found Nylah. However, she has yet to do an introduction for us so we can make arrangements to get these items to her for safekeeping.”

      “In short, they don’t trust Artemis. And for good reason, it seems. She’s not telling them how to get in contact with Nylah,” Grams called out.

      “What she said,” I admitted. “We have two powerful artifacts right now, and I want to make sure Artemis gave over the Stone of Transmutation. It seems highly suspicious that she keeps sending us to find these powerful objects and has now brought Selene here while she is dying. Hearing what you had to say about it, Aidon, has made me feel a little better. But still...”

      Phoebe nodded her head. “She’s a goddess who has an agenda she isn’t sharing.”

      I lifted my hands. “Pretty much. Wait, you know Nylah?” It took my mind a bit to process everything Aidon had said as I got sidetracked.

      “Yes, we know her. One of Tarja’s kittens chose her to be her witch. However, she hadn’t embraced her powers when we took Esme to her. I need to contact her and make sure she’s alright with me sharing her information. I’ll be in touch soon,” Phoebe said before ending the call.

      I dropped my head on the island. It was a relief that Phoebe had met her, but not at all reassuring that she wasn’t embracing her new role. I’d hope we would get answers during that call, not hear that we had a reluctant Relic Keeper.
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      VIOLET

      I clapped my hands together. “Looks like we need to find the moonstone, but first, we need a proper meal. I cannot do anything else on an empty stomach.”

      Grams and Camille went to the fridge and pulled out a chicken, broccoli, and carrots. Fiona paused at the pantry. “Are we doing mash with the roast chicken?”

      Grams nodded her head. “Of course. There’s a new bag of potatoes in there. Peel them, please.”

      Fiona disappeared and then returned holding a bag of potatoes. Then she set about peeling their skin from them. Meanwhile, I turned to the app Phoebe’s daughter was creating for her books. “I’m going to look up the moonstone. Thanos, can you look through some of your books too?”

      Fiona ran the peeler over the spud in her hand. “We need to know what it looks like, and where to find it, as well. It won’t help us to know how to activate the damn thing if we don’t have it.”

      I typed my request into the search engine and browsed the list of results. Clicking on the first book, I read through the index and clicked on the most promising chapter. “Well, this is obvious. We need to choose a clear, cloudless night when the moon is full or close to full. The moon's energy is at its strongest during this time, making it the best time to activate a moonstone.”

      Camille finished chopping the veggies and put them in a pan. “I’m going to make a list of things you will need to activate it. That will make it easier to compile since I doubt you will find the information in one place. They never make it that easy.”

      I inclined my head as I continued reading. “You’re right about that. And we won’t have to wait long to try this. The full moon is two days from now.”

      “We could even try tonight. I bet it’s close enough, and even if it isn’t, we will have gotten some good practice,” Fiona said.

      My gaze searched the room, looking for Aislinn to ask what she wanted to do, when I remembered she was taking a much-needed break in Eidothea. Shaking that off, I refocused on the tasks. “I’m fine with that. I would rather work faster. I don’t think we have a lot of time until Selene is gone, anyway.”

      Fiona grimaced. “I hate to agree with you about that.” She shook her head and set the potato down. “What else have you found?”

      “Nothing yet.” I closed that book and opened another. I read through a few passages before I came across a gold mine. “We need to find a quiet, peaceful place where we can focus our thoughts and intentions. We might choose a secluded spot in nature or a quiet room in the house. Next, we hold the moonstone in our hands and focus our attention on it. Visualize the moon's energy flowing into the stone, filling it with a bright, silver light.”

      Grams washed her hands after putting the chicken in the oven. “That sounds straightforward enough.”

      I chuckled. “You know you’ve cursed us now, right? Nothing is easy where magic is concerned.”

      Fiona smirked at Grams. “She’s right, you know.”

      Grams swatted me with the towel she used to dry her hands. “Let’s continue looking.” She joined me at the end of the island with the iPad. We continued looking for several minutes in silence while Fiona finished peeling the potatoes and cut them up.

      Thanos set down the book he was holding. “This one says you need to speak the activation words. These words should be a simple incantation that invokes the power of the moon. This won’t work if your aims have ill intent. They give a couple of examples that seem to be similar to what you guys would say.”

      Fiona’s forehead furrowed. “What do you mean something like what we say? We've never accessed a goddess's realm without the power given to us by said goddess. Do we need to say pretty please and have an offering ready?”

      A laugh burst from me. “I can’t imagine either would sway a goddess. Correct me if I’m wrong, love, but I think Thanos means we say something as I call on the moon to open the way to the goddess Selene’s realm.”

      Fiona put the pot of water and potatoes on the stove then washed her hands. “Ah, okay. What about something like, by the light of the moon, I activate this stone and harness its power for its goddess, Selene? Do you think that would work?”

      “I love it. It’s formal, shows respect, and is clear why we seek entrance,” I replied.

      Fiona smiled wide. “Is there anything else we need to know?”

      We read through every resource we had available to us for half an hour and came up with a total of six steps to entering Selene’s realm. The first four Camille had already documented. To those, she added the following two tasks.

      One was to visualize the moonstone glowing with a bright, silver light. The light might pulse and throb with energy as the stone absorbed the power of the moon. Once the stone was fully activated, it was ready to channel the energy of the moon. The final step was to hold the stone close to one of our bodies or place it on a surface where we could see it. Then, we needed to focus our thoughts and intentions on our desired outcome and allow the energy of the moonstone to flow through us. That would help to manifest our intentions.

      We also discovered that those who use the moonstone must be skilled in magic and combat, as they may encounter malevolent beings who seek to harm them. Additionally, the spell that activates the moonstone could only be used once, and the bearer must return to the mortal realm before using it again.

      The most disturbing information we learned was about the creatures guarding the realm. Nocturni, umbricurs, nocturneths, and lunarisks were some of those malevolent beings. Others included tenebrosi, noxiphages, and duskbloods.

      Those malevolent beings were attracted to travelers who sought to enter Selene's realm. They viewed them as intruders and threats to their domain. They would try to deceive or mislead visitors, leading them astray or tricking them into making dangerous choices. In addition to their deceptive tactics, those beings possessed powerful magical abilities that allowed them to bend the moon's energy to their will. They could conjure illusions and create deadly traps designed to prevent outsiders from reaching their destination.

      Ultimately, the malevolent beings encountered in Selene's realm were powerful and dangerous adversaries, embodying the darker aspects of the moon and the night sky. Visitors needed to be cautious and resourceful to overcome those beings and reach their goals. The gods were great at scaring everyone and keeping them away from their realms. At least we had the leathers we’d bought from the magical market in London.

      After we had the information documented, Fiona and I changed into our new leathers. Bas whistled when we descended the stairs. “You look sexy as hell. I’m expected to let you go fight demons like this?”

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “Yes. These offer us extra protection.”

      Thanos sent an appraising eye up and down my body, arousing me in the process. “I’ll feel better knowing you have an extra layer of protection. I just wish it wasn’t going to make every guy look at you. You’re mine, Lightning.”

      I spun in a circle. “Next time, don’t mate such attractive women, and you won’t have that problem.”

      Thanos grabbed me and pulled me into his body. “There won’t be a next time.”

      Grams whistled. “Dinner is done. Let’s eat before you go off and get into a fight.”

      We laughed, discussing what the moonstone looked like.  While Camille and Grams served dinner, I searched Phoebe's database for clues.

      Stuffing a bite of chicken in my mouth, I closed my eyes in bliss. “This is delicious.”

      Fiona nodded in agreement, taking a bit of broccoli in her mouth. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until we started cooking.”

      Grams rolled her eyes. “You two need to take better care of yourselves. Wait a minute,” she said as she clicked on a link. “This book describes moonstones in general. It says they are luminous, iridescent gemstones that seem to glow from within with a pale, ethereal light. Their surface is smooth and polished, with a pearlescent sheen that shimmers and shifts depending on the angle and intensity of the light. The stone itself is typically a pale, translucent white or cream color. Although it may also have hints of blue or grey. It is also often flecked or streaked with darker, more opaque veins or inclusions.”

      Her description tickled a memory in the back of my mind. “Oh, my gods! Can metal surround it and have engravings on it? I think we already found it.”

      Grams looked at me as Fiona gasped and snatched my handbag from the side table where Camille had moved it. She lifted the necklace from inside and brought it over. Camille touched it and yanked her hand back. “That contains more power than I’ve ever felt in one artifact.”

      Fiona and I hadn’t really noticed because we had already hunted down several high-level Objects of Power for Artemis. It was surprising how it had already impacted our sense of judgment.

      Grams grabbed the charm and lifted it. “Camille is right. It’s definitely a translucent white with an iridescence. There’s nothing here about Selene’s moonstone, but if I had to guess, I would say that this is the key to traveling to the goddess’s realm.”

      Thanos took it from Grams, and his lips pursed. “I don’t like the thought of you two doing this. Especially while Sebastian is still out cold.”

      I gave Thanos my that-is-not-going-to-work look. “I can’t believe you would prey on Fiona’s worry for her mate. That’s low, love. I know you aren’t that cruel.”

      Fiona’s gaze skipped across the kitchen to Bas, where he was comfortably wrapped up in a blanket. “I hate leaving him like this. Maybe we should wait until he wakes up. What if he doesn’t? Is he really going to be okay?” Her returning panic was clear as day in her voice.

      Thanos sighed as he walked around the island and wrapped an arm around Fiona’s shoulders. “Bas is going to be perfectly fine. He battled against whoever was trying to manipulate you guys, which is why you only heard whispers to bring the goddess.”

      “For a Fae without the ability to cast spells pushing back against an enchantment takes immense strength. I’m surprised he made it as far as he did,” Grams said. “It’s a testament to how much he loves you.”

      Fiona’s brow furrowed, making her confusion obvious. “Why do you say that?”

      Grams smiled and reached over to put her hand over Fiona’s. “Because I have no doubt he did it to protect you from whoever wanted the goddess.”

      Tears shone in Fiona’s eyes as she looked over at Bas, then pushed her plate away. “Are you ready to do this?”

      I stuffed another bite in my mouth and then spit it onto my plate. Thanos made a face at me. “What did you do that for?”

      “Traveling to a goddess’s realm isn’t easy. I’d rather not have chicken burn through my nostrils as it makes a return trip,” I explained.

      Camille and Grams both laughed while Thanos shook his head. Grams went over to Selene and lifted a lock of hair before chanting the spell to cut through the strands in her hand. Fiona and I surged over to her. “What are you doing?” we asked simultaneously.

      Thanos grinned from ear to ear. “She’s upping your chances of getting into Selene’s realm.”

      Grams inclined her head. “I figure having a physical piece of her might fool the magic into thinking she was with you.”

      Thanos took the strands and wrapped them around the moonstone charm. Camille cupped her hands around his and chanted a spell sealing the two together. My heart started racing as Fiona and I grabbed our bags and shoved a bottle of water and a handful of protein bars inside each one. We never knew what we would encounter wherever we went.

      Thanos lifted two daggers from the desk where we currently kept them. “You need weapons too.”

      I took one from him, went to my tiptoes, and pressed my lips to his. “You’re right. Thank you. And we will be careful. I hope going there to help their goddess wins us some points.”

      Thanos opened his mouth and then closed it. The battle he was waging in letting us go without him played out across his face. In the end, he knew he had to remain in Cottlehill. If those assholes tried again, Camille and Grams might not be able to fight back. Fiona headed for the back door.

      “The garden would be a peaceful place with no obstructions,” Camille suggested with a wave toward the door off the living room.

      Fiona changed paths, and together we went outside. We stood in the middle of the daisy patch where the moon bathed us. Joining our hands, we lifted the charm so the rays hit the stone. Within seconds, the moonstone started glowing. I shot Thanos one last look, telling him I loved him without words before we chanted, “Per lumen lunae, ego strenuus lapis, et arma sua potestas ad suam deam.”

      The wind picked up around us. At the same time the smell of ozone tickled my nose. Static electricity made the hair on my arms stand on end a second later as lightning crackled all around us. A bolt hit the ground not far away when something latched onto my mid-section and pulled.

      The last thing I heard was Grams saying, “Clearly, those two possess the ability to activate the moonstone and travel to Selene's realm. I always knew they were meant for something bigger.”

      Pymm’s Pondside vanished, and my body was hurtled through time and space so fast, it felt as if I was torn into a million tiny particles. The nausea already started choking me. So when I landed on soft, spongy ground, I was throwing up that delicious meal we’d just eaten. It wasn’t nearly as good coming back up. My stomach heaved, and my awareness tingled. Danger was nearby.

      It was difficult to look around through watery eyes as food evacuated through my mouth at light speed. I fell forward when I saw Fiona, catching myself in the regurgitated food. Moving around the pile, I pressed my side into hers. She was in the same boat.

      The spasms slowed, and I was able to wipe my hand on the clean grass beneath us. “We need to get up,” she choked out.

      Nodding, I cast a spell to settle our stomachs further. It helped immediately, and we were able to get up. I swayed into Fiona, and thanks to her, I didn’t fall. “Whoa,” I muttered, wiping the tears from my eyes.

      Selene's realm was a magical and mysterious world full of glowing plants and animals. They looked friendly and not at all like the dangers we’d read about. In the distance, I could see a river flowing from a shimmering lake. It snaked its way through the meadow where we’d landed. Silver-tinged trees reached up to touch the moon. Or so it seemed. The sky was dark, with the moon shining brightly. It cast an ethereal glow over everything and made me wonder if it was always like this. My gut told me that it was.

      “Do you see any buildings? It seems like we should start in her house.”

      I nodded in agreement. “That’s definitely the logical place to start. But there is nothing nearby.”

      Fiona picked up the moonstone that had fallen on the ground. “I wonder if this can guide us.”

      My instincts told me the moonstone would allow the bearer to speak with Selene herself to gain her wisdom and guidance within her realm. “If Selene were here, it would be the key to getting her help, but she’s not present. You can feel her absence.”

      Fiona shivered as she wrapped her arms around herself and started walking toward the lake. “I know. But how do we have this knowledge? You think it’s her lingering magic?”

      As we walked, I watched tiny, purple puff balls scurry through the trees. “That would be my guess. Being connected to Artemis probably helps too. Thanos said she and Selene have a close bond.”

      “Do you feel like we’re being watched?” I moved closer to her and kept my voice to a whisper.

      Fiona’s brown eyes roamed the area frantically. Yeah, she felt it too. “I think they’re in the trees ahead of us and to the left.”

      “What do we do?” My power hummed beneath my skin. It was dampened to a degree, but not by as much as I had anticipated. I slipped my hand into my bag and grabbed my dagger.

      “Watch the shadows over there. They’re moving. I think that’s where the danger is at,” Fiona said in a low voice.

      Without moving my head, I scanned the trees ahead of us. Sure enough, I caught sight of at least three shadowy, ethereal creatures that lurked in the darkness. At first, they appeared as twisted, distorted versions of animals. Then they changed to distorted versions of humans. Their forms were constantly shifting and morphing as the rays of the moon hit them.

      “What are they? Nocturni or nocturneths? I don’t remember what those books said about what we would encounter. Those two stood out to me because the Nocturni give you nightmares, and the nocturneths are nightmarish beasts.”

      I picked up the pace, wanting to get to the lake. The water was calling me, and I had no idea why. I didn’t think we would be safe when we reached the shores. Just that we needed to get there as fast as possible. “I wish they had pictures so we could say for sure. Put up your mental shields so they can’t get inside your head.”

      Fiona ran alongside me, panting as hard as I was within seconds. “Do you think that will work?” She lost the ability to speak quietly with our haste to make progress past these shadowy creatures.

      All I could do was lift my shoulder in response. I didn’t have enough oxygen flowing into my lungs to allow me to speak. A scream left me when the ground beneath my feet vanished between one step and the next. I stumbled and fell into Thanos’s chest.

      Confusion wracked my brain as I looked around for Fiona. She was no longer anywhere in sight. “What in the hell happened? Did you pull me back from Selene’s realm?”

      Thanos furrowed his brow as he scowled at me. “What are you talking about? Fear has made you lose your mind.”

      I flinched at the harsh tone in his voice. “I haven’t lost my mind. I went to Selene’s realm to save her.”

      Thanos crossed his arms over his chest. “Five seconds ago, you were bitching at me about getting to your kids to save them from succumbing to scale rot. Now you want to save someone named Selene?”

      My heart dropped to my feet as my mind went fuzzy. There was no denying the urgency I was feeling. But who was Selene? “Why would you say Ben and Bailey have scale rot? They’re too far from the ocean and Mer City to be able to get there safely on their own. They couldn’t have caught it unless they had been in the ocean.”

      Thanos picked up my cell phone and slapped it into my palm. The blood drained from my face, and my legs gave out. I gaped at the image on the screen as my ass hit the couch cushion. Bailey was lying on her bed, on top of her purple blanket, covered in sores oozing green pus. She had patches of scales all over her arms, legs, and stomach. I didn’t need to see Ben to know he would be similarly covered. Scale rot was highly contagious.

      “I have to get to them. They’re going to die.” I got up and headed for the door, grabbing my handbag on the way out.

      Thanos grabbed my arm, stopping me from leaving the house. “You can’t go anywhere. I won’t let you.”

      My eyes widened. “What is wrong with you? Why are you acting like this?”

      Thanos sneered at me. It was a look that said he loathed me. A lump formed in my throat as his hold turned painful. “Further proof about how you never put me first. Everything, and everyone, is a priority over me. You never have time for me. Your children aren’t more important.”

      I jerked out of his hold and put some space between us. A vice closed around my heart, and my stomach bottomed out. I knew when a man hated his partner. I just didn’t think I would have to experience this again in my life. “I love you with everything I am, Thanos, but my children need me. I have to help them. Surely, you can understand that.”

      Thanos shook his head as his eyes hardened. “They aren’t my children. If you aren’t going to give me a child, then yours can fend for themselves.”

      My jaw hit my chest. “You’re blackmailing me? How could you? I thought you loved...” My words trailed off as I thought about his words and looked at him closely.

      This was not Thanos. He would never say things like this to me. So, what the hell was going on? My brain continued flashing that image of Bailey in front of my mind, which only worsened my confusion. Lifting my hands to rub the ache forming behind my eyes, I caught sight of Artemis’s mark.

      Bits and pieces of information came to the fore—the goddess. Artemis had brought Selene to us for protection. Fiona and I had gone to Selene’s realm to find out who had poisoned her. Those shadowy creatures we saw in the distance had to be Nocturni because this was, without a doubt, a nightmare.

      Thanos grabbed hold of me and shook me painfully. “You will not help your kids. They’re going to die because you’re a selfish bitch. You should have given me the love and affection I needed.”

      I growled at the Nocturni wearing my mate’s face. “No, asshole. You’re not Thanos. The gig is up. Get the fuck out of my head!” I threw up a mental brick wall, cutting off the Nocturni.

      A second later, I sucked in a sharp breath and shot up into a sitting position. My head swam, and my side was killing me. Shoving my discomfort aside, I tried to focus on the danger. It felt as if I was floating for several seconds as I scanned the area, trying to get my bearings. My heart was still pounding from concern for my kids and Thanos’s lack of it. It hurt more than I imagined. In the end, it was his callous disregard for my children that tipped me off that I was trapped in a nightmare.

      The man I loved would never punish me for not having a child with him. And he would never allow my children or me to suffer. He cared more about Ben and Bailey than I had ever hoped. That nightmare was a far more effective trap than if they’d had me fight countless demons.
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      FIONA

      “You’ve got cancer. You’re going to die. And soon. You might want to live it up while you still can,” the doctor told Greyson while my heart shattered into a million pieces.

      “That doesn’t tell us what stage it’s in.” I tried to hold back the emotion burning through my chest.

      My witch fire tickled my fingertips as tears streamed down my face. How could this jackass stand there, telling me my son was going to die from the same cancer as his father, while wearing a smile? Doctors had God complexes, but that wasn’t what this was. This guy was enjoying my family’s pain. Poor Greyson was devastated. I could see the despair written across his face.

      This couldn’t be happening to us again. Genetic testing had shown my kids didn't carry this cancer gene. How had this happened? It was my worst nightmare come true. And where were Sebastian and Grams? How could they not be here with me at a time like this?

      Electricity jolted me, making pain course through my body. It even played havoc on my vision as the doctor’s office wavered, the stark white walls and the self-aggrandizing wall of diplomas and certifications, replaced by the night sky. What the hell was that? Something wasn’t right about this entire situation, and it wasn’t just because I didn’t want Greyson to have cancer. This wasn’t real. I should have known that no doctor would take pleasure in telling a patient they were going to die.

      A familiar magic wrapped around me, easing the pain from the news that I was going to lose my son. No, I told myself. This wasn’t real. It was a nightmare. That thought cleared all the others. It wasn’t happening. I was asleep and dreaming.

      My eyes snapped open and landed on Violet’s concerned blue ones. “Thank the gods you’re finally awake,” Violet blurted. “The nocturni got a hold of us. Put up barriers before they pull you back under.”

      Keeping Violet’s words at the fore of my fuzzy mind helped me erect a mental shield. Everything snapped into focus, and I sat up. “I don't know what I would do without you. Thanks for saving my bacon again.”

      Violet climbed to her feet and dusted off her trousers as she scanned the area. “We need to get closer to the lake if we want to find Selene’s house.”

      Nodding, I hung the moonstone with the goddess’s hair wrapped around it on my neck and got up as well. Maybe if I kept that part of her out in the open, the realm would recognize it. “Do you think we will find her house there? That has to be where she was poisoned. But how did her murderers get past these creatures?”

      I slowed my steps when the crackle of leaves signaled that other creatures were heading our way. My heart hammered in my chest as I searched for the enemy. I gripped my dagger and slashed at the leaves of a nearby shrub. Then I jumped back with a yelp. A pale beast snarled, swiping its sharp claws through the air. Between those claws and the razor-like teeth, I was convinced these were the nocturneths.

      My blade was in motion before I realized it, and the hand that had reached for me fell to the ground. The pissed off creature jumped toward me. I’d cast a protective bubble around myself at the same time I did the mental shields, so this monster bounced off me and hit the ground.

      However, the teeth raked along my spell and shredded it, making it fall away. “Are nocturneths venomous?” I asked Violet as I turned and ran away from the creature.

      Violet moved like Lara Croft as she slashed and leaped over the nocturneths gracefully and quickly. Meanwhile, I flailed my arms, trying to move forward like a beached whale getting back into the water. My nerves ran high, making it impossible to focus enough to cast a spell. I’d learned early on that trying to do so while my attention was splintered led to disappointment and loss of eyebrows.

      My dagger slashed as I moved closer to Violet. We’d fought enough battles to automatically position ourselves back-to-back. It was easy to kick the creatures away and slice off appendages. In fact, it was too simple. “Why aren’t they harder to kill?”

      Violet grabbed hold of one by a pale arm and threw it behind her. I kicked it in the back, making it tumble and knock another one over. “I’m not sure. The nightmare wasn’t all that believable, either. Selene might be a lesser-known goddess, but she was still a powerful being. The creatures here should be more formidable.”

      As if it was proving us wrong, one of the nocturneths got through and sliced a wound along my cheek. It burned like hell, making me wonder again if they had venom. I was super freaking glad that the leathers would offer our limbs and torso protection from a similar fate.

      My blade cut the nail off that finger, but it didn’t stop the creature from barreling into me. Of course, that made me slam into Violet, who took down one as she fell to the ground with me on top of her.

      My feet sent the creature sailing backward and into several more of his friends. He hit them, and they all fell like dominoes. Violet was cursing as she stabbed the creature beneath her. I rolled off, slashing the monster that came at us from the side. The number of bodies piling up made the others hesitate and form a circle around us. Reaching down, I helped Violet up next.

      I tried to figure out what their deal was as we stood there in a silent stand-off. “They’re tied to Selene. I bet that’s why they aren’t as powerful. They must weaken as she does. Do you think her realm will collapse when she dies?” Just thinking about it made me sick to my stomach. I felt like a coward for not going to the Underworld for the antidote. You heard Phoebe. To do so would be a death sentence! She nearly died saving Aidoneus. I did not have a death wish.

      Violet reached over and flipped the charm on my chest. “Or they sense their goddess on you. They might be confused about why part of you feels like Selene while the rest doesn’t. They aren’t exactly sentient.”

      “True,” I admitted as I turned, ready to attack again. Something flickered in the corner of my vision. Remaining frozen in place, my gaze slid over. I yipped like an excited Yorkie, lifted my arm, and pointed to the right side. “Selene’s house is over there. Close to the water. You were right.”

      Violet’s head swiveled back and forth. “I don’t see it. Hiyah,” she said as she kicked out at the monster coming for us. That made the other four jolt into action, and we kicked, stabbed, and hit the creatures while heading toward where I’d seen the house.

      “Maybe you can’t look at it head-on,” I called out as I shoved one of the nocturneths into a shrub.

      Violet nodded in agreement as we made quick work of the remaining monsters. She wiped goop out of her eyes as we walked toward the house. “This whole place feels off. Those creatures should have been harder to kill. Hell, we shouldn’t have been able to make it past the nightmares.”

      I paused where I thought the house was located and extended my hands. They disappeared before my elbows straightened. “You’re right, but we don’t need to think about that now. There’s a forcefield around the house. It’s strong, but not like the one around Artemis’s place.”

      Violet’s gaze shifted to mine, then scanned the space in front of us. Her hands shot out, and her forehead furrowed. “It’s cooler on the other side. If our hands can go through, we should also be able to.”

      Sucking in a breath, I held it as I took a step. When my leg passed through without any problem, I ran through, then tripped over something a few feet later. My hands shot out automatically to catch me before I fell on my face. My wrists took the brunt of it, but it barely registered because I was too busy gawking at the mansion that was more castle than house.

      The grey stone structure had three floors with round turrets on each corner. The meadow in front of it was filled with purple night-blooming flowers and tiny statues throughout. The cobblestone path leading to the massive double front doors was right out of the Middle Ages.

      “Feel that?” Violet asked.

      I shook my head from side to side. “I don’t feel anything.”

      “Exactly. It’s like this place is holding its breath.”

      I shivered from the implications of her comment and continued walking. There were no creatures in this section of Selene’s realm. I could see tiny animals in the trees ten feet away, but none were on this side of whatever barrier surrounded the house. There were no handmaidens, or other people, like there were in Artemis’s realm.

      My muscles were coiled and ready to spring as we approached the building. There should have been creatures trying to stop us. Or at least talking to us. The doors were taller than my house and intricately carved. The scene was of a young woman running through a forest full of critters with her long hair flowing behind her. I placed my hand on the panel and felt it pulse with life. My other hand went to the knob, twisting it open. The creak that followed echoed across the space.

      Violet and I stuck our heads inside and gaped. The air was motionless. To me, it felt as if the place was in stasis. We entered an elegant entryway with a chandelier and double staircases curving around the sides, each ending at an open door. Standing in the middle of the marble floor, I turned in a circle and could see into the rooms. The sitting room with formal couches to our right was empty, and the apothecary to our left was also empty. The latter had shelves and cubbies filled with various herbs, crystals, and candles.

      We headed between the staircases, down a hall hung with tapestries.  There were no doors or lights, but the area wasn't dark. At the other end was a huge open kitchen and living room. It had to take up the entire back of the house. In the corner, I peered through a door into a room that looked like an office, that I soon realized was a library. The desk and chairs were situated in the back of a multi-level room filled with shelves and books. Based on the round outer wall, I knew it was located in one of the turrets.

      “Let’s check out the upstairs to make sure no one is here. Then we can come back and look through there,” I said, pointing into the library.

      Violet nodded as she picked up a piece of paper from the floor in the kitchen. “Huh, it’s a receipt for a grocery store in London, of all places.”

      Noting the candy spilling out of a bag on the counter, I took the receipt from her as we went back out to the stairs. “The goddess liked Lion bars, of all things. I love those. The chocolate is creamy.”

      Violet laughed. “She liked cranberry juice as well. This place is massive. Searching it is going to take a long time.”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Yes, it is. You take that side. I’ll check the rooms over here.”

      We walked down the halls for several minutes looking into Selene’s private spaces. The television made me wonder how she got reception or if the gods had their own streaming service. The exercise room was a surprise. The pool wasn’t. It was the one with all the sex toys and implements that gave me pause. Selene was someone with emotions, desires, and ambitions. And someone was taking it all from her.

      We reached a room with a locked door, and nothing we tried would open it. Violet placed her hand on the door. “There has to be something important in here. We need to get inside.”

      I agreed. The goddess left her ‘playroom’ open for all to see but secured this one. “If only we had that shrinking potion Alice drank when she was in Wonderland because going through the crack at the bottom of the door is the only possible way I see to get inside.”

      Violet gasped and whirled on me. “Yes! You’re brilliant. We can make each other small with a simple spell. I've never heard of it being done before, but magic is all about intent.”

      I smiled as my excitement grew. I loved learning new spells and trying new things. It was a little concerning that this hadn’t been done before, but it wasn’t a deal-breaker for me. We’d done several dangerous things and been successful. “Let’s do it.” I wanted Violet to shrink to one-twentieth of her normal size. That was easy to picture, so my magic wouldn’t screw it up.

      I chanted the spell, “Circumspecto.”

      Violet yelped as she shrank down to a couple of inches tall. I crouched down and tried not to laugh as she thrust her hands on her hips. She said something to me, but all I heard were high-pitched squeaks. That made the laughter break through, and I giggled when my body was reduced to the same size as hers.

      “You should have waited for me to give you the signal,” Violet chided before she went to her belly and started shimmying herself beneath the door.

      I did the same until we were both inside the room. “I didn’t mean to go before you. I thought you were ready. Oh. It’s a bedroom. Do you think it’s Selene’s?” The bed looked giant from our perspective. We were in another of the turrets. Windows that curved along the outside wall, and the ones in the ceiling two stories above, bathed the entire space in the moonlight.

      Violet crossed to an open door and looked inside. “My guess is yes. There are clothes in here. I’ve never pictured the gods and goddesses living as we do with closets and beds.”

      I poked my head inside, and my heart nearly leaped out of my chest when I encountered the toilet. It looked like a skyscraper to me. “I hate that there’s nothing we can do to save her. It feels wrong just to let her die. It makes me feel helpless.”

      Violet clapped me on the shoulder as we lifted the bed skirt and checked under it. “We’re out of options. Aidon would never lie to us. And I know you’ve considered asking Thanos to take us to the Underworld, but trust me when I say that would be a bad idea. Phoebe and Stella are lucky to be alive after using Persephone’s pearls. Hades may never admit it. There’s no one here. Let’s go check the library.”

      I nodded and crawled back out into the hallway. Once we made it out, I returned Violet to her normal size, and she did the same for me. I hesitated when we reached a set of stairs leading up. “Should we check the third floor?”

      Violet shook her head. “If anyone were inside, the house would have let us know by now. This place is in a holding pattern but still has some sentience to it. I imagine that’s a side effect of housing a powerful goddess for years and seeping in her magic.”

      “You’re right.” I followed her down. Inside the office, I gestured to the desk. “You want to check here while I look inside the library?”

      Violet smirked at me. “Sure, but no flying around the shelves on that ladder. It’s not playtime.”

      I stuck my lower lip out and pouted. “You’re no fun.”

      Violet shook her head as she got to work. Laughing, I did the same. It was a challenge not to climb the ladder and push myself along the books. When Violet first told me she was opening a bookstore, I begged her to install the same system. She’d explained the building wasn’t suited for it.

      Violet was right - it wasn’t time for fun. Ignoring my desire to whirl around, I searched the tables and overstuffed chairs around the room before checking every other flat surface. Finding nothing that shouted out at me, I returned to the office.

      Violet looked up from the table she was sorting through. “It’s our duty to protect Selene's power from being misused. We need to ensure it does not fall into the wrong hands so that it can choose an appropriate vessel to wield it again one day.”

      That vow seemed to wake up the house, and cabinet doors opened and closed at the same time, books, sculptures, pillows, and more floated into the air for a second before returning to their original position. The floors vibrated beneath our feet like a cat purring in contentment. The windows rattled, and the lights all flared to life.

      Violet’s wide eyes reflected my own. I set down the crystal that had begun to warm in my hand. “The house likes your plan to protect it. Do you think it will show us where Selene was poisoned?”

      Violet lifted a brow as a crashing noise echoed from another room. We raced out of the library and toward the sound. We made it to the open kitchen and living room in time to see Selene’s ghost-like body land on the ground next to an end table.

      In the vision, the wooden table was on its side, and there was a book and a broken lamp on the floor. In reality, all those items were in their rightful place. As we watched, a glass rolled out of Selene’s open hand and disappeared under the sofa.

      I dove beneath the couch, with my arm extended, like I was trying to catch a baseball hit out of the park.  My bad knee bitched at me as I landed on it. Violet was next to me, but my fingers wrapped around the glass first. Yanking my arm back, I lifted the prize above my head.

      My forehead creased as I looked at the object of Selene’s destruction. “There’s a residue inside it. That has to be the venom. Shit! I shouldn’t have touched it. There might have been fingerprints on the thing.” I resisted the urge to drop it. It wouldn’t help if it hit the floor and broke.

      Violet opened her bag. “Drop it in there, and we can try to get more information from it back at Pymm’s Pondside. It might not give us anything more than what we already saw, but it can’t hurt to have it. We just can’t let anyone touch it. That venom is powerful shit.”

      “Let’s get out of here and see if it leads us to anything that can help Selene,” I replied as my stomach twisted into a knot. Our trip to the goddess’s realm hadn’t given us what we needed to save her. All it seemed to have done was exhaust us and leave us frustrated.
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      FIONA

      “That didn’t take you long at all. Is the realm falling apart?” Thanos asked when we returned to the garden.

      Teleporting like that was hell on the body, and I couldn’t respond for several seconds. Violet recovered first. “The realm seems to be fine, although the creatures we encountered were far weaker than they should have been.”

      I nodded in agreement. “However, her house seemed to be in stasis or something. There was no one inside, and the air seemed stale but it came alive. It was eerie and stunning. Is Bas awake?”

      Thanos shook his head no as the door opened, and Sebastian walked outside. I threw my arms around his waist and looked up at him. “Are you alright? You scared the shit out of me.”

      Bas cupped my cheek and looked into my soul. “I’m fine. It took everything I had to fight that compulsion and try to find the asshole. Is that what you were doing?”

      I tugged him inside, wanting to check on Selene. Then Violet and I filled him and everyone else in on what happened in the goddess’s realm. “Has this ever happened before?” I asked Thanos.

      Thanos tilted his head from shoulder to shoulder. “Not at this level, no. There have been no more than a few less powerful gods who have been killed. They will battle and go to war but rarely kill one another. It’s too dangerous. That’s why Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades had their parents, and the other Titans locked up in Tartarus.”

      “Why aren’t more gods coming here to help, Selene?” Grams asked.

      Thanos pursed his lips. “Because Artemis didn’t tell anyone. She doesn’t want this to get out. She has a soft spot for this planet. If Zeus discovered someone here had hydra venom, he would obliterate everyone on the planet without thinking twice. None of the gods like having something capable of taking their lives out there. That’s why Hades was so pissed off about Aidon being poisoned.”

      I leaned my head against Sebastian’s chest. “So, we need to keep this a secret. I sure hope Aidon finds out how to create a Godstone soon. Selene’s power is whipping around her like smoke lifting from a fire. Someone is going to feel it soon enough.”

      Grams pinned me with a hard stare. “Don’t go borrowing problems. That isn’t an issue right now. Worrying about it will only get in the way. Focus on what you can do something about.”

      I smiled at her and nodded. “I’ll stop chasing my tail. Promise. What do we do next?”

      Camille picked up the receipt from the grocery store that we’d taken from Selene’s house. “This might not seem like it means anything, but there’s a reason you brought it with you.”

      Grams nodded. “That and the glass are the clues to the next steps.”

      The weight of the day pressed down on me. Suddenly, all I wanted was to have a few minutes away from it all. I was dangerously close to burning out. “Can you two think on those while I take a long, hot bath? I’m sore and sweaty.”

      Grams pulled me into a hug and kissed the top of my head. “Absolutely. You get some rest after that. You don’t need to do everything tonight.”

      My gaze shifted to Selene, where she lay on our couch. “I can’t do that. Not until we have an answer to either help her or gather her power safely. She’s losing her life. Her house knows and is already mourning her loss. I can’t sleep knowing that.”

      Sebastian’s big hands landed on my shoulders and started kneading them. “You’ll be no good if you keep going like this. I’ll get you some wine to help you relax.” I was just thinking how close I was to nothing left, but I hadn’t planned to sleep. The urgency was pressing me to continue until we solved this.

      “Grams and Bas are right, Fi. We both need some sleep. Thanos and I will be back in a few hours. We should still watch Selene throughout the night,” Violet added.

      Knowing when I was beaten, I nodded. “I will see you later then.” Camille and Grams went to the kitchen as they discussed what information they could get using origin and reveal spells. I tuned them out and went into my bathroom.

      One of the things we had upgraded inside the house, since Sebastian moved in, was the shower and bathtub. The basin was big enough for Bas to join me when the mood struck. Putting the plug in, I turned the faucet to hot, grabbed a toothbrush, and scrubbed my teeth. As I was doing that, I checked my face in the mirror. The wound on my cheek was healed, with only a thin, red line left behind. I really needed to remember the perks of being one of Artemis’s huntresses. I was grateful not to have to stitch my face up right now.

      I had removed my clothes when I heard a low, guttural growl behind me. It was one that sent shivers racing down my spine. Straightening, I turned and looked at my mate, leaning against the doorframe.

      “What was that? A request?”

      Bas stalked toward me. “You know damn well what that was. I have the perfect way to exhaust you.”

      I stepped into the water and sank down. “Is that so? It didn’t work last time.” I loved taunting my mate.

      His scowl deepened, and he crouched just out of my reach. “I know so. We aren’t dealing with someone you love this time.”

      I arched my back in invitation. “Mmmm. Are you going to join me in here?”

      Bas’s eyes were glued to my nipples as he shook his head. Instead of responding, he put his hand on my chest and pushed me below the water. When I popped up, his hands were massaging shampoo on my hair. He made quick work of that, then rinsed and conditioned it next. After that, he grabbed the body soap and poured some into his palms. I watched every movement as he ran slippery, soapy hands over my body. He teased my breasts and nipples, turning me on and making me eager. A moan left me when he washed between my legs. He rubbed and stroked me just enough to drive me crazy. When it looked like he was going back for more, I turned off the water and jumped out of the bath, soaking him in the process.

      Sebastian growled as he lifted me into his arms and carried me to our bed. Water flew everywhere as he tossed me to the mattress. He crawled beside me before I could bounce. His hands were suddenly everywhere at once, adding to the building tension in my body.

      I shifted my leg, trying to get his fingers where I needed them most, when he moved them and cupped my cheeks. “I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone in my very long life.” His words melted my heart. Bas wasn’t a sappy man. He always showed me how much he cared about me, but rarely did he say it like that.

      “As crazy as my life has become, I can’t imagine spending it with anyone else. You’re my everything. And now, it’s time to get naked, love.”

      Sebastian groaned as my hands slipped beneath his shirt. Deepening his earthy scent preceded the desire that flared in his blue eyes. That and the feel of his arousal pressing into my thigh made me want to shred his clothing. I didn't care if he went slow with me. I loved when he was fast and rough as much as when he was slow and sensual. No matter how high his need, he always saw to mine first. I just needed to get him caught up in the moment, and I would have what I needed.

      “What’s the rush? We aren’t expected back downstairs for several hours, and I plan to take my time with you,” he said while he ran his hand down my side, tracing the outside of my breast. Electricity sparked everywhere he touched.

      Bas pulled me into his arms and took my lips in a kiss that should have lit the room on fire. He was skilled as he tangled his tongue with mine, and we fought for dominance. If I could get him worked up enough, he would push back his slow and sensual plan and take me hard and fast. I was at an age where I took what I wanted, and I couldn’t get enough of this intimate dance with Bas that it created.

      My full breast pressed against his chest when I lifted my back off the bed. I hoped it made him want more. We were both panting when he took his mouth from mine. Lifting his head, he looked deep into my eyes. What was it about this man that one simple kiss from him seemed like so much more? From the first time our lips met, a dynamite stick exploded inside my body, unleashing my needs in a torrent. It was what had me addicted to him before I had a chance to consider if I even wanted a relationship.

      Sebastian's hands had a mind of their own as they traveled over me. He dipped his head and kissed a path down the side of my neck and across my shoulder. The second his hands reached the sides of my breasts, my hips shot upward. Unfortunately for me, what I wanted wasn’t above me. It was lying to the side.

      As I said earlier, I had no problem taking what I wanted and I turned my body while lifting my hip. I pressed my core against his solid shaft with a hard slide along it so he knew I meant business. He groaned into my mouth and then grabbed a handful of my ass. He swallowed my sounds of pleasure and shifted slightly to increase the pressure where I wanted it. My hips went wild as I ground my core against his groin. The rough feel of his jeans registered but didn’t slow me in the least. I was too lost to how damn good it felt.

      When he pulled back, and his tongue darted out and licked my bottom lip, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. I continued to rub my core against his cock, and even through his clothes, I felt him jerk in response. Without a break in his movements, he tugged his shirt over his head and tossed it aside.

      “You are so damn sexy, Bas.” My eyes roamed over the planes of his chest, and my hands followed.

      “I’m nothing compared to you, Butterfly,” he said before his head lowered and sucked one of my hard nipples into his mouth before I blinked.

      “Damn. Are you using your supernatural speed tonight? Because I’d be down with that.” As a Fae, Bas was faster than any man I had ever been with. He did this thing where it felt like part of his body was vibrating inside me, and it was incredible.

      “You need to learn patience. You’ll find out soon enough, but I need to taste you first,” he murmured around my nipple.

      I rolled my hips, remembering the magic he could do with his tongue. I let my leg fall to the side, teasing him. A smile spread across my lips when his gaze lowered to my core.  He was drawn to me like a fish to bait.

      Bas moved down my torso and hovered over my supine figure. I arched my back and widened my legs when his fingers teased my slit. A loud moan left me while my hips thrashed. He sucked my nipple into his mouth hard, making me grab fistfuls of his hair to hold on. This was what I wanted.

      Lifting his head, Sebastian removed my hold on him as he reached for the button at his waist. He wanted to do a mini-strip tease, but my reaction was quicker, and I shoved my hand down his trousers in the next breath. He groaned as I traced the tip of his cock with my thumb. “You have to stop. I want to taste you first,” Bas said in a husky voice.

      Kissing my fingers, he pressed his mouth to my lips before moving across my cheek and down my neck. His tongue made its way down to my breasts. Sucking one peak into his mouth, he grabbed and squeezed the other. He ran his finger through my channel. I wanted to push his pants the rest of the way down so he could thrust his shaft into my welcoming body.

      “So fucking wet for me,” he murmured and kissed his way down my abdomen.

      “You are driving me crazy. I need you inside me,” I exclaimed. I loved when he went down on me, but my need was too high.

      “And, I need you ready for me. I’m not planning on being gentle,” he informed me as he looked up from between my legs.

      “Promises, promises,” I said before I lost my breath and started keening when he ran his tongue through my slick folds.

      His mouth found my throbbing clit, and he sucked, licked, and teased me at an incredible speed. The sounds I made were more animalistic, making me pray that Grams and Camille couldn’t hear us. If I had my wits about me, I would cast a bubble around the room so no one would know what was happening.

      In the next second, I surrounded him. My thighs were around his head, my core thrust against his mouth, and my cries filled his ears. Apparently, he wanted me to climax as badly as I wanted because he inserted two fingers into my core and twisted them. That, combined with the speed of his tongue, and I was at the edge.

      He moved again and hit the spot inside, making me throw my head back and scream his name while I bucked beneath him. Going to his knees, Bas kept his fingers inside me and used his thumb to continue to tease my clit.

      I pushed his bottoms down and used a foot to move them past his hips. He wiggled, and a second later, he was naked and between my folds. This time his shaft was sliding up and down in my slick fluids. He pulled his hips back and lined his cock up with my opening.

      “Damn, did you get even bigger?” I liked to tease him about his size, but I was one hundred percent serious about my question. “I don’t think you're going to fit.” I eyed his shaft. It was a thing of beauty.

      Bas grunted in response as he thrust into me in one smooth stroke. I cried out and clutched his body to mine. Sebastian remained still for a second. “I’m sorry if I hurt you. You’re making it impossible to think.”

      “It was just a shock. You are bigger today for some reason. We can revisit that, later. For now, you have work to do,” I said on a moan as I moved my hips. “That feels good, Bas.”

      “You’re going to be the death of me. But what a way to go,” he said as he started thrusting in and out of my welcoming body.

      My laugh was cut off when Sebastian lowered his mouth to mine and kissed my lips gently. I ran my hand up his back right as he reached between us. I squirmed, putting my hand beneath his because I was certain my clit was too sensitive from the last orgasm.

      Bas broke the kiss and pushed my hand away as his replaced mine and began teasing my clit. He took me hard and fast. His shaft didn’t slow until my inner muscles clamped down on his cock. It felt so good when his shaft jerked. Putting more force behind his movements, he slid in and out of me faster. A second later, my ankles locked around his ass, and my back bowed off the bed. My second orgasm crashed over me, releasing more of my arousal. My inner muscles milked his cock as he buried it to the hilt in me while my climax still soared.

      He couldn’t hold back any longer and slid easily in and out of me. Instead of coming down, he wound me right back up. The sounds of our skin slapping against each other filled the room along with our panting breaths.

      “Yes. Don’t stop,” I demanded as my head thrashed back and forth on the pillow.

      “Never,” he vowed.

      He pressed his hips down, pushing me into the mattress while he thrust in and out. Several seconds later, I called out his name as I climaxed again. His eyes went wide as he stared down at me. His orgasm blasted through him. My fingernails sank into his shoulders, and my movements turned frantic. I wanted him to experience as much pleasure as I just had.

      Several seconds later, my back collapsed against the bed as Bas smiled down at me. “You don’t look nearly sleepy enough. Now for sensual and slow.” I was wrung out and didn’t think I could have another orgasm if my life depended on it. But I was willing to give it a try. I would do anything for the man I loved.
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      VIOLET

      “Are we sure we aren’t just wasting our time by coming here? I agree that I cannot see the goddess doing something as mundane as going to the grocery, but perhaps she did because she was bored,” I suggested. Thanos reached across the seat and placed a hand on my thigh.

      By the time Thanos and I had returned to Pymm’s Pondside the night before, Camille and Grams had decided they didn’t want to burn the grocery receipt. Not to scry, or cast a reveal spell. That would drain any magical remnants from it until after we paid the store a visit. Once we cast a spell on it, the magic would obliterate the paper, making it unavailable for anything else.

      Fiona turned in the passenger seat. “I told you that Bas and I could do this without you. What’s really going on? I know it’s not the drive to the city or going into the grocery.”

      I hated when my best friend saw through my bitching. It made it difficult to hide what was actually bothering me. “Ugh. I’m not entirely certain. Part of me is worried about us being the reason Thanos and/or Artemis are exposed to the venom. And another part feels like this is a waste of time - that we should have stayed home and waited for the scrying water to be done so we could scry with the glass.”

      Fiona reached back and grabbed my hand. “Those are valid concerns. Remember, we already cast a personal bubble on the four of us, so no one can possibly turn us into Trojan Horses. Besides, Thanos would not be the target, Artemis would. And we never bring her anything.” The only theory we could come up with about Selene being poisoned was something or someone she trusted secretly hid the venom. As far as we knew, no one had infiltrated her realm and snuck into her home to plant the poison.

      “And we need to know what the glass contained, not who it belonged to. Which is why Camille and Grams are altering the scrying recipe," Fiona continued. “The new formula is our best bet of it targeting the residue inside and getting to the person behind Selene’s death.”

      I sighed and tried to shake off the uncertain feeling nagging at me. “You’re right. I’m being ridiculous.”

      “Your feelings aren’t unimportant. They reflect the seriousness of this case. It’s highly unsettling to watch a goddess die. It rips the ground out from underneath you. Someone as powerful as Selene, or Aidoneus, should be capable of averting disaster. And if they aren’t, what chance do we have of surviving whoever is behind this?” Thanos said. His gaze told me how much he loved me and worried about me for those same reasons.

      Sebastian looked at us in the rearview mirror. “We all need to remember that Zaleria was able to get to Aidon because she had the element of surprise. She managed to capture Phoebe, too. Because she'd planted a magical bomb that went off before they could react. There is no way to protect against that until the Backside of Forty perfects its bubble charm. We aren’t hunting the people behind this unaware.”

      I inclined my head. “When did you become the wise one?”

      Bas scowled at me. “The second I chose to follow my heart and be with Fiona.”

      Fiona’s eyes lit up, and a smile spread across her face. “Good response. It’ll get you laid again tonight.”

      Bas snorted and shook his head. “Are we done making a mountain out of a molehill? This is a mundie establishment and isn’t likely to give us any additional clues, but we need to be alert nonetheless.”

      His comment jolted me back to what we were doing. I nodded, despite the fact that I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling. Bas parked and we climbed out of the truck. Scanning the parking lot, I noted the couple dozen vehicles around us. A mundie woman and her son were walking into the store. Otherwise, there was nothing to note. I opened my magical senses, searching for anyone with magic.

      “There’s a low level of magic in the vicinity, but it isn’t very strong,” I observed.

      Fiona nodded her head as she narrowed her eyes on the store. “It could be remnants from Selene, if she visited here.”

      “True,” I agreed as we entered the store.

      The inside was like any normal grocery. It had aisles of food with fresh produce and bakery items off to one side. Refrigerators and freezers stood in rows on the other. Fiona grabbed a cart and moved through the store, grabbing a few items. I moved to the fridge and grabbed one of the juices we saw on the receipt. We walked up and down the aisles while conducting a basic search for anything connected to the magical world. Nothing jumped out at us, yet there was still a sense of something nearby.

      “Should we do a reveal spell?” I asked as I put the bottle in the cart. “We can’t get into the back of the store without causing a scene, and that is the only area we haven’t been able to search. And before you say it, I know it seems like the goddess did come here, and I would hate to leave without checking everything.”

      Fiona grabbed a bag of crisps and put them in the cart. “That’s a better plan than mine. I was thinking of heading into the bathroom where we could cast an invisibility spell so we could sneak into the back.”

      A chuckle escaped me. “No need to go all cloak and dagger,” I teased as I placed my hand over hers on the cart.

      We continued down the aisle, away from a man buying biscuits, as I focused on finding anything connected to the magical world. As we turned down another aisle, Fiona squeezed my hand, and I chanted the spell, “revelare,” under my breath. My magic unfurled and intertwined with Fiona’s as it flowed through the store.

      As our power filled the store, there was a flash of pink above a display of tea and a flash of green near the canned vegetables. Every color in the rainbow appeared and then disappeared across the space.

      “Let’s do another circuit of the store to make sure there isn’t more than the remnants of previous shoppers,” Thanos suggested.

      “What color would Selene’s residual power be? Silvery white like the moon?” I asked as we walked. So far, I’d been right. There was nothing out of the ordinary in the store.

      Thanos nodded his head. “That would be my assumption, given her powers. Even if it’s not, we should be able to tell if she was here because the glow would be brighter.”

      Fiona increased her steps and headed to the left side of the store. “Then let’s get over to the fresh juices before it disappears.”

      A couple of the shoppers looked at us funny as we hurried past. At least we weren’t moving so fast that they would wonder if there was something wrong with us. We made it to the refrigerators where the juice was, and a curse left me before I could censor it. “She wasn’t here.”

      Fiona’s gaze traveled over the section. “Which means whoever bought the juice could have poisoned the goddess.”

      Sebastian growled low in his throat. “And they fucked with the mundies in the process.”

      My head spun in his direction. “Wait, what?” I asked at the same time, Fiona said, “What makes you say that?”

      Bas jerked his chin to the front of the store. I could see part of the large window giving a view of the parking lot and about half of the cashiers. My gaze skipped over each of them before backtracking to a woman with her auburn hair pulled up into a bun at the back of her head. She had a faint greenish-brown glow surrounding her. But she wasn’t a true witch, or she would be lit up like the sun behind her.

      “What the hell?” I blurted as I shook my head. “How is that possible?”

      “It’s not,” Thanos replied. “We discovered recently that a mundie can be Turned into a witch by a Pleiades when Pheobe did so with Stella, but they wouldn’t remain mundie. The change happens to the entire person, which includes their family. Stella’s kids are now showing magical powers.”

      Fiona’s brow furrowed as she met Thanos’s gaze. “What would happen if a witch like Violet or me tried to give a mundie power?”

      “Nothing should happen. The only way we are going to get answers is to question that cashier and find out more.” Thanos twined his fingers with mine as we headed to the checkout.

      The chaos and uproar in my mind made a heavy metal concert seem tame. Talk about having the rug ripped out from under you. This upended the natural order of things. We didn’t understand enough about Tainted witches. All the information we had came from observation and documents that had been recovered after a Tainted was killed. Looking at the spells they used told us a lot, but it certainly didn’t give us a complete picture. Not to mention new skills popped up all the time. Like the potions and enchantments Fiona, Aislinn, and I had created together.

      Fiona put the groceries on the belt and smiled at the auburn-haired woman whose nametag read Delia. “Hello, Delia. How is your day going so far?” Fiona asked.

      Delia lifted green eyes and half-smiled. I winced at the dark circles that made her look exhausted. The strain on her face left wrinkles surrounding her mouth and eyes. There was no doubt this woman was stressed out. “Plastic bags are twenty-five pence apiece.”

      Fiona nodded in understanding, then leaned forward. “We were hoping you could take a few minutes to talk to us. We’re looking for our friend, Selene. She’s got long, white hair.”

      Delia scowled at Fiona and flung a hand to her right. “I can’t help you. I don’t know a Selene, and I’ve got a line. That’ll be twenty-one pounds and thirty-seven pence, please.”

      I muttered an amenability spell, directing it to Delia before I inserted my credit card into the machine. “Surely, you can take a brief break. It won’t take long. We also want to discuss the problems you’ve been having.”

      Delia’s face paled, and she nodded before directing the woman behind us to another register and putting up a closed sign. After entering something on the register, she came out from behind it and gestured to the side of the store near the entrance and exit. “What do you know about what’s happening to me? Am I really losing my mind? Did someone call and report me?”

      My forehead crinkled with my confusion. “No one called. What do you mean? What exactly has been happening? You seem sane enough.”

      Delia pursed her lips and scowled at me. Fiona placed a hand on her shoulder. “We know you have magic, but not exactly what’s been happening. We’re trying to help our friend, Selene. We must find the people who hurt her.”

      Delia looked around us and then sighed. “Ever since I confronted some men the other night, I have been setting things on fire, but it’s no ordinary fire. The flames are moss green. I think they drugged me.”

      I held up a hand. “Sounds like witch fire. Was your mother a witch?”

      Delia’s scowl deepened. “Of course not. Witches don’t exist. You guys are crazier than me. I don’t want to talk to you after all.”

      I cast a spell to ease her fears and open her mind before Delia could walk away from us. Something had clearly happened here, and we needed to get to the bottom of it. “They do exist. And it seems as if something happened to make you one. Can you tell us more about what happened?” I asked.

      Delia shook her head in disbelief. “In light of what’s been happening, I can’t deny what you’re saying is true even if I can’t believe it entirely.”

      Fiona smiled in understanding. “Let’s get back to that. About those men?”

      Delia nodded. “Right. They were with a woman with long, white hair. She seemed nice enough though she staggered as if they’d drugged her. I yelled at them to leave her alone. The men turned to me, and it felt as if electricity or something had hit me. I can’t recall what happened after that, just that they were gone, and I went to work. A couple of hours later, I set some toilet paper on fire when a woman and her kids wouldn’t stop arguing in my line. I haven’t felt right ever since.”

      “Where did the woman go? Did she leave with the men?” Fiona asked.

      Delia lifted a shoulder. “Am I really a witch? How can I learn more about this? I’m terrified that I will burn down my flat or check stand. It’s taking a toll on me.”

      I nodded my head. “If you are creating moss-green flames, you were somehow given powers. There is a coven in London. The leader is a woman named Ravenna. She can help you learn how to control your witch fire and learn more.” I gave her Ravenna’s number.

      “Did you notice if the woman was wearing a crown with a crescent moon in the middle of her forehead?” Thanos asked, redirecting the conversation to the matter at hand.

      Delia shook her head from side to side. “I can’t remember. Sorry.”

      Thanos waved a hand through the air. “That’s ok. Did the men drive away with the woman?”

      Delia lifted her shoulders. “I have no idea. One second, they were there, and the next, they were gone.”

      Thanos inclined his head and clasped his hands in front of his body, making him look less intimidating. “Would you be willing to allow me try and coax your memories to the surface?”

      Delia’s eyes widened, and she nodded. “Yes. I’ve been trying to remember what happened. I figured I couldn’t because they drugged me.”

      I smiled at her and grabbed Thanos’s arm. “Can you give us a second, please?” Without waiting for her to reply, I pulled Thanos aside. “What the hell are you doing? Won’t this hurt her?”

      Thanos’s looked at me in surprise and hurt. “Bringing stuff forth is not the same as removing. We need to know what she saw. This is our best lead to finding out who might have the hydra venom. I would never hurt someone. You should know that.”

      My heart clenched. He was right. I shouldn’t have doubted him. “This whole thing has thrown me off kilter. I’m sorry, love.”

      Thanos pressed his lips to mine. “I understand. This isn’t going to be easy. Let me explain more to everyone?”

      I nodded, and we rejoined the group. “Sorry about that. Violet was concerned about how difficult this could be for you, Delia. When I bring forth memories, you could be flooded with memories for several seconds, and it could be overwhelming. You might remember things you’d rather forget. We don’t have to do this if you’d rather not chance it.”

      Delia’s gaze moved from me to Fiona and over Bas, then back to Thanos. “I need to know what happened. It’s been killing me. I’ve got an appointment to see a psychiatrist to ask for medication. I can’t live like this.”

      “Very well. This shouldn’t be physically painful,” Thanos said before he drew a rune on her forehead so fast that I doubted the other mundies in the store noticed. Delia’s eyes went distant, and Thanos chanted something in Greek.

      “Do you think she got magic because they used water from the Fountain of Youth on her?” Fiona leaned in and whispered in my ear.

      I shook my head as Delia’s eyes moved side to side. “I doubt it. All that would do is make her younger.”

      “My guess is that the goddess’s magic flared out of her like it has been doing at Pymm’s Pondside,” Bas added in a normal tone.

      Fiona looked back at her mate. “That’s a good point, but that would mean she was already sick when she was here.”

      Delia shuddered a few seconds later and rubbed her arms. “Boy, you weren’t kidding when you said I would remember things long forgotten. It’s given me a lot to think about later. I can tell you that the men snuck up behind the woman when she was leaving the store and stuck a needle in her back. It all happened so fast. She staggered, and lightning flew from her fingertips. I was hit by a bolt which was the electricity I felt. Before I even registered the pain from it, the woman moved her hand, and white light flared out of her. She looked confused as the men continued coming for her. She was gone a second later, and the men spewed curses before they took off in a car.”

      Thanos’s eyes widened. “What can you tell us about the vehicle and where the woman went?”

      “All I can tell you is that the woman disappeared into thin air, and the two men drove away in a blue Tesla with the beginning of the license plate of BT50. There was something special about the woman. And I just loved her long, white hair. It was so shiny, almost like it was the moon,” Delia admitted with pink staining her cheeks.

      I smiled and patted her shoulder. “Thank you for sharing with us. Remember, you aren’t losing your mind, but most will not understand when you tell them you have powers. You can call Ravenna to learn more.” It was difficult leaving her like this. She had some low-level magic, and I wasn’t sure if she would retain it. We couldn’t stick around to babysit her.

      Fiona tilted her head to the side as we walked out of the store. “We should call Gadross and ask him to run the plate. We can ask him ,or maybe Luciana, to keep an eye on Delia. Too much is up in the air with her. Ravenna might not be able to help her at all.”

      “Luci would be more helpful for Delia,” Bas said as we climbed into the car.

      I nodded in agreement as my mind processed the information she had shared. The woman sounded an awful lot like Selene. Finding the receipt and Delia was too much of a coincidence. The question was, how were they related?

    

  







            CHAPTER 12

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    




      FIONA

      “So, the glass didn’t contain the venom after all?” Grams clarified after we shared what we had learned from our trip to the store.

      Camille held up a hand. “I’d also like to know how you guys didn’t see Selene’s presence in the store. Like you did with the others if she’d shopped there.”

      I set the piece of cod down and wiped the grease off my fingers. “My guess that we didn’t see Selen inside the store because goddesses are powerful enough to make their trail undetectable when they want. And from what the store clerk said, Selene was surprised by, and injected by, a couple of guys. She didn’t specifically say it was with the venom. We inferred that from the timing and other details.”

      “There is no other reason Selene would have vanished like she did,” Thanos said, interrupting me.

      Grams nodded her head as she dipped her chips in the vinegar and popped one in her mouth. “Precisely. She’d have blasted the blokes if it had been anything else. But why go home and have a drink? Why not go to her closest friends for help?”

      Thanos cocked his head to the side. “It sounded as if she was confused. I don’t know much about the venom or how fast it works, but I'd need a drink after that encounter.”

      Camille frowned at me. “What about the juice and snacks from the receipt? Were they anywhere obvious?”

      Violet set her wine down and shook her head. “I don’t remember if it was anywhere obvious. We were looking for magic, the venom wouldn't have been highlighted by the reveal spell.”

      I lifted my hand as I chewed a crunchy, flaky piece of fish. “They were on the counter. I saw the candy that had spilled out of the bag. It looked as if it had been thrown down. What does that tell us?”

      “It tells us that Selene was the white-haired woman at the store,” Camille replied.

      My phone rang before I could respond to her. Seeing Phoebe's name, my heart started racing as I joined the FaceTime call. “Hey. Phoebe. Good timing. We were just discussing when and where Selene was infected.”

      Phoebe’s eyes widened, and behind her, Aidoneus gripped her shoulder. “What happened?” Phoebe asked at the same time, Aidon said, “Tell me you know who poisoned her.”

      Thanos told him about what we’d discovered at the store before asking why they called.

      Aidon reached around Phoebe and picked up a book. The cover was black leather with a black stone embedded in the middle. “I found information on how to make a Godstone.”

      Everyone in the room froze. A smile spread over my face a second later. “Did I hear you right?”

      Aidon smirked. “Yes, you did.”

      I curled my hands toward my body in a give-it-to-me gesture. “Camille is ready to take notes. What do we need to do?”

      “I’ll go slow so she can get it all down,” Aidon said. “First, the spellcaster will need to possess a piece of a god's essence, such as a lock of hair, a feather, or a scale, to create a Godstone. You will also need to gather several rare and powerful ingredients, including a moonstone, sunstone, starstone, and dragon's blood. The herbs include night-blooming jasmine, rosemary, and belladonna.”

      My brow furrowed. “What is a starstone?” Seeing Aidoneus’s annoyance, I held up both hands. “Never mind. We can go over that later.”

      Aidon softened his expression. “Ask any questions you want, but a starstone is as the name sounds.”

      “A piece of a star,” Grams said.

      Aidoneus nodded. “The spellcaster begins the ritual by constructing a sacred circle and placing the god's essence within it. Next, you light candles and incense made from herbs designed to enhance a person’s soul. Then you recite an incantation that calls upon the power of the gods and the elements.”

      Camille lifted her hand while still writing with the other. “And what is the spell they need to recite? By the way, I wanted to say thank you for trusting us with this information. I know it’s difficult for you to let all of this become public knowledge. You can rest assured that none of us will share this with anyone outside this circle.”

      “Phoebe and Aidon promised Hades you wouldn’t say anything,” Nana called out from the background. “You’re lucky the God of the Underworld didn’t require a blood oath.”

      Phoebe looked to the left with a ‘be quiet’ look on her pretty face before she focused back on the screen. “Nana is partially correct. Hades and Persephone gave up the information because you’re trying to keep the powers neutral and allow Selene’s power to decide for itself.”

      Aidon nodded in agreement. “They don’t want my Aunt Artemis taking Selene’s powers and figured this was their best bet at making sure that didn’t happen. Although, I can’t guarantee they won’t pay you a visit. They’re pissed that someone else has venom.”

      My heart hammered against my rib cage, and my mouth went dry. Sebastian leaned down to peer at Aidon. “Keep your parents away from here. We will clean up the mess, without any additional interlopers.”

      I placed a hand on his chest and tried calming my heart down. “We will deal with this one step at a time. Explain the rest, please.”

      Aidoneus inclined his head. “I told my father that we would help handle the search if needed. I believe we have time, but understand, this is the one weakness for a being who has been unkillable for centuries.

      “Okay, back to the Godstone. There is no specific wording. It’s all about intent, like anything else. And it must call upon the power of the gods and the elements.  As the spellcaster recites the incantation, you sprinkle the ingredients into a cauldron filled with water. The water should begin to glow with a bright, ethereal light as the power of the gods and the elements are drawn into the mixture. You then draw upon your own magic and infuse it into the brew, blending it with the divine energy and essence. This will cause the blend to transform into a solid crystalline form, the Godstone.”

      “Isn’t it already a stone? Or two?” I asked as I recalled the need for a starstone, a moonstone and others.

      Phoebe shook her head. “This part was confusing to me, too. The mixture melts the stones when it is infused with the spellcaster’s power, then solidifies into a single stone when the god’s essence enters it.”

      “The Godstone will be imbued with the god's essence and possess immense power, requiring careful handling and respect. Its power can be dangerous if misused. The spellcaster must be skilled in the use of magic and possess great wisdom and responsibility to create and fully infuse a Godstone successfully,” Aidon explained. “Once Selene’s power has passed into the stone, it should not be moved much. Her power will want out, so you need to secure it as soon as possible.”

      I nodded in acknowledgment. “That’s where the Relic Keeper comes in. Have you happened to locate her yet?”

      Phoebe’s face screwed up in frustration. “We haven’t been able to locate her. I took a quick trip with Aidon and will get back to it soon. Word hasn’t gotten out about her, and I am going to make sure it doesn’t. I don’t want her or her kids to be hunted like her ancestors were.”

      My hand went to my chest, and I rubbed the ache that bloomed there. We’d asked Artemis to find someone with Relic Keeper DNA and bring her forward so she could develop her powers without us considering what it would be like for her or her life. It was incredibly selfish and mean. Yes, it was for the greater good. But that didn’t make it right.

      “Thank you. I have another question. Do you know where we can find a sunstone and starstone? Also, do you think we can use Selene’s moonstone? The one that got us into her realm?” I asked.

      One of Aidoneus’s eyebrows shot up on his forehead. “You got into Selene’s house without being caught in a nightmare? Few ever get past the nocturni.”

      I glanced over at Violet, who grimaced, then nodded to Aidon. “We got in and searched her house and returned home. We encountered the nocturni but were able to get past their enchantments.”

      Violet lifted her hand. “We got past the nocturneths too. Both groups seemed weaker than they should have been.”

      Aidon shook his head. “I still can’t believe Selene is dying, and that would have been me if not for my wonderful mate.”

      Phoebe’s cheeks heated, but a smile spread over her face. “As for the stones, you will need to find a dealer for them. The harder ingredient on the list is dragon’s blood, but you guys don't have to worry about that. You’ve got Argies, who is probably more than happy to donate.” Phoebe craned her neck as she scanned the screen.

      My eyes widened, and I winced. “Except, he and Aislinn are back in Eidothea visiting his family. They aren’t here.”

      Violet wrinkled her nose. “We’re going to have to go there and ask him for a vial while convincing Aislinn she doesn’t have to return with us.”

      I sighed and lifted a hand to Phoebe. “On that note, we’d better go and get ready. Unless there’s anything else?”

      Phoebe shook her head. “Nope, but you guys be careful, and call us if you need help.”

      “Will do,” I promised before I hung up the phone.

      Sebastian wrapped me in his arms. “Tell Kalliopi Uncle Bas misses her.”

      A smile crossed my face. Bas would have been a great dad. I pushed those thoughts aside before they brought up the guilt associated with my refusing to entertain the idea. “I hope she hasn’t forgotten us. She’s walking and talking by now. She isn’t entirely out of the toddler years yet.”

      Violet scowled. “I forgot how much time will have passed for them these past few days. Is it bad I’m grateful we have to go visit them?”

      “It’s completely understandable. I feel the same way.” I chuckled, pressed a kiss to Bas’s lips, and turned away. “We shouldn’t need to take anything with us. We aren’t going to stay.”

      Grams lifted a container of cranberry scones. “You need to take these to Argies. He said they don’t have anything like this there.”

      I shook my head. “Not that I’ve encountered. Will you continue to look for places to get the ingredients we need while we are gone?”

      Grams nodded her head. “Of course. I’ll follow up with Gadross about the license plate.”

      Bas cocked his head to the side. “Should I call Lance? He has the system to look up the partial.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. That man is like a dog with a bone. He will want to get involved, which would be dangerous for him,” Thanos said.

      Sebastian gave Thanos a dirty look. “That’s because you don’t know how to handle him. I’ve lived here longer than he’s been a cop.”

      Thanos shrugged a shoulder. “True.”

      “Wait to see what Gadross has learned. It might not be necessary. We won’t be long,” I promised before Violet and I left the house and headed to the cemetery.

      Violet held the gate open for me to pass through. “Does it feel weird to you that we’re walking through the portal empty-handed?”

      I lifted the container of scones. “Not entirely empty-handed. Although, I feel naked without my handbag. Maybe I should go back and get it.”

      Violet rolled her eyes at me. “Nope. As you said, we aren’t staying long.”

      “Better to get there and back,” I agreed, then handed her the container so I could open the door to the crypt and the portal.

      Seeing the way my ancestors' bones created the foundation of the portal always gave me a sense of being part of something much bigger than myself. Lifting my hands, I chanted the spell to open the portal. An oval hovered in the middle of the room, surrounded by light. The familiar Fae world of Eidothea was visible. I extended my hand to Violet, and we passed through the portal. This one was easier to traverse than others we’d recently taken.

      “It’s nice to be back here,” I admitted. “Especially when we aren’t here to oust an Evil Fae King or help Aislinn have a baby.”

      Violet chuckled as we walked toward the Fae guarding this side of the portal. “Hey, Fenian. Is Argies at the palace? We need to talk to him real quick.”

      Fenian, a Fae that resembled a bear, frowned in confusion at Violet. “You came all this way to talk to him? You’re not staying for a visit?”

      Violet shook her head from side to side. “We’ve got an emergency to handle in our realm.”

      Fenian was nodding as I spoke. “Yeah, he’s at the training grounds connected to the palace. Aislinn and the princess should be at her studies.”

      We thanked him and continued walking past the entrance to the underground area where the resistance was housed for many decades until we came over and killed Vodor.

      I plucked a purple flower from the ground and brought it to my nose. “Who do you think is studying? Ais or Kalli?”

      "I was wondering the same thing,” Violet admitted. “Can you imagine Ais in classes to teach her how to be a better royal?”

      Laughter bubbled out of me. “Hell, no. She would eat those teachers with a nice chianti and fava beans.”

      Violet guffawed as we traveled the short distance to the palace. “Hannibal, nice touch. I love how fresh the air is here. And how much magical power is in our surroundings.”

      “The realm has recovered nicely from Vodor draining it.” I shivered when I recalled how anemic it felt when I first arrived in Eidothea compared to now, decades after the Evil Fae King had died.

      The palace came into view a few minutes later as we talked about how happy the residents looked. I regretted not having some gold to shop the market just outside the palace grounds. I hadn’t yet had a chance to roam through it and check everything out.

      A loud squeal made me turn my head around. “Is that Kalliopi?”

      Violet’s forehead furrowed as she scanned the wall surrounding the palace and the large open gate, allowing anyone entrance to the grounds. “It sounded kind of like her.”

      We picked up our pace, and called out Kalli’s name, when we saw her dragon shoot up into the sky. She stopped and turned to face us. “Wow, she’s so much bigger now,” I observed as I waved both hands.

      "But her purple diamonds are still the same. Hey, sweetie. It’s your aunties,” Violet called out.

      Aislinn’s red hair appeared in the middle of the opening to the palace, with her hands covering her mouth. “What are you two doing here?”

      I started running, not wanting to say what I had to say out loud. Violet was right behind me. I wrapped my arms around Aislinn. “We needed a modicum of privacy for this conversation.”

      Aislinn gestured behind her. “Argies is taking a break with us. The teachers have gone back inside the palace.”

      “It’s good that he’s here too. We need to ask him a favor,” Violet said.

      Aislinn scowled at us. “What’s going on? You’d better fill me in right now.”

      Kalliopi landed on the ground next to us. She shifted and pulled on a pink dress while we told Argies and Aislinn a condensed version of what happened since they left. Kalliopi tugged on my shirt. “Aunt Fi, up, up. I need lobes.”

      I loved that she wasn’t shy about asking for what she needed. “Absolutely. I’m so glad you didn’t forget about us.” I moved the scones under my arm and picked Kalli up. Having her in my arms again settled something in me. I hadn’t realized how much I missed her.

      “Neber fogit my aunties. Lobe you.” Kalli’s kiss on my cheek melted my heart.

      “Why didn’t you come to get us? I could have come back and helped,” Aislinn said as Kalli asked for Violet next.

      I placed a hand on Aislinn’s shoulder. “And have you miss years of your daughter’s life? No damn way would I do that to you guys. Besides, there isn't much we can do. It’s awful watching Selene die. I’ve never felt so helpless.”

      “And we came because you are the only ones who can help us right now,” Violet said.

      Argies ran a hand through his hair. “I can tell my brother we have to leave right now. This sounds like the trickiest case you guys have had so far.”

      I smiled up at Argies, relieved he was still the man we could count on. “It certainly has the highest stakes. We need to create a Godstone before Artemis does, so we can ensure Selene’s power is safe until it finds a new host. To do that, we need several ingredients, one of which is dragon blood.”

      Argies’s eyes went wide. “Which is why you came.”

      My hands flew to my chest. “That prompted us to make the trip, yes. However, we have missed you three like crazy. Even Bas has. He said to tell Little Miss he couldn’t wait to see her again. We need your help, but we don’t want you to feel like you aren’t an important part of the family. Speaking of, Grams sent these for you, Argies. She knows how much you love them.”

      Argies wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “I know, Fi. No worries. I’m happy to help. I’ll be right back. Be sure to tell Grams thank you for these. I’ve missed them most.”

      "Thanks,” I told him and turned to Aislinn. “We heard one of you were in classes. Please tell me they aren’t trying to turn you into some mindless princess who sits there looking pretty.”

      Aislinn snorted. “Not a chance. They’re working on Kalliopi. Fortunately for us, she will have none of it."

      Violet tickled Kalliopi’s tummy. “That’s because she knows speaking her mind and being true to herself is more important than anything else. Life is too short and painful to try and be something you’re not. Isn’t that right?”

      Aislinn tapped Kalli’s nose. “But we should always be respectful of others.”

      “Is she refusing to go back to classes again?” Argies called out as he returned, holding a bag in his hand.

      Violet took the bag. “No, she isn’t refusing. Are you, Kalli?”

      Kalli shook her head from side to side, making her red curls bounce on her shoulders. “No. I be good, Daddy.”

      We talked for a few more minutes before we had to say our goodbyes. We left with a promise to return as soon as we helped Selene pass peacefully and contained her power safely. I glanced over at Violet as we made our way back to the portal. “Are you going to have a baby with Thanos?” I’d been thinking a lot about it because I knew Sebastian wanted his own child.

      Violet’s head snapped around, and she gaped at me. “Why the hell would you ask that right now?”

      “I saw how much you missed Kalliopi, and I know he wants one. So does Bas.”

      Violet sighed and continued walking. “I’m too old. It would be a geriatric pregnancy with all the concerns about my health. Besides, I have raised my kids. I can’t imagine going back to waking up every couple of hours. And then there are all these cases we’ve been handling. Our lives are fraught with danger.”

      Chuckling, I activated the portal and then looked at Violet. “I get that you are afraid, given our lives, but look at how well we have managed to deal with having Kalliopi around. And you’re a demigod now. The concerns about being too old are moot. Those reasons shouldn’t stop you.” I stepped through, ignoring her comment to me about giving Bas the child he always wanted. That was not something I wanted to think about at the moment.
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      VIOLET

      I could have cursed Fiona for planting thoughts in my head about babies. Thanos had told me he’d always wanted to have a child, but he’d never allowed himself to really consider it until he met me. That was a whole lot of pressure, and none of it came from him. He had told me he was happy just being with me and my kids. Still, a small part of me couldn’t help but wonder if he would come to resent me one day.

      Did I want to have another baby? The answer used to be a resounding hell no. But after having Kalliopi around, I wasn’t as dead set against it. Of course, it helped that we were now demigods, which meant we would not age at the same rate as was normal for witches.

      You have years left of fertility to think about this—no need to open or close that door right now.

      Setting those thoughts aside, I leaned against Thanos as we sat in front of Selene. Grams and Fiona were in the kitchen cooking dinner, and Camille was taking a nap upstairs. She hadn’t left Pymm’s Pondside since we called her over to help Grams. The two had been close friends all their lives, and surprisingly, their relationship hadn’t changed even though Grams was now fifty years younger.

      “Do we need to worry about hunting down the other ingredients before the roast is done?” I asked as we watched the silvery threads of Selene’s power flare out of her and ripple through the room like the Aurora Borealis.

      Thanos pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Selene is weakening, but I have no idea how fast or slow she might continue to decline. I think we have time for dinner.”

      “Why didn’t Aidon’s power flare like this? He fluctuated from what he and Phoebe described, but it was nothing like this.”

      Without the information from Phoebe and Aidoneus, we would have been completely in the dark. From what they could discover, Aidon was the first god to be poisoned with venom since a lesser Titan was killed centuries ago. There were only stories about that death which was how they knew the hydra poison could kill a god or goddess.

      Thanos lifted his hand and held it above Selene’s chest. “Phoebe cast a stasis spell around Aidon when she felt his power fluctuating. She acted out of her fear of losing him. She also tried countless remedies to wake him up. It's possible her spell kept him from Selene’s fate. Or it could have been the other things she tried. Or a combination of them. It’s impossible to say for certain.”

      “Perhaps we should try to contain her energy, too,” I said.

      “What do you think Camille and I have been doing?” Grams asked as she paused on the threshold between the kitchen and living room. Sitting around with our heads in our hands? Camille is exhausted because we have been casting stasis spells every few hours in addition to shielding her presence.”

      I grimaced and fought the urge to drop my gaze. “I’m sorry, Grams. I didn’t mean to imply you hadn’t been doing anything. What can we do to help?”

      Grams walked around the sofa and looked down at the goddess on the couch. “I’d say cast the next round for us, but you need to reserve your energy for finding the rest of the ingredients along with her murderers. We could call on Luciana to come and help. As a Pleaides, her spells would be more effective than ours.”

      Thanos stood up and started pacing while Fiona took the pan out of the oven, then came over to join us. “We can’t call anyone else. It’s bad enough that Gadross knows about the hydra venom and Selene dying. Luci comes with an entourage. Containing the information will be next to impossible if they discover this. Artemis would be pissed, as would the other gods and goddesses. Remember what Hades and Persephone told Aidon? We need to keep this close to the vest,” Thanos said as he walked his circuit.

      Fiona made a face as she wiped her hands on a towel. “While I would like to believe Luciana’s coven would be quiet about this, you're right. Not that I would blame them. If I put myself in their shoes, I would want to spread the word about a venom able to kill gods and goddesses so I could keep my Pleiades safe. It’s clear they see that as their mission in life. Dinner’s ready.”

      The doorbell rang at that moment. Grams held Bas off with a wave of her hand and went to answer the door as we went into the kitchen to dish up the roast and veggies. The savory smell of the meat made my tummy rumble as I filled a plate.

      “Looks like I came at the right time,” a familiar deep voice announced.

      I turned to watch Gadross stroll into the room. I prayed the police officer’s presence meant he had discovered something to help us. I was about to ask when he walked over to the couch and looked over the dying goddess. “You three sure do manage to land yourselves in piles of shite. I’m glad you’re on our side. The trouble you could cause if you three Turned would be devastating. This is incredibly unsettling.” The dwarf rubbed his arms as he looked up at us. “Where’s Aislinn?”

      “She went to visit Argies’s family in Eidothea,” I replied automatically.

      Fiona smiled at the paranormal police officer responsible for our neck of the woods. “Join us for dinner,” she offered, and we headed into the kitchen. “I feel like I need to warn you that this situation needs to be kept quiet. You can’t tell anyone at all about this. Artemis, Hades, and Persephone will all be on the warpath if anything gets out.”

      Gadross stumbled and stared at Fiona. “I wouldn’t have said anything before that threat. It would only cause mass panic. Gods and goddesses should be invincible.”

      I kept my questions while I fixed my plate, retrieved a bottle of wine, and brought them to the table. Normally, we sat around the island, but with Gadross here, it felt more formal. I took a bite of the juicy meat and groaned in appreciation. “This is delicious. You always make the perfect pot roast, Fi. How do you manage it?”

      Fiona chuckled as she sat down next to me. “The key is using beef consommé, a covered pot, and cooking it low and slow. So, what brings you by, Gadross? Did you find some information?”

      Gadross took a seat across from us with a nod. “I managed to locate the owner of the vehicle.”

      The meat in my mouth was forgotten, and my jaw dropped open, giving the table a view of my partially chewed food. Snapping it closed, I swallowed and then choked as the roast refused to go down easily. Fiona patted my back while I swigged wine back like it was the key to unlocking the secrets of life.

      Several seconds later, I apologized. “Who owns the Tesla? Who are we looking for?” My voice was scratchy, and my throat hurt from practically inhaling meat, followed by wine.

      Gadross resumed eating. “The car was registered to a Baltair MacLianain, who lives near Gretna Green.”

      Fiona cocked her head to the side as Bas sat next to her. “Are you talking about the town where people go to get married?”

      Gadross stuffed food into his mouth as if he hadn’t eaten in days. “That’s the place. It isn’t too far from here.”

      I poured another glass of wine and extended the bottle to Gadross. “What can you tell us about Baltair? Do you know him?”

      Gadross stood up to reach the bottle and poured himself a glass. “I don’t know him. He’s never come across my desk, so I asked around about him. It took some digging, but one of my contacts told me Baltair is a demigod.”

      “That’s not all that surprising,” Fiona blurted.

      Gadross lifted a shoulder. “Anyway, most said that he was a nice guy who was always happy-go-lucky, which doesn’t sound like a guy who would kill a goddess. So, I dug deeper. And boy, did I find out that was as far from the truth as possible. Grumblings in the community are that he’s unhappy and wants change. Some say he’s been away for several weeks because he got involved in something shady. I didn’t get any details, but it’s clear he has been up to no good.”

      The food churned in my stomach. “Did anyone say anything about him being dangerous? It would be helpful to know his skills since we hope to catch him without a syringe in his hand.”

      Fiona lifted her fork. “And we need to know who might have been with him. We have no way of knowing for sure who had the venom, so we need to deal with both issues.”

      Gadross shook his head. “No one mentioned him fighting or using his powers to hurt others. And an accomplice was never confirmed. I have more feelers out about his friends, though.”

      I took a bite of the carrots as I considered what we needed to know about this guy. “Has he been at home? And if he took any trips, did he mention where he was going? It might lead us to the venom.”

      Gadross lifted a shoulder then got up and got seconds. “He was gone for an afternoon, which is when I think he was in London. Otherwise, he hasn’t had long absences from his house.”

      Grams narrowed her eyes as she leaned forward. “What about the obvious? Did he tell anyone he had gotten ahold of the hydra venom?”

      I chuckled and looked over at Grams. “I assumed he would have kept it a secret. It’s what I would have done.”

      “I hate to disappoint you, Isidora, especially with you looking better than ever, but no one I spoke to had heard anything about specific plans. What he was spouting was general upset about the way things are,” Gadross said as he chewed, then took a sip of wine.

      Sebastian pushed his empty plate aside and met Gadross’s gaze. “What about any kidnapping plots?”

      Fiona’s forehead furrowed as she looked at her mate. “What are you thinking?”

      Bas lifted a shoulder. “He could have been involved in Isidora’s disappearance.”

      Grams perked up at that and waved Gadross on as she chewed. I was grateful she didn’t say anything and reveal the half-chewed meat in her mouth. Gadross didn’t have the same problem. “No one mentioned kidnapping, but a woman he used to date said he talked about a plan to find someone to help him make the gods pay for their crimes and force them to help him. Whether or not that has anything to do with Isidora’s kidnapping is anyone’s guess.”

      Grams shoved a bite of food in her mouth and chewed angrily. “What are the gods’ crimes?”

      Gadross lifted a shoulder. “Same thing I’ve heard from many. They have no hearts. They sleep with whomever they want, regardless of mated or married status. They get women pregnant, and then walk away after ruining their lives, and the children are completely forgotten.”

      I whistled at the weight of his words. “That’s a major grudge.” I tilted my head to my mate. “Is that how demigods feel? That they’ve been abandoned by their powerful parent who doesn’t care about the mess they left behind?”

      “Some definitely feel that way. And some are bitter and angry about being half of a god. They feel they should be more, while others think their lives are great. It is true that many of the gods never acknowledge their offspring with mundies or paranormals. But that doesn’t apply to all of them. My mother took me in after I accidentally erased my father’s memories. I was two years old and would have gone to my grandparents, but she kept tabs on me and whisked me away when tragedy struck.”

      My jaw dropped to my chest. “How did I not know this?” I was offended and hurt that he didn’t trust me with this information. I was his mate. He should share this kind of shit with me.

      Thanos put his hand over mine on my thigh. “I didn’t withhold it intentionally. I just discovered what happened when I came across one of my mom’s old journals. I also learned more about her than I ever wanted to know. With everything going on, it hasn’t come up.”

      I smiled at him and gave myself a mental head shake. Being upset about this was ridiculous. “Thank you for sharing it now. Why he would be willing to risk handling hydra venom keeps bothering me. It could have killed him if he’d gotten any on him.”

      Thanos nodded in agreement. “I wouldn’t risk it for that reason, plus I wouldn’t want to anger the gods. Clearly, he and his partner don’t give a damn.”

      “Unless they are the ones behind my kidnapping, which means they have the water from the fountain. They might believe it would save them if they were exposed,” Grams added.

      Fiona sighed as she set her fork aside. “We could continue going around and around with this. We need to get up to Gretna Green and have a conversation with Baltair.”

      I nudged Fi’s shoulder. “We will go up tomorrow.”

      Sebastian pinned Fiona with a hard stare. “I know you two will want to race off to Gretna Green when the sun rises, but you must wait a day. I have an order for an athame that I need to finish before I can leave, and I am going with you.”

      Fiona smiled sweetly at Bas. “You can catch up to us. There’s no reason for us to wait, is there? We can get the lay of the land when we get there so that we will be ready to take action when you arrive.”

      Bas growled low in his throat. “You aren’t listening. I am going with you. I would ask Prue if she could wait for her order, but she needs it for her granddaughter’s coming-of-age ceremony this weekend. We have no idea what else this arsehole might have up his sleeve. We know he has possession of hydra venom. It is safest if we stick together. Especially with the Backside of Forty being down one key member.”

      I sighed and inclined my head. “That sounds like a reasonable request, Fi. It’ll be a challenge, but we shouldn’t take any chances. Besides, it’ll give us time to look into possible sources for the starstone and sunstone.”

      Fiona pursed her lips and glared at me. “I was going to agree. As eager as I am to find Baltair, our safety matters more. Not to mention, we could both use about twelve hours of sleep.”

      I nodded in agreement with that one. While I was getting used to investigating and battling demons on less-than-optimal sleep, it would be nice to hunt down this cold-blooded murderer better prepared.
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      AISLINN

      “I like the green one, Mama,” Kalliopi said as she bounced on the bed in her room.

      I smiled as I watched her. Kalli was a bundle of energy and kept Argies and me on our toes. I’d had to fight his mother to keep her close to us in the palace. The princess’s room should have been in another wing where servants would have surrounded her. I refused. We had been there for a few years but weren’t staying much longer. Especially after what Fiona and Violet had shared.

      Argies entered the room with one eyebrow raised. “Why aren’t you dressed for dinner, Nugget?”

      Kalli threw herself at her father. He caught her easily and held her close to his broad chest. “I don’t want da pink one, Dada.”

      Argies looked at me over her head. “Is that the one my mother bought her yesterday?”

      I gave him a flat stare. “Yes. Why she insists on buying her new clothes every other day is beyond me. As is the reason we need to dress up for a meal. It’s not like we’re eating with members of the court.”

      Argies frowned as he set Kalliopi down. “You can wear the green one, but please use the big girl potty first.”

      Kalliopi clapped her hands and raced off to do as Argies asked. When she was gone, he pulled me into his arms. “What’s wrong, love?”

      I sighed and laid my head on his chest. “I’m worried about Fiona and Violet. I’m sorry. I know we agreed to put on fancy dresses for dinner so we could put our foot down on what Kalli is taught.”

      Argies held me at arm's length. “Yes, it’s important that Kalliopi learns appropriate court etiquette. She will be part of this world, and I do not want her to be unprepared. Do you want to go back home?”

      It warmed my heart that he considered Cottlehill home. He'd never lived outside Eidothea before meeting and falling in love with me. I shook my head. “No. They said they had it under control. You promised your brother another year. We have to stick by our promises. It'll only be another couple of days on Earth, so there’s a chance we will be able to help when we get back.”

      Argies searched my face for several seconds before he nodded. Kalli came running back into the room at that moment and was tearing off her shirt as she went. Argies grabbed her up, and I pulled off her pants. Together, we had her dressed in her favorite green dress. She and I had bought it together at the market a few weeks ago, and it was all she wanted to wear.

      Argies and I walked down the busy palace halls holding hands while our daughter ran ahead of us. The ribbon I tied in her red curls had come loose and streamed behind her like a flag. Her joy was infectious, and staff stopped to laugh and smile with her as she went.

      Argies leaned down and pressed his lips to my ear. “You look gorgeous, love. I can’t wait to get you back to our room later and take that dress off you.”

      I lifted my face for his kiss. He obliged, and I lost myself in his lips, tongue, and embrace for one blissful second. It didn’t last long before Kalli came galloping back with scales rippling across her arms.

      “Roar!” She swiped fingers that ended in talons in our direction. Argies lifted me so fast my head swam. But he saved the bottom half of my dress from getting shredded. He had our daughter whirling through the air a second later. Her growls turned to laughter as he threw her into the air, and she spread her arms out at her sides. It was a familiar game they played.

      The smile dropped off my face as I noticed Teague’s advisor watching my mate and daughter. The vile man looked as if he’d eaten the compost Cici used in the garden. He was old school and believed children should be seen and not heard. He’d repeatedly told me we were wrong for fighting Othe about Kalli’s education.

      Plastering a smile on my face, I raced up and joined my family, squealing as loud as my daughter just to get in another dig. People like him had allowed Vodor to take the throne, and kill thousands of innocents, to feed his twisted need for power. He’d nearly killed the entire realm by taking their magic to make himself powerful enough to keep growing.

      As we reached the doors to the dining room, I saw Kyr stand up at the table and lift his hands like he was ready to catch a ball. In this instance, my daughter was the ball. Kalli giggled and called out for her Draco-paw, which is what she called her grandfather. She’d come up with it on her own. She named Othe, fire-maw.

      We’d barely crossed the threshold when Argies tossed Kalliopi to his father. Kyr caught her and swung her around before nuzzling her. She clambered out of his arms and went over to her aunts and uncles, giving them love, before she kissed Othe and took the seat next to her.

      Argies and I sat on the other side of her. Othe fixed Kalli’s hair and placed a napkin over Kalli’s lap. “I hear your aunties came to visit you today. I expected them to join us.”

      Kalli shook her head, sending her red curls flying around her face. “Dey had to go home for a mergency. Dey brought nummies from Gwams.”

      Kyr’s gaze snapped over to ours. “Is everything alright?”

      I sucked in a breath and considered how to respond. The death of a god would not be something Artemis would want widely known. “They have a sick friend they needed to tend.”

      Othe poured some juice into Kalli’s cup. “I’m glad it wasn’t something more serious. You three seem to handle dangerous situations far too often.”

      As the cautious, frightened one of the coven, I should agree with Othe. But I didn’t. We had a calling and used our powers for the greater good. And sometimes Artemis’s benefit.

      The servers entered with our meals at the same time Argies growled in response to his mother. Used to angry dragon noises, none of them missed a beat. Argies remained silent while our plates were set in front of us. Kalli dug right in, picking up the meat on her plate and shoving it in her mouth. The staff had taken care to dice it into bite-sized pieces.

      Othe pinned Argies with a look. “I didn't mean I was glad someone was sick, son.”

      Argies blew out a breath. “I know you think we should move here and leave Fiona and Violet to handle things on Earth, but we can’t do that. And this case is further proof that we can’t be gone long. Fiona and Violet need to find out who poisoned their friend while trying to help her pass and avoid the destruction of everything they love. It’s far more complicated than your comment made it sound. Aislinn has been gracious to agree to stay here for the remainder of our promised time, but it is difficult for her to know her friends are in danger and she isn’t there to help. It’s just as hard for me. They are my family too.”

      Emotion burned in my throat as I looked at the man I loved. He had sacrificed everything he knew to join my world. And he never complained. His brother Teague had been king long enough to understand Argies’s implications. “You should return. I have Father and Qego to help with things here. Not to mention an entire army at my disposal. Your strategy and training have been invaluable, but we can muddle through.” Teague said.

      “I uncovered the Dark Fae insurrection. I should stay until it’s resolved,” Argies said as he shoveled salad into his mouth.

      Teague shook his head. “We can handle it. You’ve given us valuable insight and opened the doors for peace talks. No one here would have believed the majority of the Dark Fae didn’t agree with Vodor.”

      Kyr leaned forward on his elbows. “As much as I don’t want to see you go, son. Your brother is right. We gain Dark Fae allies daily.” One of the first things Argies had done was seek out those Dark Fae who were not hiding behind a glamour or in the ruins of old houses. The Twisted Sisters had shared how a number of Dark Fae had escaped to Earth during a convergence of some kind. Some joined an evil plot to bring voodoo loa to Earth. While others tried to change how they viewed Vodor, distancing themselves from Vodor and the evil things he’d done.

      Othe picked Kalli up and settled her on her lap. “It has been nice having the princess in the palace. It’s breathed new life into these old walls. And hopefully inspired your brothers and sisters to have a few of their own.”

      Teague chuckled and shook his head. “I need to find a mate, Mother. Seriously, Argies. You’ve helped me rage battles and sort through which Dark Fae we could trust. And your mate convinced the court to recognize Ayan as the king of the Dark Fae. We can handle things from here.”

      Argies looked at me. “What do you think?”

      My heart skipped a beat, and my head was nodding yes before I even managed to think it through. “Fiona and Violet are certainly capable of handling this. However, having another set of eyes is always a good thing. Especially when they are searching for a substance that would kill them before they even realized what happened.”

      “Then we’d better enjoy this last meal,” Argies’s sister, Aemra, said. “This calls for dragon piss.”

      I groaned. I didn’t handle the alcohol well. The last time we drank some, I’d been sick the entire next day. “Would you bring some wine for Aislinn,” Argies asked the staff as they delivered the bottles of alcohol a few seconds later.

      Kalli reached over and stole a piece of roasted oryx from my plate as I was shaking my head. “I’m fine. It’s better if I have my wits about me when we travel back. We have no idea what we will encounter. You ready to go back and see Grams?”

      Othe smoothed Kalli’s curls as she smiled at us. “Yes! Fire-maw come too?” Kalli asked around a mouthful.

      Othe lifted Kalli and stood her on her legs. “Not this time. But Draco-paw and I will come soon. You can show us where you go flying with your dad.”

      Kalliopi’s brow furrowed as she looked between me and her grandmother. “It’s okay,” I told Kalli. “You probably don’t remember jumping off the cliffs with him. You guys liked to head out over the ocean.” It was the safest place for them to spread their wings where mundies wouldn’t see them. Argies and Kalli hadn’t spent much time out there because we’d been away handling cases throughout her life.

      Othe smiled big. “We will be there and flying with you before you know it. Can you save some of those nummies for me?”

      Kalli nodded and jumped off Othe’s lap, then started dancing around the dining room. We finished our meal with her coming over and taking food from my plate as she passed by. All of Argies’s family joined us as we left the palace and headed to the portal near the underground city. I teared up again, saying goodbye while Argies and Kalli were more than happy to be leaving. We gave everyone loves and were ready to go.

      The energy of the portal buzzed around us as we stood in front of the archway as a family. Kalliopi trotted up to the symbols on the right. “Less go, Mama. I wanna see my aunties and Gwams.”

      I crouched next to her. “We need to call Auntie Fiona so she or Grams can open the portal that will bring us home. We have to wait for them to respond.”

      Kalli nodded and then patted the stone calling out to Auntie Fiona. “Auntie, I'm ready to come home. Are you dere, auntie?” Kalli waited a couple of seconds, then lifted her head to look at me. “She not dere, Mama.”

      Argies scooped Kalli up and put her on his shoulders. “They aren’t as fast as you are, sweetheart. They don’t have a dragon, like you do. Give them time.”

      The energy of the portal increased behind me. I got to my feet and clasped Argies’s hand as the oval of light appeared in the middle of the stone. Fiona’s confusion was visible on the other side of the space.

      After one last wave to his family, I pulled Argies through before Fiona could shut us out. Kalliopi leaped off her father’s shoulders and went for Fiona with a squeal. Argies snatched her out of the air. “Remember what I told you about them not having a dragon? You have to move slower.”

      Fiona took Kalli and frowned at me. “What are you guys doing here?”

      I wrapped my arms around Violet and then gave Fi a side hug. “We had to come and help with Selene. We didn’t feel right leaving it all to the two of you.”

      Fiona kissed the top of Kalli’s head as she held her close. “You could have stayed there. You all deserve the time with Argies’s family. And I’m sure his brother needed him.”

      Violet tugged me to the exit from the crypt. “Fiona is right. We’re glad to have you back, but you could have stayed.”

      I inhaled the familiar scent of Pymm’s Pondside as we entered the cemetery. Another excited squeal from Kalliopi made me lunge for her. Argies moved much faster and managed to catch Fiona before she fell as Kalli ripped free of her arms and hit the ground running. Argies hadn’t been kidding. All those years ago, when he told me raising a dragon child was difficult.

      A smile spread across my face when my daughter called “Grams!” and went right into Grams’s open arms. Thank the gods, she was fifty years younger, or she would have landed on her backside.

      Argies let go of Fiona and wrapped his arm around me. “Don’t feel bad. It was time to come back. I told my brother future visits will be shorter so he can plan accordingly. We all missed our family.”

      Tears filled my eyes as I watched Kalliopi and Grams walk hand in hand into the house. Years had passed for us, but it didn’t make a difference to Kalli. Her dragon had imprinted on the five we’d left behind, so she’d never forget them. With her happy and cared for, it was time to focus on the latest crises.

      I tilted my head to Fiona. “Bring us up to speed. I’m sure time is of the essence.”

      Fiona smiled at me, grabbing my hand and she and Violet launched into what had happened. For the first time since I’d gone to visit Eidothea, I felt like I was where I belonged.
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      FIONA

      “Are you sure Grams doesn’t mind watching Kalli? She’s a handful now. It’s not like when she was a baby,” Aislinn said for the tenth time as we drove to Gretna Green.

      Turning in the truck's front seat, I gave her a smile. “Are you kidding? She’s got more energy than we do, now. She and Camille will keep Kalli busy while watching over Selene.”

      “Thanos will help too. He missed her like crazy,” Violet said.

      Aislinn tilted her head to Violet as a knowing smile spread across her face. “Does he still want you to have a baby?”

      Violet rolled her eyes and then averted her gaze. “He's stopped asking about it, but I know he wants one. Maybe one day. I'm not ruling it out entirely. We will live extremely long lives now, so we have time.”

      Sebastian’s gaze turned to me. “Are you open to discussions someday too?”

      Heat filled my cheeks at the same time, bile burned the back of my throat, and my stomach twisted into a knot. “Now is not the time to discuss babies.”

      Bas narrowed his eyes at me. “We have five minutes, and I’m not asking for a discussion. A simple yes or no will do.”

      I clenched my jaw and tried not to get angry that he was pushing me in a car filled with my best friends. I considered refusing to answer him, then thought better. This was a time when I could give him a little something without having to get into an in-depth conversation. “I have thought about it and would agree with Violet. I never wanted more kids, but now I might be open to discussing it someday. Why do you think Baltair settled in a town with a heavy mundie population? Not to mention the high number of tourists who come through there.” I was a coward for changing the subject, but it would be easier to discuss.

      Bas reached over and clasped my hand on the seat between us. “Gretna Green also has a large paranormal population because of the ley line juncture. Decades ago, refugee Fae settled in the area, bringing with them all the love they had for their home realm. Thanks to the ley lines there, that emotion infiltrated everything. Then mundies started coming to be married.”

      I brought up the information we’d learned about Gretna Green. It was a small village in Dumfries and Galloway, Scotland which was just over England's border. The village had a rich history, especially in relation to runaway marriages, which had been taking place there since the 18th century.

      Before the Fae settled there, Gretna Green was already known as a destination for eloping couples who wanted to get married without the consent of their families. This was because Scottish law allowed couples to marry, without parental consent; if they were over the age of sixteen. This made Gretna Green a popular destination for young lovers who were seeking to tie the knot. I would hope they didn’t still allow marriages that young. Sixteen-year-olds were far too immature to get married.

      Today, Gretna Green was a popular tourist destination, attracting visitors worldwide, which presented our biggest problem. Hunting a demigod in the middle of a village filled with mundies was a recipe for disaster. In my experience, those who Turned didn’t care about exposing themselves in their bid for world domination.

      The village had a number of wedding venues and other attractions, including the Gretna Green Famous Blacksmiths Shop, which was a museum. I wanted to go through it and see the story of the village's famous runaway marriages. The idea that Fae created the atmosphere that drew mundies fascinated me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if there was evidence of it in history. Of course, I wanted to see the gift shop and wedding venue. Maybe even have lunch there. The food was supposed to be good.

      “There are going to be mundies everywhere here. We will need to be careful to contain and conceal any fights we encounter,” I observed.

      Aislinn tapped my shoulder and pointed over my shoulder. “We can’t let Baltair destroy the wonder of the place either. Look at it.”

      My gaze focused out the windshield, and my breath caught in my throat. I could see why it was known for its natural beauty as well as its historical and cultural attractions. Rolling hills and scenic countryside surrounded the village. I would love to come back here and hike through the area. Or take a bike ride through the town with Sebastian.

      Bas turned down what looked like a main street. My eyes bounced around as I took in the old stone buildings. You could tell the structures had a rich history. I marveled at the quaint and picturesque village as we drove. It had a charming, traditional Scottish feel. The narrow streets were a challenge to get the truck down.

      I pointed to a parking area. “Let’s park. It’ll be easier to walk. The village isn’t that big.”

      Violet snorted. “Girl, sure, it has a small-town feel, but these stone buildings aren’t all there is to the place.”

      I shrugged my shoulders before I hopped out of the car. “We need to be on the streets to know which vendors to approach. Just because we have Baltair’s address doesn’t mean we should go right there. We should get the lay of the land first.”

      Violet came around and joined me in front of the truck. “You’re right. Plus, we will get a better look at the architecture. I love the mix of buildings from different time periods.”

      Nodding, I turned in a circle and looked beyond the main area where we were and noted there were traditional thatched cottages and elegant Georgian mansions. We hadn’t been walking long when I was inexorably drawn to a larger white structure at the town's heart.

      I grabbed Bas’s hand and started walking at a fast clip. “We need to go over here.”

      “What do you feel that we don’t?” Bas asked.

      Violet’s brow furrowed. “Speak for yourself. I feel it too.”

      Aislinn and Argies shrugged, saying they had no idea what we were talking about, but they followed. It didn’t take long before we arrived at the Famous Blacksmiths Shop, which was good because it was closing in half an hour. I could see why it was the best-known structure. The structure had a traditional Scottish feel with a distinctive thatched roof section at the front of the building. It was constructed from stone with a slate roof and white-painted window frames. The entrance to the Famous Blacksmiths Shop was marked by an archway, which featured a wrought-iron sign bearing the name of the shop. The archway led to a cobbled courtyard, where visitors could admire the building and its surroundings.

      I looked through the large windows at a woman walking around the museum. She had black hair and green eyes and looked to be in her late thirties. Once inside, I was in awe at the historical artifacts, memorabilia, and interactive exhibits and displays. I wanted to go over and look at the carriages and wedding dresses and learn about the famous runaway marriages.

      However, there was no time for that. When the woman smiled and greeted us, I knew immediately that she was a paranormal. I scanned the place to see if we were alone. “Hi, I’m Fiona, and this is my mate, Sebastian. These are my best friends, Violet and Aislinn, and Aislinn’s mate, Argies. We’re visiting from Cottlehill Wilds and would like to talk to someone about a resident of the special section of town.”

      The woman's nametag said Pearl. With a wave of her hand, Pearl’s smile grew. “I’m Pearl Cromwell, witch extraordinaire. Are you interested in our mating ceremony packages? I can help arrange something for you.” Given the mundies in the building, she'd cast a spell around us, muffling our conversation.

      I shook my head. “While I would love to learn more about that one day, we are here to learn more about Baltair MacLianain.”

      Pearl thrust her hands on her ample hips and scowled. “What has he done now? The town council has informed him they do not agree with his position on anything. You can’t hold us accountable for his actions. He stopped being the town leader when he went off the deep end.”

      There was a lot to unpack within that comment. We gave her a brief rundown of Grams’s kidnapping and subsequent events. We left out that the Fountain of Youth was real, and that the goddess Selene had been poisoned. “Have you heard him talk about any plots to steal an Object of Power or poison others with hydra venom?” I asked.

      Pearl shook her head. “Baltair got involved with some shady people and seemed to change. He talked a lot about getting the power he was owed and making the gods pay for ruining so many lives. As I said, we dismissed him from the council.”

      “Is he at home now?” Bas asked.

      Pearl shook her head. “I haven’t seen anyone coming from, or going to, his place for a couple of weeks. I own the house with the bright yellow door right down the road from him.”

      Laughter caught our attention as mundies entered the museum. “Look, we know you’re closing soon, and you need to get back to your job, but there are things you should know,” Violet blurted. “Baltair is involved in the death of at least one person, possibly more. We are going to explore his house for evidence. From what Gadross told us, it’s located in a hidden section of the town where only paranormals live. Is that correct?”

      Pearl’s hand went to her throat, and she grimaced. “Yes, a dwarf, an elf, a witch and a mage plus a couple of shifters live on our street. We all know one another very well. Don’t worry, I’ll tell everyone why you’re there. And if you need anything, remember my house is the one with the yellow door.”

      We thanked Pearl, left the museum, and then returned to the truck. We arrived just before the sun started sliding beneath the horizon. Bas drove the short distance to a section of homes outside the city center of Gretna Green. They were situated in a more rural and secluded area, surrounded by rolling hills and open countryside. The traffic noise from the city center was gone. Compared to the homes in the city center, these were set back from the road, giving them a sense of privacy and seclusion. And their yards were much bigger.

      The homes were made from brick, stone, or stucco, with pitched roofs and large windows. Thankfully there were street lights because it was dusk and only going to get darker. Bas parked in front of Pearl’s house. It was a quaint white one-story made of white stone. And she was right, its door was the brightest yellow I’d ever seen.

      We didn’t have to look at the address to know the gloomy grey monstrosity down the street belonged to Baltair. “Should we go invisible before we approach?”

      Argies and Bas shared a look before Bas dipped his head. “That’s for the best. If he’s in there, we will be able to get in and surprise him before he can muster up a defense.”

      I grabbed Violet’s hand, and we cast the spell as Aislinn made a remark about hoping it kept him from loading any syringes as well. That was a sobering thought. Once the spell was in place, we approached carefully. I went to the window to the left of the door and looked into what seemed like a library. Bas checked the other window while Argies and Aislinn went down the sides of the house. Violet stuck close to me until Ais and Argies returned a second later.

      The guys motioned us behind them as they tested the front door. Sebastian’s wide eyes prepared me before he went through it. Why would a slimeball like Baltair leave his door unlocked? We raced through the house.

      Aislinn cursed as we entered the living room. “Dammit. We have to face these acid-spitting arseholes, and we aren’t wearing our new leathers.”

      I spared Aislinn a glance as I prepared to lob a magical bomb. “For what it’s worth, they work fabulously. Saved Vi and me from serious injury.”

      My heart sank when I refocused on the half dozen Maltharax. I recognized them from ones we’d faced in the library. Their skin was a sickly yellow-green shade, and their eyes glowed with malevolent red light. It was the sharp claws and teeth that were the scariest. This type of demon was a master of acid because it spewed a stream of deadly corrosive liquid from its gaping maw. Maltharax thrived on chaos and destruction. The glee they showed in destroying the Omniscientia was disgusting. We would need to have Thanos and his men watch the area to ensure plagues and disasters didn’t follow their presence.

      For a split second, I wondered if they could see us until one demon wrapped its arms around Bas’s waist and sank its teeth into his shoulder before shaking him like a dog that was chewing a toy. My heart stopped, and I stuck the magical bomb to the demon’s back. It reared back and screeched.

      The way another demon ducked under Argies's talons told me that we'd lost control of our invisibility. When a Maltharax slashed me a dozen times, I knew I had to get my head in the game. I jerked, jumped, and ducked but couldn’t evade cuts and punctures. The injuries burned like a bitch. I conjured another magical bomb and slapped it to the demon’s leg. It kicked the spell off, and the table behind us blew up instead.

      Bas staggered toward me. His shoulder looked like raw hamburger. Bile burned in my throat as I grabbed hold of a fireplace poker and stabbed the demon. I had to step into the danger zone, which allowed the creature to claw me a dozen more times before he dropped dead.

      Argies shouted out, and I nearly peed myself when I saw the demon with its mouth around his thigh. Aislinn was battling another demon, so I tossed a magical bomb toward it, adding superglue so it wouldn’t leave the demon’s body. “Get away,” I shouted to Aislinn as I turned and ducked at the same time. I’d felt the air stir behind me and was able to avoid having my head cut off by long, acidic nails.

      The explosion seemed loud in the house, but the body parts hitting me hurt the most. Shards of bone pierced my skin in even more places. Wiping it away, I removed my poker and went to fight another demon, only to find none were left.

      Stalking into the kitchen, I grabbed a towel and wiped some of the demon blood from my face. “Gods, I hate those assholes.”

      Bas lifted one brow and cradled his injured arm close to his body. “You’ve faced these before?”

      “Yeah, these are the type that made it into The Library and destroyed the place. Well, I guess the fire was a spell meant to test us, but they caused chaos and nearly killed us,” Violet said as she bent over, bracing herself on her knees.

      Bas winced and cursed before looking down at his shoulder. “That's why this burns like acid is eating away at me. Because it actually is.”

      I nodded and nearly fell as I walked over to check on him. He steadied me with his good arm around me. “We should check the rest of the house and then get out of here.”

      Aislinn scowled at me. “None of us is in any shape to go traipsing around this place. Can we do a reveal spell for the venom?”

      I’d been thinking about that and had a plan. “No one has magic that can fully block us when we combine our powers. If you draw the rune for reveal while we chant, we might be able to get past any shield he has around the stuff...if it’s here.”

      Violet lifted her hand for a high-five. “That’s brilliant. Let’s do it.”

      I clasped Violet’s hand instead of smacking it, and we cast the spell when Aislinn nodded. She stood in front of us and drew a symbol on the back of Violet’s hand as we chanted. The familiar feel of our three different energies braiding together was followed by its power uncoiling and spreading throughout the house. We limped in various directions and stuck our heads into each room until we were certain there was nothing lit up like a Christmas tree.

      I left the house once we were done, needing to get out of that place. It was beginning to stink. “If he had the venom, he didn’t keep it here. But he was definitely involved in Grams’s kidnapping. It’s all related. The Fountain of Youth, Grams, and Selene. Those demons prove it.”

      “I need to inform Thanos about what happened. He can send Hutcoth and Roscock to clean the house up,” Violet said as she took her cell from the pocket in her jeans.

      “Have him check the town for any demons that might be loitering around the area,” Aislinn muttered as she looked at the horrid wound on Argies’s leg.

      Violet nodded and turned away to call her mate. I handed Bas the healing potion from inside my bag and then gave one to Argies. Bas had a hole in his shoulder, and the acid was eating its way through muscle and tissue to bone. He wouldn’t be able to regenerate a new joint. Argies had a hole in his thigh with black all around its edges.

      Bas pushed it away at the same time Argies tried to hand his to Aislinn. “You need it,” Bas told me.

      Shaking my head, I closed his fingers around it. “My injuries can wait. If we don’t stop that acid, you will lose the use of your hammer arm.”

      That got through to him. He scowled but nodded and drank his vial. Aislinn lifted a brow and pinned Argies with a glare. “Don’t even argue. You will lose your leg if you insist on being stubborn.”

      Argies removed the cork. “There’s no way I will risk not being able to help you in the future. But we need to get you three treated too.” He tipped his potion back.

      I staggered as I pointed down the street. “We need shelter and more potion. Let’s go talk to Pearl.”

      Sebastian’s arm kept me from falling on my face as we walked down the block toward Pearl’s bright yellow door. Those demons were nasty buggers. Their acidic spit had burned so many holes through my skin that I looked like a gruesome piece of Swiss cheese.

      Bas pressed a kiss to the top of my head, which was just about the only place that didn’t hurt. “Should we call Zreegy to come up here? We have no idea if the town has a healer.”

      I grunted, unwilling to move my shoulders too much for fear of making the pain worse. The aching agony throughout my body reminded me of how patients with arthritis described their discomfort. “Let’s go and see Pearl first. If she can’t give us a place to stay for the night, then we’ll have to figure something out.”

      Argies turned and looked back at me. “We can’t go into Pearl’s house looking like this. We look like we’ve gone on a killing spree.”

      Aislinn snorted. “Babe, we look like we’ve been attacked by rabid dogs. They’d call nine-nine-nine to have emergency medical services take us to the hospital.”

      We climbed the stairs to Pearl’s stoop, and Aislinn knocked. The council leader's eyes went wide when she answered the door. “Oh, my goodness. Get inside before a mundie sees you. What in the world happened?” I thought we were in a hidden paranormal neighborhood. There was something we didn’t understand about this place and I didn’t have the energy to deal with all of it at the moment.

      I sucked in a sharp breath as my arm hit Sebastian’s side. “There were acid-spitting demons at Baltair’s house. We need a place to stay tonight - and either a healer or healing potions.”

      Pearl’s hand went to her throat. “You can stay here with me. I have plenty of rooms in this big house. And I have healing potions. We can call Cordie if we need her.” The witch shook her head from side to side as her face screwed up in disgust. “I knew he was up to no good. Demons in Gretna Green? We’re damn lucky no mundies were injured by them. His actions could have exposed the magical world. Do we need to worry there are more lurking around?”

      Violet shook her head. “I called my mate, who is a UIS agent. He’s sending a team to clean up the bodies and ensure there are no more in town.”

      “You’re lucky Baltair isn’t here anymore. He’s involved in something far bigger than anyone knows. It’s taken countless lives already and nearly destroyed the Omniscientia,” Aislinn added.

      Pearl’s face registered shock and disgust. “We owe you for finding this out before it destroyed our town. Now, let’s get you fixed up.”

      We followed Pearl to the back of her house, where she had a magic room attached to a small greenhouse. The smell of herbs and the hum of magic there made me think of home. Guilt made me want to apologize to Pearl when I saw her hand shaking as she handed me a vial of healing potion.

      No one in the town had done anything to deserve the bullshit Baltair had brought their way. It was easy to feel responsible when we were the ones standing on her doorstep, asking for help, after nearly destroying a house while fighting demons. I had to set aside the desire to make this better and move forward. We’d taken the chance and followed up on our lead, but now we had to get the rest of the supplies to create the Godstone.
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      VIOLET

      Kalliopi came barreling out of the garden, headed for the truck, before we even parked. “Mama! Dada!” My heart leaped into my throat as Sebastian slammed on the brakes.

      We shouldn’t have worried. She bounced off an invisible barrier and landed on another one, then bounced back and forth between the two, giggling the entire time. “I almost had a heart attack,” I said as we climbed out of the car.

      Grams waved away my comment. “You have to be on top of your toes with this one. And she loves being bounced around within a bubble. It’s the fastest way to stop her without breaking anything or hurting her.”

      Aislinn crouched and watched her daughter. “I really missed being here. We didn’t have anyone with magic like yours there. We chased her everywhere, and more than once, Argies had to shift faster than I could blink to catch her from being hurt.”

      Argies smiled indulgently at Kalli. “But she’s learned not to go out on the training field, so we don’t have to worry about arrows or spears.”

      Shaking my head, I chuckled as Kalliopi stopped moving and turned to Grams saying, “More Grams. More!”

      Grams picked her up and nuzzled her neck. “Not yet, nugget. We need to check on Selene and Camille. And hear how Mama and Dada’s trip was.”

      Kalliopi pushed out of her hold and then grabbed her hand. “And eat more booberries and chitten?”

      “I think we can rustle up some more butter chicken, but we’re all out of blueberries. We have raspberries.”

      Kalli squealed, released Grams, and skipped inside the house. Grams turned to look us over. “You five look like you’ve been through the wringer. Zreegy will be here any minute.”

      Sebastian rubbed his shoulder and hissed from the pain. “When did you do that?”

      Grams rolled her eyes as she grabbed a container from the fridge. “I called her when Fiona told me you were almost home. Now, tell me what happened. Did you find the venom?”

      Fiona put the kettle on and grabbed some mugs. “We didn’t find Baltair or the venom. But we discovered he was somehow involved in your kidnapping, the plot to steal the fountain, and poisoning Selene.”

      “The arsehole’s house was filled with those acid-spitting demons,” I added with a snarl.

      Selene's magic flared as if she’d heard us, and the silvery tendrils drifted out from her body. The room filled with static electricity and made the hairs on my arms stand on end. Kalliopi walked over to Camille, who had gotten up from the chair near the couch. The pair approached the goddess. Kalli stroked her cheek and bent to place a kiss there. It was the sweetest gesture I’d ever seen, and it made me tear up.

      Zreegy walked in at that moment and froze when she saw the silvery magic. Fiona and I locked gazes and I saw her silent curses echo mine. We hadn’t considered what to tell her. Fiona rushed forward right as Kalliopi ran over to the healer and leaped into her arms. “I’m Kalliopi. Who are you?”

      Zreegy caught her and looked over at Aislinn with one eyebrow raised in question. “You guys visited Eidothea? What happened? Grams said you would be coming home with unknown injuries.”

      We filled Zreegy in on the past few days' events and how the acid demons had injured Bas and Argies. When we got to the part about the goddess, we paused. Fiona looked at Zreegy while pointing at the couch. “If you want to learn about her, you need to make a blood promise not to talk about what we tell you with anyone.”

      “You cannot speak to anyone about it, or you will be killed painfully by Artemis,” I added. “You can choose to remain ignorant if it will be a problem.”

      Zreegy pricked her finger with one of her nails, making it bleed. “I vow on my life that I will not tell anyone what you tell me about the mystery woman on your sofa.”

      We explained what happened to the goddess while Zreegy healed Sebastian and Argies. She paused every once in a while, to look over at Selene. When she was done with the guys, she approached the unconscious goddess. “Do you mind if I do an exam?”

      Fiona gestured to Selene. “Knock yourself out. If you think you can help ease her plight in any way, we would love to know.”

      Zreegy nodded and hovered her hands an inch over the goddess’s body. “Her energy is restless and is trying to compensate for her failing body. I’ve never felt anything like it. Are you certain the hydra venom cannot be purged from her system?”

      “Put it this way,” Bas said. “Hades, Persephone, and Artemis all threatened to rip us apart if we don’t find the person who has the hydra venom. And they’ve warned us if this knowledge gets out, it will be our heads. By the way, thank you for your help. I have orders to fill and was prepared to delay them for another day while my shoulder finished healing.”

      Zreegy inclined her head, and her attention went back to the goddess. “I can’t imagine dealing with the gods like you guys do. I’d have a heart attack if I ever came face to face with one and they threatened me. Their power is immense. I can feel Selene’s fighting to keep her alive. It’s awe-inspiring.”

      We talked for a few more minutes before my fatigue started weighing me down. I thanked everyone and headed out. I was ready for a break from the entire situation. I just needed a few hours to regroup and spend time with Thanos before we resumed this investigation.

      The drive home was quick, and the stress started melting away when I started the drive down the road to our house. I slowed as I passed the house where Roscock and Hutcoth lived. The lights were dark, telling me they were already in Gretna Green, cleaning up the mess we had left. I dismissed my guilt, telling myself we didn’t need to do everything.

      I parked and glanced over at the Hellmouth. I wanted to know how Baltair and whoever he was working with were getting these demons to our realm. It wasn’t anywhere in Europe. This Hellmouth prohibited any beings from being pulled through on this continent. How the hell were they getting them to Gretna Green?

      Deal with that bullshit another day. You came home to put this crap aside. The reminder got me moving again. I didn’t need to think about it before we found the venom and made the Godstone. I walked into the house and heard Thanos upstairs. I practically ran up to see him.

      My heart melted when I walked into our room to find Thanos lighting candles all over the place. There were rose petals strewn all over the mattress and floor and a platter of cheese and fruit on the nightstand.

      What’s all this for?” I asked as I walked into the room and set my purse down on the dresser.

      “For my beautiful mate. You’d better leave before she gets home, or she might immolate you.”

      I put a little extra swing in my hips as I walked forward. “Is that so? I bet I can make you forget about her.”

      “That’s never going to happen. My Lightning is perfect. She’s a badass who doesn’t need me to save her. She’s much smarter than me and kicks demon ass before breakfast. Not to mention she is gorgeous and has perfect breasts...” Thanos’s words trailed away as his gaze raked over me, heating me everywhere his eyes landed, and turning me on as no one else could.

      Tears filled my eyes. I was touched and exhausted, and filthy. “You seriously know how to woo a girl. I need to, uh...” It was my turn to lose my train of thought. All I could think about was getting Thanos naked.

      Thanos wrapped his arms around me and lowered his head. The first slide of his mouth against mine set me on fire. His hands wandered down my back and stopped when he cupped my ass, pulling me to him. I could feel his cock hardening against me. His tongue snaked out and licked along my lower lip, making me moan. My core tingled, knowing what was coming next. I loved how our tongues danced in an erotic rhythm that never failed to ignite my desire for more.

      Thanos broke away from me before things really got started. “You need a bath, Lightning. I’ve got one waiting for you. You might need to heat it up with your Phoenix flame, though,” he said to me when I broke away from his mouth.

      I smiled up at him. “How did you know that’s exactly what I needed right now?” My body was shouting at me that it didn’t care if it ever got clean. All it wanted was him.

      Thanos smirked at me as if he was aware of the debate going on in my mind. “Because I know you, love. That trip to Gretna Green was a lot more than you bargained for, and you spent a second day in a row driving around in a vehicle. You hate road trips with demon grime.”

      I ran my hand up his chest, hoping to entice him for something else. “What if I’m too tired to wash myself? It’s taking all my energy to feel you up right now.”

      Thanos barked out a laugh as he reached between us and unzipped my jeans. “I can help with that. I’m well rested and ready for anything.”

      I pushed my hand under his shirt. “I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you. You have no idea what I have in mind for you.”

      “It's not as if you’d ask me to indulge you with handcuffs and blindfolds," Thanos quipped. He had shown me the fun side of sex. I hadn’t been afraid to explore with him because I knew I was safe no matter what. He wouldn’t laugh at me if I was uncomfortable or poke fun at me for what really turned me on. He'd laid there and let me try everything I could imagine and then some.

      I pushed my mate back onto the bed and cast a spell that wrapped around each wrist, pulling them above his head. “I'm beginning to think you don’t know me at all.”

      A sensual grin spread over Thanos’s face. “No, not at all. Are we bathing before or after you have your way with me?”

      I climbed over him and straddled his waist. Our skin was separated by cotton, and I didn’t like it one bit, but I wasn’t going to rush it. Thanos had given me orgasms fully clothed many times over.  “I plan on using you to get me out of my own head and push aside all the stress and worry. We might not be getting to that bath for hours.”

      “I’m at your disposal, love.” Thanos gave me his sexy half-smile. The one that made me fall in love with him the moment we met.

      I lowered my head to his and took his lips, pouring all of my love and desire for him into the kiss. My body took over, my hips moving back and forth, rubbing my core over his erection. This is exactly what I needed to come home to that night...a reminder of why we did everything and risked our lives.

      Thanos lifted his hips, increasing the pressure right where I needed it. It made my back arch and my body tighten up. Pleasure coursed through my veins as he pushed me toward a climax. Part of me wished we were naked so I could get him inside me, while the rest enjoyed the sensation of my mate doing whatever it took to give me an orgasm. My muscles tightened, and I jumped off the cliff as my climax exploded me.

      That was just the beginning. I clawed at Thanos’s clothes and lost myself in him. We didn’t get to the bath that night. Everything, including getting clean, waited until the next day. For the first time in far too long, I didn’t allow a case to bog me down and interfere with my life.
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      AISLINN

      “Catch, Dada!” Kalliopi shouted as she leaped off of the second story of our home.

      My heart was in my throat as I saw her sail over the railing. We’d spent time last night going over safe places for her to play and let her dragon out safely. I wasn’t entirely certain she understood she couldn’t do shit like this just anywhere. However, she did remember the house and the cliffs at the edge of our backyard. In fact, the first thing she did when we got home was dive over the ocean and shift into her dragon just like Argies used to do with her.

      I coaxed the air to form around her and slow her descent while Argies raced past me and jumped over the railing himself. He snatched her around the middle and landed on the couch below. I let out the breath I’d been holding and glanced over the railing with a smile. “Looks like we’re going to have to move the furniture. If it even survived that landing!” Yeah, I know that was wishful thinking on my part, but you can’t blame a girl. Sofas are expensive.

      Argies stepped off the cushion and felt the surface. “It’s good, but you’re right. We should move it for sure.”

      “Are you ready to go see Grams and get your new bed?” I asked Kalli as I got to the bottom of the stairs. When we had returned from Eidothea after her birth, Argies had asked Bas to make a sturdy frame for Kalli's future bed. Dragonettes were hard on furniture. When we’d returned from our last visit, Bas promised to finish his work so we didn’t have to worry about her jumping around on her bed.

      “Yay! Less go, Mama. Tome on.” Kalliopi ran for the door and yanked it open.

      Argies laughed as we got into the car. Kalli chattered the entire five-minute drive about finding a pixie to play with and was out of the car as soon as Argies parked. He smirked at me. “See, she's learning. She waited until I stopped this time. I’m going to the forge to check on Bas and the bed.” I nodded as we got out of the vehicle.

      Fiona and Grams exited the back door with smiles on their faces. “Hey, nugget. Where are you going?” Fiona called out.

      “To get a fwiend,” Kalli said over her shoulder.

      Grams lifted a biscuit in the air. “I have chocolate. You want a snack first?”

      My daughter loved her treats and turned around instantly. “Yes!”

      I shook my head and wondered if Kalli was going to have an attention problem as she got older. “She was excited about seeing her new bed. On the way over, she started talking about pixies and now she’s sidetracked by a biscuit.”

      Grams laughed and patted me on the shoulder. “Being easily distracted is what makes dealing with kids her age easier. When they get their minds set on something, avoiding a tantrum is easy. That doesn’t last long. But before you know it, they’re stubborn teenagers.”

      “That’s a huge relief to hear. You have no idea how worried I’ve been about her. There is no end to the list of shit that keeps you up at night where your child is concerned. I thought the hardest thing for me would be not freaking out when she jumped off the wall around the castle or the roof. Little did I know that everything else would be so much harder to let go of,” I admitted.

      Kalliopi skipped up to Grams and pressed her hands together as she looked up at her with adoration on her sweet little face. “Dank you, Grams. You da best. Lobe you.”

      Grams handed her a biscuit with a chuckle. “I love you too, nugget.”

      We watched as Kalli stuffed half of the cookie in her mouth. My stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten that morning. "You got any more of those?”

      Grams waved her hand toward the house. “Always. Unless Camille ate them all.”

      The mention of Camille reminded me that we had a dying goddess in the house. I flushed, wondering how I could have forgotten that detail. It was why we had come home. “How is Selene doing?”

      The goddess’s magic tickled against my skin the second we entered. Grams’s expression went from happy to sad instantly as she shook her head. “Her coloring is getting worse. The stasis you guys cast seems to be failing.”

      My heart clenched over what had happened to the goddess. I sat on a stool and grabbed one of the chocolate biscuits from the cooling rack. “Watching her suffer like this is awful. I get what you meant, Fiona. I’ve never felt more helpless.”

      Fiona poured hot water into a mug and was in the process of adding some tea when the energy in the house spiked. I lunged to grab Kalliopi, but Fiona beat me to it. At the same time, Camille jumped up off the recliner with her hands spread out in front of her body while her gaze was trained on Selene. I had no doubt the older witch was holding a protection spell in front of her body.

      “Shit, are we too late? Is she dying?” Fiona’s frantic voice made my heart race.

      I took Kalli from her as she went around the couch. My daughter clung to me as we watched from a distance. “She has a owwie, Mama.”

      Artemis appeared in front of Fiona, stopping her progress toward Selene. My shoulders relaxed as I realized the flux of power was her pending arrival. With our connection to the goddess, we were able to pick up on more about her than others. I’d been afraid that my bond to Artemis was gone after one of those acid-spitting demons burned her mark away. I was honestly glad it had come back like she promised.

      Being her huntress was something I shared with my two best friends. It might seem crazy, but as scary as things were a lot of the time I loved tackling the cases with Violet and Fiona. The connection to Artemis represented my bond with them as much as it did with the goddess.

      “Temis!” Kalli squealed and wiggled to get down. I set my daughter on her feet and held her behind my leg. I wasn’t sure how the goddess would handle her now that she was no longer a baby. Camille must have sensed the tension in me because she rushed over and joined Fiona and Grams.

      Artemis tilted to the side, and her eyes widened when they landed on my daughter. “Is that Kalliopi? What happened to her? She changed so much, and I saw her only days ago.”

      Kalli danced out from behind me with a smile on her face. I moved up behind her. “Time moves differently in Eidothea. She grew up.”

      Artemis crouched down, and my daughter flew into her arms. The goddess held her close and then released her. “I see you’re still the same loving child. And so beautiful too.”

      Kalli grabbed Artemis’s hand and tugged her toward the French doors leading to the garden. “Tome see. Da pretty flowers need help.”

      I joined Fiona, Grams, and Camille as Artemis looked to where Kalli was pointing. There was a section of the garden that was turning brown and dying. My gaze skipped over to Fiona and Grams. Grams looked pointedly at Selene. I wasn’t entirely certain what she was trying to say, but I thought she believed the dying goddess was impacting the plants.

      “We can’t have the pretty flowers and herbs dying, can we? Let’s make them better.” Artemis twisted the knob and pushed the panels open. Kalliopi nodded her head, making her adorable red curls bounce on her shoulders.

      The power around Artemis grew, and the plants and flowers perked up with a wave of her hand. Kalli clapped her hands and jumped as she turned in a circle. Artemis laughed as she watched her. “I would do anything for you, Kalli. Would you be willing to do something for me?”

      “No!” Fiona shouted as she lurched forward with her hands extended to Kalliopi. Sensing the danger lurking in the room, Kalli shifted into her dragon form, shredding her shirt and pants in the process. “No way in hell is she giving you anything.”

      I motioned for Kalli to come to me as I stepped into the middle of the room. I caught her as she dove at me. Her eyes were shiny, telling me she didn’t understand what was going on. I cradled Kalliopi close and ran a hand down her back. “What am I missing here?” Kalliopi’s wings tucked into her back, and she laid her head on my shoulder so she could watch Fiona and Artemis.

      Fiona pursed her lips. “Remember why we came to Eidothea? The ingredient we needed for the Godstone? It seems as if Artemis is here to ask for the same thing.”

      Horror dawned on me, and I clutched my daughter tightly. “No. You aren’t getting any of her blood. How could you even ask that?”

      Artemis clenched her hands at her sides as her body grew to tower over us. Her long, light blonde hair flew around her head like the strands were alive. It was her go-to threat tactic. To make her seem more menacing, clouds moved in overhead and loomed close outside the open doors. “You three are my huntresses. I saved your life and can end it just as easily. You will not defy me.” Lightning crackled and hit the ground in the yard. Kalli started shaking, and she flinched when thunder boomed a second after that. I held her and whispered that she was safe.

      Fiona inclined her head. “You’re right. You did save me. And we have been performing services for you ever since. Can we calm down and remember what we are doing for you right now? You’re at risk of being poisoned unless we find whoever has the hydra venom. As for what you need, you can look for another dragon to donate blood.”

      The clouds cleared, and Artemis’s hair settled into place. Her power stopped lashing out at us, and Kalliopi relaxed and lifted her head. The goddess spared her a glance and smiled. “I don’t trust anyone. But you’re right. You have proven yourselves many times over. Dealing with a god’s power when they die can be tricky. It’s not something you can manage, as talented as you are. It has to be handled with care and stored properly so it doesn’t destroy anything or anyone. And it must be able to go to the person of its choosing. You have no idea how any of it works.”

      Fiona glared at Artemis. “Then teach us. You can inform us of how to handle things. As you said, we are talented and highly capable.”

      Artemis scowled as she stalked back into the living room. “You say you’re capable, and yet, you have not discovered the identity of the person who poisoned Selene. Her murderer is still out there with the ability to strike again.” The goddess stopped every so often to look at Selene, whose power arced less often since Artemis arrived at the house.

      Fiona’s eyes widened, and she looked over at me. I nodded, telling her to give the goddess the information. There was no doubt that Baltair was involved in the attack on Selene as well as Grams’s kidnapping and the destruction at The Library.

      “We haven’t located the demigod behind this. But we have confirmed he was involved in Grams’s kidnapping, the attempted theft of the Fountain of Youth and the poisoning of Selene,” Fiona informed her.

      Artemis stopped and stared at Fiona. “Are you certain? I cannot take action if this is a hunch. His parents will have a case against me if I do.” That was interesting information.

      Fiona nodded and glanced down at Selene. “We discovered where Selene was infected.  We also found a paranormal witness and she allowed us to use a spell to help her recall the details of what she saw. Baltair MacLianain and an accomplice came up behind Selene and injected her with the hydra venom. They didn’t announce what it was, but the impact it had on Selene was immediate. Her magic faltered, and she staggered. She knew something was wrong because she vanished immediately. It was the only reason they didn’t grab her and take her with them. We went to his house in Gretna Green and encountered his Maltharax demons but not him.”

      “I will find him while you ensure no one steals Selene’s power. And you will use your lives to keep it safe,” Artemis informed us. “I will return.” Apparently, that wasn’t up for debate.

      Grams stepped forward and lifted her hand. “Before you go, I have a favor to ask.”

      Artemis glared at Grams. “What is it you want? To be old again? You should really give up that desire. Having the vitality of youth is unparalleled.”

      Grams pulled her lips between her teeth and then released them. “I appreciate the advice, but I am done with periods and hormonal fluctuations. They’re brutal. It won’t take much to restore me.”

      A smile spread across Artemis’s mouth. “I will do this for you if you give me dragon blood.”

      Fiona folded her arms over her chest and shook her head. “No deal. We aren’t giving you the dragon blood. And you aren’t going to take it from an unsuspecting dragon. Argies has informed his family, and word has spread around their community. All dragons are now on guard.”

      Artemis did that thing where she grew three sizes and loomed over Fiona. The sight of the pissed-off goddess made my knees shake. I might have even peed myself a little. My bladder control went out the window when I was faced with certain death. Fiona had balls of steel and didn’t betray any sign of fear.

      “You are making a mistake, Fiona. You need to give me the dragon blood so I can ensure Selene’s power is handled properly.” Artemis’s magic pulsed against us like an angry heartbeat urging us to agree.

      One of Fiona’s eyebrows rose to her hairline, and her fingers twitched underneath her arm. It was the first indication she was afraid she’d pushed the goddess too far. “We aren’t refusing because we have nefarious plans or want to steal it for ourselves. We have enough problems in our lives and have no desire to add to them. You brought Selene to us because you knew we would protect her and her power. We are going to handle her our own way. You need to respect that. Having your help would be nice, but it isn’t necessary.”

      Artemis shrank as she lifted a hand. “I will find a way to obtain dragon’s blood. You’d better not interfere when I return with the Godstone.”

      Fiona inclined her head. “We will not get in your way, and you shouldn’t get in ours. Regardless of who manages it first, the Godstone will be housed in the Relic Keeper’s vault until it selects its new host.”

      Artemis stared at Fiona for a second before bending next to Selene. “Rest assured. I will beat you. Or have you forgotten I am a goddess?” That was as close as we were going to get to an agreement from Artemis.

      “And storage in the vault?” Fiona pressed.

      “As soon as there is a vault to store it in,” Artemis muttered before she stroked her hand down Selene’s cheek. What the hell did that mean? Previously, she said she found the Relic Keeper and gave her the Stone of Transmutation. Was that a lie? Had I been stupid in believing Artemis would live up to her promises? Did the magical agreement I felt click into place with her words even bind a goddess? I knew we were bound. I felt it all the way down to my bones.

      Artemis stood, pressed a kiss to Kalliopi’s cheek, and vanished as suddenly as she had appeared. Kalli danced through the silver dust motes the goddess left behind. I wasn’t surprised to see them come alive and start playing with my daughter. The goddess adored Kalliopi for whatever reason, for which I was grateful. It seemed as if I could still trust her with my child’s safety and well-being. That was one weight I was happy not to have added to my shoulders.
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      VIOLET

      “We brought fish and chips for everyone!” I called out as we entered Pymm’s Pondside with the best fish in the country. After a night in bed together, Thanos and I had slept in this morning. It had been years since I’d been that lazy, and it felt wonderful.

      The sound of little feet running through the house made a smile break over my face. I handed the bags to Thanos and crouched down to catch Kalliopi as she threw herself at me. Lifting her into the air, I twirled her around like I used to do with my kids when they were her age.

      “Auntie Bilet! You’re here. Tome on and see.” Kalli wrapped one arm around my neck and pointed with the other.

      Thanos took a moment to tickle her tummy, making her laugh. The giggles were infectious, and Thanos and I were chuckling with her. We passed through the kitchen and paused to look Selene over. She looked pale, and her white hair was losing its luster. My heart cracked for the goddess.

      Kalliopi frowned. “She has a bad boo-boo.”

      Thanos nodded in agreement. “Yes, nugget. She does. Are you helping make her feel better?”

      Kalli’s reached out a hand and touched the silver tendrils leaking out of Selene as they floated into the air. It was like looking at several thin snakes of magic waving back and forth. To my surprise, when Kalli’s finger connected with one of them, the rest arched over and intertwined with the first. Kalliopi bounced on my hip, laughing as the magic traveled up and down her arm.

      I looked over at Thanos as Kalli removed her arm from my neck and wiggled it in the energy.  Selene’s magic spiked where it touched and bounced on her arm. I mouthed, “What the hell is happening? Is it picking her?”

      Thanos shook his head from side to side. “The power is tasting her. And it recognizes something in Kalliopi. It likes her. Probably because of what Artemis gave her,” he whispered in my ear.

      I held Kalli a little tighter. I didn’t like her being singled out like this. It made acid churn in my stomach. She was so full of joy and life. Being part of something this powerful and deadly made me worry she would be hurt or worse. I couldn’t stomach the thought of her innocence being taken from her.

      Thanos put a hand on my back and urged me to continue walking out the French doors. My gaze traveled to the gardens where the others were standing over the bed Bas had made for Kalliopi.

      “Grab some drinks to go with that food before you come out, Violet.” Grams called out as she waved her arms.

      I set Kalli down and she took off for her bed, launching herself into the air. I nodded to Grams while smiling. Right then, I made a silent vow to ensure Kalliopi was not tarnished by the bullshit we had to deal with. Now that she was older, leaving her safely with Grams or Argies would be easier while we handled the cases Artemis gave us. It had been much harder when Aislinn had to feed her every few hours and Kalli wasn’t able to move on her own. At least now they could tell her to run and hide and she could follow directions.

      “Take that out. I will be right out,” I told Thanos.

      He nodded and kissed me before he went outside, and I headed back to the kitchen. After grabbing a platter from the pantry, I went to the fridge and grabbed several different sodas, a pitcher of water, and some glasses. I considered grabbing the wine, then decided against it for now. We could bust it out after dinner.

      Bas and Argies were in the process of carrying the wrought iron bistro table and chairs from next to the pond. I set the platter down and went over to see the bed. "Wow, this is gorgeous, Bas. The pixies and flowers are stunning. It’s like they’ve come to life.”

      Fiona chuckled as she wiggled her fingers. “That’s because they did. Temporarily, anyway. Kalli wanted her friends to play with her, so I figured, why not.”

      “The right mattress won’t cover so many of them, so she will be able to lay in bed and have her friends close,” Fiona explained. I took a closer look and noticed the mattress was curving up on the headboard and footboard.

      “She couldn’t wait to try it out, so Bas pulled the mattress from one of the spare rooms,” Aislinn explained.

      Kalliopi was sitting at the headboard and talking a million miles an hour to the pixies who were flying as much as their iron stems allowed. Argies brought over some food and set it down in front of her. We watched her try to share her fish with the iron before we went over to the table to fix our plates.

      “What have you guys been up to today?” I asked as I grabbed a big piece of fried cod.

      Fiona and Aislinn shared a look before Fiona waved a hand toward the house. “We might need alcohol for this one.”

      Aislinn nodded. “Artemis paid us a visit.”

      “And she wouldn’t restore me unless we gave her dragon’s blood. The bitch almost asked Kalliopi to give her some,” Grams growled.

      My heart started hammering in my chest as my gaze skittered to Kalli, where she ate her food while playing with magically animated pixies on her bed. “How could Artemis even think of doing that? She’s just a child.”

      Argies’s skin changed to scales and back again, over and over, as he stood there with clenched fists. “She’s lucky she backed down, or I would hunt down Baltair and ask him for some venom.”

      Thanos shot Argies a look. “Don’t ever say that out loud again. You never know who’s listening. I get how pissed you are about your daughter’s safety. I promise to do everything I can to protect her, but if any of the gods heard you say that, they would kill you without hesitation.”

      Argies sank into one of the chairs and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Noted. I’ll keep my comments in check. That woman just makes me crazy. She feels as if she owns you three. And she has no concept of how appalling her behavior is.”

      Aislinn patted Argies on his back. “I’m just glad you didn’t feel her presence and come running. I’m not sure you would have held your cool if you’d heard her.”

      Fiona snorted and then started coughing. She must have inhaled the food she was chewing. “I practically ripped her head off. There’s no way Argies would have held back. Not when it had to do with his princess.”

      “She adores Kalliopi,” I said. “I’m honestly shocked she had the nerve to bring it up. I wouldn’t think Artemis would want to hurt her.”

      Aislinn scowled. “She almost asked Kalli! She didn’t even have the nerve to approach me as her mom and ask me. She was going to manipulate my baby into giving her some blood after she fixed the flowers out here when Kalli asked.”

      Grams huffed as she cracked open a can of diet soda. “Kalli’s lucky she didn’t try to strike a deal with her for healing the plants. Otherwise, we would still have a dying garden.” I followed Grams’s hand and noted the plants looked as healthy as ever.

      My forehead furrowed in confusion. “Apparently, I missed something. I had no idea there was a problem with the plants.”

      Fiona held up a finger. “Hold that thought. I want to ask Thanos about the goddess and agreements.”

      Thanos cocked his head to the side as he looked at Fiona. “What do you want to know?” He prodded the food I was still holding in my hand. I had been craving fish and chips but had suddenly lost my appetite.

      “Is the goddess held to magically binding agreements like we are?” Aislinn blurted, then looked sheepish. “Sorry, Fi. It’s the one question that nagged at me when she was here.”

      Fiona waved her hand dismissively. “That’s a great question. And important to know.”

      Thanos sighed as he took a drink of his soda. “There’s not a straightforward answer. Will she suffer the same consequences as you if she breaks it? No. Unfortunately, gods and goddesses can get around stuff like that. They might have discomfort for a few days, but they won’t lose their powers or a limb or anything. That’s why there have been so many fights between them.”

      Fiona ran a hand across the back of her neck. “What will happen if we violate our end of the agreement?”

      Thanos scowled at my best friend. “Why would you do that? I’ve never seen you break your word.”

      Fiona reared back as if she’d been hit. “I’m not saying we would do anything on purpose...”

      “But if they aren’t fast enough with the Godstone, someone could come here and take Selene’s power,” Camille interrupted and finished for Fiona, who nodded in agreement. “It’s a fear that has kept Isidora and me up for the past few days.”

      Thanos sighed and swallowed the food in his mouth. “You are bound magically to the promise you made. All the gods and goddesses make sure there will be consequences for those who go against their word. You might lose your magic. Or you could lose an arm. Or a loved one. Or your life. I’ve read about practically anything you can imagine happening.

      Fiona cursed under her breath. “In other words, it won’t be good, and we cannot allow Selene’s power to go to anyone.”

      “Pretty much,” Thanos agreed.

      A ball of dread settled in my gut. “We need to get the ingredients for the Godstone. Did you guys manage to find any suppliers?”

      Camille and Grams shared a look before Grams clapped her hands together. “It wasn’t easy to find a starstone. They’re so rare I figured we wouldn’t be allowed to find one. Then Camille suggested we check the Dark Web.”

      I choked on the drink I’d taken as I gaped at the two women. “You found a way to access the Dark Web?”

      Grams scowled at me. “We aren’t stupid, Violet. Of course, we did.”

      “Gadross told us how to reach it,” Camille admitted. That made a bit more sense than them just happening upon it.

      Fiona waved her hands in a come-on gesture. “And what did you find?”

      “There is only one person who has a starstone. And you aren’t gonna like it,” Grams said.

      “Why?” Fiona and I blurted at the same time. Fiona continued, “Is it a Tainted witch or something?”

      Grams took a bite of fish and waved the uneaten piece in front of her face. “Not that we could see. It’s a witch named Morgana Nightshade who owns Arcanum Treasures.”

      “Okay, so where is her store? We should go now,” Fiona said.

      Grams gave Fiona a disappointed look. “You can’t just jump in your car and go there. You have to perform a ritual and be deemed worthy so the portal to the store will be revealed to you.”

      My forehead crumpled in confusion. “What’s with Morgana? Is she super paranoid or something?”

      Camille pursed her thin lips. “From what we read, Morgana Nightshade is as moody and testy as Artemis. She isn’t someone to be trifled with. She is a powerful and enigmatic figure, known for her vast knowledge of magic and her collection of rare and powerful artifacts...so she’s smart for having an over-the-top security system. If a Tainted witch got into her store, they could take items that would make their rituals far more effective than they already are.”

      I shuddered, imagining if the Dark One had found more powerful supplies. We might not have been able to stop her. Her demonic army would have been much bigger and could have trapped Artemis before we knew what she’d intended. It would have been just as bad for Aidoneus if Zaleria had more power behind her.

      “Are you talking about the Morgana from history? The one who was Merlin’s lover at one point? I believe her last name was le Fay,” Fiona said.

      Grams lifted a shoulder. “I’m not entirely sure.”

      “How would that be possible? That Morgana lived several hundred years ago?” Fiona asked.

      Camille grabbed a soda and popped the top. “There are witches who have lived that long. It is entirely possible this woman is the same one from history. If she is powerful enough to remain hidden and control who has access to her space, she could very well stay alive that long. Magic tends to keep the body healthy, so the more you have, the better off you will be.”

      Fiona pinched the bridge of her nose. “Good to know. Now, how do we perform this ritual? What do we need to do?”

      Grams got up and crossed the room. “You need to gather some herbs. Lucky for you, the moon is high above us, so you can collect them as directed.” Grams handed Fiona a piece of paper. “They need to be torn off after being bathed in the moonlight. We will get the rest of what is needed.”

      Aislinn and I went with Fiona as she started tearing off what we needed while Grams directed Bas, Camille, and Thanos. Argies was sitting next to Kalliopi, rubbing her back, as she lay down on her bed. After we finished getting what we needed, we gathered in the garden several feet away from Kalliopi, who now watched us with sleepy eyes.

      Fiona clapped her hands together. “Okay, what do we need to do?”

      Grams lifted a piece of paper and scanned the information written down. “We gathered all this information from several sources. To get directions to Arcanum Treasures, a witch must perform a ritual invoking the elements' spirits and the magical realm's ancient guardians.”

      "Are there steps to this ritual? Or specific words to say?” I asked as I wiped my hands on my pants. The sun had set a while ago, and the moon was bathing us with light and energy.

      Grams scowled at me. “Yes to both. Will you let me finish?”

      I grimaced. “My eagerness got the best of me. Won’t happen again.”

      Grams gestured to our surroundings. “We have a quiet and secluded place outdoors where you will not be disturbed. You aren’t alone, but I don’t think that will matter.”

      Camille brought a cauldron out and set it on a small table Bas brought over. “You need to light a small fire and place a cauldron filled with water over it. Next, add a pinch of salt to the water and stir it clockwise with a wooden spoon. After that, sprinkle a small amount of dried sage into the water and say: ‘Spirits of the earth, air, fire, and water, I call upon thee. Guardians of the ancient paths, guide me to the mystical realm of Arcanum Treasures.’”

      Grams nodded as her finger traveled over the page. “You need to focus your mind on your intention to find the shop. As you know, deep breaths can help with that.”

      Fiona held up a hand. “It will help if you walk us through it as we do it. We can be in the zone and follow instructions as you give them.”

      Grams nodded, and we performed the steps they’d shared so far. Aislinn wasn't going to join at first, but we grabbed her and told her she had to be with us. Once we were done with that, Grams continued to explain in a low voice. The next thing we did was hold our hands over the water and visualize a map of our area. As we concentrated on the map, we imagined a bright light shining from a particular location. It would indicate the presence of Arcanum Treasures.

      Once we had a clear image of the location, we said: 'By the power of the elements and the ancient guardians, I now have the knowledge of where Arcanum Treasures can be found. So mote it be.’

      The last thing we did was to thank the spirits and the guardians for their assistance before we extinguished the fire and poured the water on some nearby herbs. I held my breath as we waited to see if we were worthy. I was nervous that we would be rejected. The only thought that kept going through my head was that the shop was a mystical and alluring destination that was worth the journey, but would we be able to make it?

      My eyes widened as I glanced at the green trail leading down the driveway and off the property. Part of me hadn’t believed it would work. The thought of a grumpy witch who had a magical store that could only be entered if your quest was deemed worthy seemed farfetched. And that was saying something, given what we’d seen and been through.

      Did I trust Camille and Grams’s research? The thought of them accessing the Dark Web was just as ridiculous as the existence of Arcanum Treasures. However, there was no denying the evidence right in front of us.

      “We ready to follow this to the end?” I asked.

      Aislinn shook her head. “Not quite yet. Let’s change into our leathers. Just in case we have to fight to get to the doors.”

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “You just want an excuse to wear them.”

      Aislinn lifted one eyebrow. “Can you blame me?”

      “We need to do this the fast,” I said as I raced for the stairs. “We don’t know if this path is going to close on us.” Fiona and Aislinn’s steps increased in pace and we were throwing our clothing off as we climbed. We had our leathers on and were back downstairs in an instant. Thank the gods for magical leather or it never would have moved over our sweaty skin.
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      FIONA

      “You guys, be careful as you follow this trail,” Grams admonished, waving a finger at me less than two minutes later when we were back downstairs.

      I pulled her into a hug. “We’re always cautious. But, we’re more confident since it seems as if we are deemed worthy.”

      Camille lifted one eyebrow as she made a noise. “Don’t get overconfident. We got this information from the Dark Web. And nothing said Morgana was still on the Light side of magic.”

      Aislinn’s body trembled as she moved closer to Argies. “Why did you have to go and say something like that?”

      Argies set her away from him and looked her over. “She’s not saying anything you hadn’t already thought of yourself. You’ve got this. You’re ready, love.” I had to look away from the way he looked her over. Men tended to go gaga over a woman in leather. Especially their woman.

      “Argies is right. However, we will be there with you guys just in case,” Thanos said as he twined his fingers with Violet’s.

      Aislinn nodded and turned to Grams. “You sure you’re okay with Kalli staying out in the garden? We can carry her inside before we go.”

      Grams rolled her eyes. “I’m positive. I can bring her in if we find the need to close the doors. Stop worrying.”

      Aislinn nodded, and we continued down the driveway. When we reached the end, the path went to the left, toward Aislinn’s house and the cliffs. I started to wonder if we should have taken a car. We assumed the entrance would be close, but we could be wrong.

      “I sure hope this isn’t far,” Violet muttered, echoing my thoughts.

      I chuckled. “I was thinking about going back for the car.”

      Bas scowled at us. “The path isn’t supposed to be easy. You have to put forth the effort. Show us the badass bitches of the Backside of Forty Coven.”

      I nudged Bas’s side with mine as we continued walking. “You can’t handle that side of us.”

      Bas snorted, and we traveled for several seconds in silence. My heart started hammering faster in my chest when the trail took a sharp right. “It’s headed for the cliffs,” Aislinn said with a tremor in her voice. Argies pulled her in close to his side.

      I looked over at her and knew she was afraid of what we would be required to do to gain access to the portal. We were not equipped to descend the cliffs. We would have to go out and buy the rappelling equipment to get down safely. There were a few staircases leading down to the beach and water, but there were none in the area where we were headed. We could not reach that small slice of water unless we climbed down. Well, we could go down the stairs and take a boat from where my kids had been taken, over the holidays, by the sirens. Bas had just reminded us that the journey wouldn’t be easy. The thought of hanging from a rope made my stomach summersault.

      I practically groaned when I saw the light go over the cliff’s edge. “Dammit. We’re going to need some equipment.”

      Violet sighed and tilted her head to Aislinn and me. “Or Argies could shift and carry us down. What do you think of that option?”

      My outlook brightened. “That’s a much better idea. What do you say, Argies? Will you fly us down?”

      Thanos furrowed his brow as we paused and looked at our next step. “Morgana isn’t going to let you in if you cheat. There’s no way she would go to these lengths if you could easily take the last steps.”

      Bas gestured ahead of us. “I agree with Thanos. We will need to take the last leg without the use of magic or assistance. I don’t even think she would allow Argies in if he used his dragon form.”

      I grimaced as the truth of what they’d said settled in my gut. I hated that they were right. I was just so damn tired of jumping through everyone else’s hoops. I was truly intrigued by a witch who had lived for hundreds of years, had a hidden store selling the rarest of magical supplies, and was accessible only to those who had performed a ritual, and were deemed worthy.

      “We might as well see what we are going to be facing so we know what we need to pick up. I am not climbing down that without some safety gear,” I said as I started forward again.

      Violet made a face as she walked beside me with the others behind us. “I can’t believe I’ve never heard of Arcanum Treasures. It seems like something people would talk about.”

      “Yeah, right?” Aislinn agreed. “It’s something there should be all sorts of wild stories about. Like having to climb down cliffs to reach the portal. People would definitely talk about this after they took the journey.”

      “Perhaps she spells them so they can’t mention it to anyone,” Bas suggested. “She’s clearly a private person who doesn’t want her world encroached upon. It must be how she’s stayed alive for so long if she really is Morgana le Fey. If she didn’t keep people from talking, she would get every idiot wanting to see if they could find a way around her conditions.”

      I knew precisely the type of person Bas was talking about. I worked with a neurologist at the hospital who spent his vacations free climbing, base jumping, or big wave surfing. Then he came back and boasted how he’d almost died but managed to climb or surf the wave in record time instead.

      I hoped she didn’t try to hex us. My magic was pretty reactive. I wasn’t certain it wouldn’t lash out at her. My thoughts derailed when I looked over the side of the cliffs. I rubbed my eyes, certain that I was seeing things. “What is that hovering in the middle of the air?”

      “So much for needing climbing equipment,” Violet quipped.

      I laughed, but the sound was strained. “No, it’s so much worse. We have to take a leap of faith, trusting that the green sphere of light is a portal that will whisk us away to safety before we crash onto the rocks below.”

      Sebastian rubbed the back of his neck as he peered out at the portal above the ocean. “I have to admit I wasn’t expecting that. Morgana seems unpredictable, which means you guys should get along well.”

      “Do you think we just jump off, aiming for the light?” Aislinn asked, then started chewing the corner of her lower lip.

      I scanned the area and the portal floating between the ocean and the cliffs. If I were trying to protect my store, I would make the entrance appear in a place just like this. Not only would I want the visiting person to be worthy, but I would also want them to be brave. The items she sold required it.

      “Yeah. I think that’s precisely what we need to do. We’ve got this. No problem,” I reassured her.

      Aislinn squared her shoulders and nodded her head. “Let's do this.” Before I lose my nerve was left unsaid, but it was there all the same.

      Violet stepped forward with a nod. “See you on the other side.” She took a couple of steps back, ran forward, and leaped into the air.

      Aislinn and I watched with our breaths held as she vanished into the green light. I grabbed Aislinn’s hand and took several steps back. We ran together, but I dropped her hand right before we reached the edge. We needed freedom of movement to launch ourselves into the portal.

      Like every portal I had been through before, it felt as if my navel was pulling me forward as I traveled through time and space. My stomach churned, and bile rose to the back of my throat. I was disoriented when my momentum stopped. My vision was blurred momentarily, but I smelled incense and herbs. A hand on my arm startled me until Violet’s voice echoed in my ear. “We’re here.”

      I rubbed my eyes, clearing the tears that had blurred my vision. A tiny gasp escaped my mouth as I looked around. Arcanum Treasures was a quaint yet elegant shop that stood out with its ornate Victorian style. I wondered if the façade had colored gingerbread accents. In my mind, the exterior of the shop would be adorned with mystical symbols and intricate carvings, giving it an air of enchantment and intrigue.

      The inside was dimly lit, with shelves lining the walls, and an antique counter in the center. The shelves were filled with a variety of rare and magical items. Based on Grams and Camille's research, I knew the trinkets and powerful artifacts were rare. My gaze skipped over the crystal balls, potion bottles, and ancient scrolls. There were more magical tomes than I had ever seen in one place. The talismans, amulets, and enchanted jewelry hummed with power that called to me.

      The atmosphere inside the shop was undoubtedly mystical and otherworldly along with a hint of nostalgia. It transported me to a different time and place. It had nothing to do with the magical world and everything to do with history. The tapestries on the walls made me think of the time when Morgana was born. It was how they kept drafts to a minimum in castles. The ones in here depicted mythical creatures and ancient spells.

      Movement from the back of the shop made us all turn in that direction. A woman with long, dark hair and piercing green eyes walked out. She wore flowing robes in deep shades of purple and black adorned with intricate symbols and mystical runes. Morgana was gorgeous and far younger than I had imagined. Knowing she’d lived for centuries made me picture an old woman with stark white hair and more wrinkles than a Sharp Pei.

      Her eyes seemed to glow in the dim light of her shop as she looked at us. “It’s good to meet the infamous Backside of Forty Coven finally. Well, part of it, anyway. I didn't expect the honorary members across the ocean to pay a visit. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      My eyes widened, and my heart continued racing, as my mind processed several things at once. She knew who we were, and the guys hadn’t arrived yet. The last thought rose to the top before I opened my mouth. “Where are our mates?” I hadn’t meant to ask that, but I wouldn’t back down now.

      Morgana walked around her store, touching objects as she went. “With luck, Argies shifted and caught them before they hit the bottom.”

      Aislinn’s eyes widened in horror. “What?” Tears filled her eyes as she shook with anger and fear.

      Violet and I closed the distance and flanked her sides as Morgana shifted narrowed eyes her way. “Only you three performed the ritual to get to my realm. I did my best to slow their descent, to give Argies enough time, because I knew they weren’t trying to force their way here to hurt me. They wanted to come to protect those they love, and I can appreciate that.”

      That was surprising. From what Grams told us, Morgana had a formidable reputation. It seemed she also had a kind and compassionate side. The way she reached out and touched Aislinn’s shoulder told me she genuinely cared about her customers.

      I met Aislinn’s gaze. “I trust that Argies saved Bas and Thanos. But we can’t worry about that right now. We need to get the items we came for so we can avoid another disaster.”

      Morgana watched us with a curious expression. “What are you after?”

      “We need a starstone, a sunstone, a moonstone, and some dittany of Crete.  Along with henbane, mandragora, and rue.”

      Something sparkled in Morgana’s eyes. “Are you trying to replicate a Pleiades’s power? You’ll never pull it off. It takes a witch with a touch of celestial power along with a fair amount of conjuration and energy manipulation. Oh, and probably shadow magic.”

      She’d started out teasing us, but the more she talked, I could see her actually considering what we would need if we were trying to do that. Clearly, Morgana deeply loved and respected all forms of magic.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m offended you would even suggest we wanted to do something so nefarious. If you know who we are, you know we would never do something so vile. One of my best friends is a Pleiades. I would never presume to want to replicate Phoebe’s power. Will you sell the items to us?”

      Morgana stopped and stared at me for several seconds before she disappeared. I spun in a circle, checking the entire store. “Do you think that’s a no?” I asked.

      Violet snorted. “It’s a fair bet.”

      The sound of something clattering to the ground behind us made me jump. I whirled around in time to see a giant spider leaping for my face. I muttered a spell to freeze it in place, then backed away. “What the hell?”

      More spiders skittered out of the shadows making my skin crawl. Violet, Aislinn, and I huddled together. “Where’s the portal? If she isn’t going to help us, we should get out of here before we get killed.” Knowing we were in a realm of Morgana’s making explained needing a portal to travel there. It also explained how she was still alive. She had to have created the place so time passed slower there. She was one powerful, scary woman.

      Aislinn shook her head in response. “We can’t. You-know-who is relying on us; we can’t find this stuff anywhere else. Let’s use wind and fire to keep these things back.”

      “We need to be careful not to burn her place down in the process,” I replied, shrieking when five more spiders jumped at us. Aislinn conjured flames, and I used the wind to keep them corralled.

      “I’ve got a barrier around the fire,” Violet called out.

      Morgana reappeared in the middle of Aislinn’s fire and snapped her fingers. The spiders vanished. I let go of my wind when Aislinn extinguished the fire. Morgana smiled at us. “You don’t care for spiders? They can be useful in spells and potions, you know.”

      This woman was laughing silently. She had a macabre sense of humor. It was hard to believe she was a powerful and respected witch dedicated to pursuing magic and sharing knowledge with others. She didn't seem all that inclined to share anything with us.

      “If you aren’t using the ingredients to replicate a Pleaides, what are you using them for?”

      I pursed my lips and lifted one eyebrow. “We can’t tell you that. We made a promise to a very powerful being that we would do everything in our power to help their friend. That’s all you need to know.”

      Morgana crossed her arms over her chest. “Is that so? Seems to me like you’re the one who came to me for help. I’m not going to do that unless you tell me.”

      Frustration and anger boiled beneath my skin. “That is not information we can share. We aren't doing this for ourselves. I would have been perfectly fine if we had never been given this case. But we were, and we take that seriously.”

      Violet nodded in agreement. “We would be putting the person we are trying to help in danger, and that is not something we will ever do.”

      “We will keep looking elsewhere. It might take time we don’t have, but compromising everything isn’t worth it,” Aislinn added.

      Morgana uncrossed her arms and then nodded her head. “Alright. I’ll sell you what you need. If you managed to open the portal, your quest isn’t on the Dark side of things. And I’ll give up trying to figure out why you need such rare and powerful ingredients.”

      I smiled at her, letting my shoulders relax, as hope resurfaced for the first time since Artemis dropped Selene on us. “Good. Because we aren’t going to change our stance on that, we can’t.”

      Morgana crossed to an empty wall as she chuckled. “I like you guys. I look forward to working with you again. It gets lonely being solitary in my realm.” Teal light flared from her palm into the wall, and a hidden compartment opened in the plaster. She grabbed a pair of gloves, and put them on, before she plucked out a bright white rock and put it in a velvet bag. That had to be the starstone. Next, she opened a small square metal box. My hand flew to my face to shield my eyes as sunlight filled the room.

      “You have to handle these with magic gloves. Do you need a pair?” she asked as she picked up the sunstone. There was no mistaking what that bright light was.

      “We have some. Is there anything else we need to know about these items?” I asked as I watched her drop the sunstone into another bag between splayed fingers. My arm dropped with the light gone.

      Morgana handed me the two stones and crossed to a display of moonstones. “They're delicate and highly volatile. Store them separately until you are ready to use them.”

      Aislinn lifted a jar of herbs. “Do we just take the entire jar?”

      Morgana shook her head and joined her. The two of them gathered the herbs and carried them to the counter in the middle of the store. “Do you know how much of each you need?”

      I looked to Violet, who knew more about potions than I did. Violet lifted a shoulder. Shit. That was less than helpful. “The recipe didn’t indicate amounts.”

      Morgana frowned at us. “That’s strange. Usually, you need to be precise with ingredients such as these. I’ll give you double what is most often required. You can always come back if you need more.”

      I inclined my head. “That works. Thank you. We will be asking our friend if there are specific amounts before we start.”

      Mirth danced in Morgana’s eyes. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from the Backside of Forty.” She put each herb in a small plastic baggie and then put everything in a bigger velvet bag. I added the stones she’d already given me and wrapped the cord around my wrist.

      Violet pulled out the gold Thanos had given her. “You’ve saved a lot of lives by selling this to us. Maybe someday you can visit Cottlehill and tell us how you procure such items in the first place.”

      Morgana laughed at that and shook her head. “Much like you three, I don’t give away trade secrets. Don't be strangers. You’re always welcome here.” She waved her hand, and we stumbled backward and into the portal that took us home. As the world around us disappeared, I couldn’t help but wonder if there would come a day when I didn’t encounter new facets of the magical world. I sure as hell hoped not. I loved the adventures and meeting new people. Not to mention how they kept me on my toes.
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      VIOLET

      “Oof.” The breath was knocked from me as my back hit the hard-packed earth of the cliff.

      Thanos’s stormy grey eyes appeared above my head. He crouched and raised my shoulders until I was sitting. “Are you alright, Lightning? What happened? The portal refused to allow us through. We would have died if it hadn’t been for Argies’s quick shifting.”

      I held onto his arm as I scanned the area. “Morgana said you guys didn’t perform the ritual, so you weren’t allowed. How long have we been gone?” Argies was helping Aislinn to her feet while Bas was searching for Fiona.

      “You were gone a few hours. It’s well after midnight now,” Thanos said.

      Under normal circumstances, I would have asked more about that, but I was too worried about my missing friend. My heart started hammering as I used Thanos to get to my feet. “Fiona! Where are you?”

      Bas stopped and shot a glare at me. “Didn’t she come back through with you?”

      I lifted my arms out at my sides. “Morgana sent us back. I assumed it was together.”

      “If she has hurt my mate, I will rip her to shreds,” Bas promised as he stalked around the area.

      Aislinn bent to look under a nearby bush. “She seemed to like us. She even invited us back.” Her eyes widened. “Shit, Fiona has all of the ingredients.”

      “We’re going to find her. Let’s spread out. She might have landed somewhere else,” I told her.

      Bas called Fiona’s name before we took a step. We all went quiet as we listened for her to respond. When there was nothing, he tried again, and I started walking back toward the street. Bas’s voice reverberated throughout the area, making mine seem weak in comparison. I looked under every shrub and behind trees. About two minutes later, I heard a faint response to our calls.

      “She’s over here,” I called out as I followed the sound of Fiona’s voice. I stopped and backtracked when her voice got weaker. She wasn’t under the only shrub or behind the only tree. I couldn’t freaking find her.

      “Are you invisible?” I asked as the others joined us. A faint laugh was the only reply I got.

      Bas's nostrils flared, and his gaze shot into the air. “Gods,” he blurted. “How did you get up there?”

      My head snapped up, and my breath whooshed out of me. “Thank the gods.”

      Fiona was clutching the branch she was draped across. “Get me down.”

      Sebastian widened his stance and lifted his arms. “Let yourself drop. I’ll catch you.”

      Fiona’s eyes bulged, and she shook her head back and forth. “No way. I can’t do that.”

      Bas thrust his hands on his hips and scowled at her. “Don’t be ridiculous. You can. You’re just afraid. Do you not trust me?”

      “Bas would never let you fall,” Aislinn called out.

      I nodded my head. “She’s right. We have to get home and make this Godstone, Fi. We don’t have much time.” Ever since we’d reappeared, a sense of urgency had ridden me. We needed to get this done.

      Fiona's lower lip wobbled as she said, "You'd better catch me or I will haunt you until you die." Then, still hugging her branch tightly, she drew in as much breath as possible.

      Sebastian barked out a laugh as he resumed his stance with his arms out in front of him. Fiona screwed her eyes shut and then pushed herself off of the branch. She screeched as she fell. Bas caught her as promised and held her close to his chest. He lowered his head to hers and told her, “I worried she refused to let you go.”

      Fiona cupped his cheek. “That didn’t happen. I’m alright. You can put me down now.”

      Bas set her on her feet and wrapped an arm around her, drawing her into his side. We told the guys about Morgana’s realm as we walked back to Pymm’s Pondside. I pointed to the table and cauldron that had been moved from the garden out to the driveway. “What do you think that’s all about?”

      Fiona shrugged. “I have no idea. Grams has always marched to her own drum. You know that.” We laughed as we walked in the back door.

      Grams and Camille were waiting for us when we returned. As urgency pressed on me, I was surprised to discover that Selene looked to be in the same shape as when we left.

      “Did you get the ingredients?” Grams asked as she turned away from the open French doors.

      Fiona held up the bag. “We sure did.”

      Camille shot up out of her chair and came over. “What was Morgana like?”

      “She was different. She sicced spiders on us as some kind of test when we refused to tell her why we needed this stuff, only to reappear a few seconds later,” Fiona explained.

      I lifted my hand. “That’s because we didn’t lash out or try to steal anything. I bet if we’d done either of those things, we would have been spit out of her realm and into a pretty nasty place.”

      Aislinn and Argies flowed past her and out to their daughter, who was still sleeping in the garden, as Grams retrieved the notes from our conversation with Aidoneus.

      “Do we know how much of each herb we need?” Fiona asked. “We didn’t have that when we were shopping for them.”

      Grams waved the paper in her hand. “Aidon and Phoebe sent a message with that information. It’s all here. We got the cauldron prepped outside so we would be ready to move forward when you guys got home.”

      I moved back into the kitchen. “I need a drink before we get started on the Godstone.”

      Grams waved me off. “You get some water while Camille and I retrieve a piece of Selene.”

      That stopped me in my tracks. My stomach lurched with the thought of hurting the goddess. “What are you going to do?”

      Camille sighed as she ran a hand over Selene’s hair. “Blood will work best. But the hair will do in a pinch.”

      “But both would be ideal for what you guys are going to be doing,” Thanos interjected with a grimace. “We should take no chances. I’m happy to gather some of her blood, so get me a vial.”

      Sebastian disappeared up the stairs while Fiona sat on the coffee table. “I wish I had some blood draw supplies. It would be easy and painless for her.”

      I sat next to her and placed a hand on her thigh. “I doubt she will feel anything right now. But even if she does, it’s not like Thanos is going to be brutal about the collection. He will be gentle.”

      Thanos nodded in agreement. “All I need to do is make a small cut on one of her fingers. It’s the least of what she has been going through lately. Not to mention, according to Aidoneus, she likely hasn’t felt anything since first being injected with the venom.”

      A muscle ticked along Fiona’s jaw as she nodded to Thanos. When Bas came back downstairs carrying a glass vial, I pulled Fiona up. “Let’s go outside and check on Aislinn before we make this stone.”

      Fiona knew I was trying to keep the ugly side of this from her, but she went along with it. Aislinn was sitting on the grass next to the bed where Kalliopi was asleep, snuggled up with Argies behind her.

      “You guys doing alright? Are you going to head home? Or stay here?” Fiona asked. “We’re about to make the Godstone out on the driveway.”

      Aislinn sucked in a breath and perked up. “I’d like to stay for that.”

      Argies stood and picked up Kalliopi. “I’ll take Kalli inside and make sure she stays asleep.” Aislinn thanked him and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      Fiona glanced back inside and to the gate leading to the drive. "We will meet you at the cauldron,” she called out to those inside.

      “We will be right there,” Grams replied.

      Aislinn’s brow furrowed. “What am I missing?”

      Fiona grimaced. “Thanos is taking blood from Selene to make the Godstone.”

      Aislinn’s mouth formed an o as she looked from Fiona to me. I shook my head, and we passed through the gate. We hadn’t even made it to the cauldron when Grams and Camille came out, followed by Bas and Thanos.

      Grams held the paper while Camille held the vial. Grams cleared her throat. “We have two pieces of Selene’s essence along with the rest of the ingredients, so we are ready to proceed.”

      Grams placed the paper on the table on the side opposite where the cauldron rested. We read over her shoulder. Fiona met her gaze. “You want to help me construct the sacred circle?”

      Grams smiled at Fiona and nodded. The rest of us stood aside, watching as they sprinkled salt in a circle around the table. Camille placed the vial and a lock of hair next to the pot while I lit the candles. Aislinn took care of the incense, and Camille lit the fire under the cauldron. We gathered hands around the circle and recited an incantation calling upon the power of the gods and the elements. Everyone put on their protective gloves.

      Fiona handed one of the stones to me, and another to Aislinn, while giving the herbs to Grams. Fiona had the last stone, and Camille had the goddess’s essence. As we recited the incantation again, we sprinkled the ingredients into the cauldron filled with water. Aislinn had the sunstone and, when she pulled it out, everyone had to shield their eyes. She dropped it inside. I added the starstone.

      The water began to glow with a bright, ethereal light as the power of the gods and the elements were drawn into the mixture. I drew upon my own magic and knew the other witches were doing the same. Aislinn was using her elemental powers. We infused our energy into the mixture, blending it with the divine energy.

      The mixture started boiling, bubbling to the cauldron's top. We chanted a third time, and the mixture started to transform into a solid crystalline form. Before long, lightning struck the cauldron, and the fire went out. We lifted to our tiptoes and looked inside the cauldron. In it sat the Godstone. It was the size of a fist and glowed as bright as a full moon.

      The Godstone was imbued with the goddess's essence. I could feel it. It already possessed immense power. The stone required careful handling and respect at this point. Once it contained Selene’s power, it would be even more important to handle it with caution. Its power would be very dangerous if misused.

      The power in the atmosphere increased, and my gaze flew to the house. I expected Selene’s power to come filtering out of the house and fill the stone. I shrieked when Artemis appeared a second later, holding a struggling man. I recognized the guy from the incident at the store. It was Baltair.

      Artemis dropped him at the same time Grams reached inside the cauldron and took off running into the house. Sebastian and Thanos formed a blockade to stop the goddess while Fiona was chanting something under her breath. I wasn’t sure what the man was doing, but I wrapped magical restraints around his torso, pinning his arms at his side.

      “You were wrong. He doesn’t have the hydra venom,” Artemis announced.

      I approached Baltair and kicked him in the chest. He fell back, his head bouncing off the ground. “That’s because whoever put him up to it doesn’t trust him with such a powerful poison.”

      “That’s not true,” Baltair spat.

      Artemis shrugged and vanished into thin air. Fiona turned to Camille. “Go inside and make sure Grams and Selene are safe. I cast a shield over the house that will only allow one of us to enter..”

      Camille nodded and took off. Baltair noticed our distraction and started wiggling away like the worm he was. Thanos crouched next to him and shook his head in disgust. “Why did you do it? Why kill Selene? Did you really think you would be able to become a god?”

      Baltair laughed in our faces. “You know nothing.”

      “Then why don’t you educate us,” I said. “You could show us what a big bad demigod you are.”

      Baltair refused to answer and shook his head. Thanos drew a symbol in the air, and Baltair started screaming. Fiona’s face screwed up in disgust as she grabbed Thanos’s shoulder. “We can’t torture him. That makes us no better than he is.”

      Thanos turned furious eyes on my best friend. Bas stepped in and blocked my mate from Fiona. Bas nudged Fiona back a step. “Trust me, Butterfly, it’s the only thing that will get through to him.”

      “Besides, it’s just the illusion of pain. I’m not actually hurting him,” Thanos said.

      Fiona nodded and leaned into Bas’s side. I grabbed Aislinn’s hand, and we watched as Baltair writhed and screamed in pain. That went on for what seemed like forever until Thanos snapped his fingers.

      Baltair stopped moving and looked up at Thanos. “Why did you poison Selene? And why did you steal the Fountain of Youth? Surely, you know you can’t use it without being killed.” Baltair shook his head from side to side. Thanos lifted a finger.

      “Alright, alright,” Baltair shouted. “I’ll talk. The great and mighty god, Priapus, is making a move. He gave us the key to finding the Fountain of Youth and the venom. He told us what we needed to do.”

      My brow furrowed as I looked at him. We’d suspected Priapus after the disappearance of the Stone of Transmutation, but we had dismissed him. Priapus was a god with a big dick. What could he possibly hope to gain from trying to steal Selene’s power? And how did the Fountain of Youth play into this? He had been after the Stone of Transmutation first. Was that vital to whatever he hoped to accomplish? If so, we needed to warn Nylah that a crazy god was going to be coming after her to get that Object of Power.

      “What are his plans now?” Fiona asked Baltair.

      Baltair started laughing. “You fools know nothing. You think you’ve won because you have me, but you played right into Priapus’s hand. He’s far better than you or your pathetic goddess.”

      “What the hell do you mean by that?” I asked as I eyed the demigod. He was an oily bastard who made me physically sick.

      Baltair only laughed in response to my question. My gut twisted into a knot. That was not good. There was something we didn’t know, and he wasn’t telling. I wanted to wipe his smug expression right off his face. What could Priapus possibly be planning? And how had we played right into his hands? No one could have predicted Artemis would bring Selene to us. Not to mention, we almost hadn’t been able to create the Godstone. Like Bas hinted, before we went to Arcanum Treasures, we were anything but predictable.
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      FIONA

      “I’m going to get Argies and Kalliopi out of here. I don’t know what’s coming next, but I don’t want them anywhere near this place for now,” Aislinn said as we stood there staring down at Baltair.

      Thanos continued to make Baltair perceive pain, and we continued asking him what Priapus was planning, but he refused to say anything else. Now, the demigod was barely conscious. His mind was exhausted from what Thanos had put him through.

      I nodded at Aislinn. “That’s a good idea. We will call if we need you.”

      Aislinn didn’t respond as she turned and hurried inside the house. Violet moved to Thanos and laid her head on his shoulder. “What do we do now? Is there any way we can investigate Priapus? We need to find out what he is planning.”

      Thanos pressed a kiss to the top of Violet’s head. “I'm not sure. He isn’t part of the in-crowd on Olympus, so to speak. Very few gods and goddesses pay much attention to him. I’m not sure who he might have shared his plans with.”

      I gathered the bags that had held the ingredients for the Godstone and stuffed them into the bigger one to keep them from blowing around Pymm’s Pondside. “Would he say anything to anyone? I mean, if he did, wouldn’t that piss them off? Surely someone would have tried to stop him. I can’t imagine anyone on Olympus being happy to hear that he was planning to kill one of them intentionally.”

      Aislinn and Argies came out then, with Argies carrying a still-sleeping Kalliopi. We said goodbye to them. After kisses to Kalli’s head, the trio climbed in their car, and Aislinn drove away.

      “I think they have the right idea. Perhaps we should all leave,” Bas suggested. “You can ward another location. Hell, your house is well protected, right, Thanos?”

      Thanos pursed his lips and nodded his head. “Between Violet and Fiona’s enchantments added to mine, the entire area and out almost a mile into the ocean is warded against attack. My house isn’t as protected as here because Pymm’s Pondside is built on ancestral magic. But we do have the gargoyles at my place. I believe Hutcoth and Roscock got back from Gretna Green earlier today.”

      My mind went to Selene, Grams, and Camille. The goddess was in no shape to be moved. Not to mention the dangers of doing so. “What if that’s exactly what Priapus wants? Think about it. If we try to move Selene to your house, she will be outside wards and unprotected for ten to fifteen minutes. Plenty of time for him to find her and try to take her from us. We would be sitting ducks in a car.”

      Thanos cursed and started to pace in the driveway. “There would be no way to fight him on the drive. Before today, I would have told you Priapus isn’t smart enough to come up with a plan to lure us out of the safety of wards. Now, I have no idea what the god is or isn’t capable of.”

      My gut twisted into a knot as I stood there in indecision. My head snapped up and around as I felt the build of magic. Was Artemis returning? I prayed that she was. She might know how to predict Priapus’s next move better. Otherwise, we could be sitting ducks the second we left Pymm’s Pondside.

      Violet’s gasp made me swivel around. My heart dropped, and panic threatened to take over. There was no denying who had just appeared in the driveway behind me. His chiton did nothing to hide the rather large dick he was sporting between his legs. Other than that, Priapus was nothing like I had expected from the minor fertility god in Greek mythology.

      I now understood why he was known for his grotesque appearance and exaggerated genitals. His nose was almost as big as his penis. He was a short, chubby, balding man with...a growing erection. Was he excited to be there? Perhaps he meant us no harm, and that was how he got past our wards. Then again, they might not work against the gods. Revulsion surged when he turned, and I saw that he had a hunchback.

      “It’s nice to finally meet the middle-aged women who are all the talk on Mount Olympus.” Priapus started pacing, which drew my attention to his feet. He had one club foot. Gods, no wonder he was pissed. Every god or goddess we had ever encountered had symmetrical bodies that were pleasant to look at.

      My mind raced at a million miles an hour going through what I knew about the god. We needed something to be able to fight him off. Priapus was usually seen as a guardian of gardens, orchards, and other agricultural areas where his phallic imagery was believed to help promote fertility and abundance. He was also associated with the phallus as a symbol of masculine potency and sexuality. That wouldn’t help us at all.

      Despite his role as a fertility god, Priapus was often mocked and ridiculed for his awkward manner in addition to his appearance. He was sometimes portrayed as a bumbling and foolish character, prone to making mistakes and causing trouble. Which was why Thanos hadn’t believed him capable of such a plot. Apparently, that wasn’t the case at all.

      “What are you doing here?” Thanos demanded. “You weren’t invited and shouldn’t have been able to get past the wards.”

      Priapus stopped his lumbering gait and looked at Thanos with a furrowed brow. “I am a god and need no invitation. I go where I want when I want. And I mean you no harm. I am here to retrieve someone who belongs to me.”

      “Selene?” I choked out in disgust. “Do you really think stealing her power will improve anything for you?”

      Priapus’s face turned beet red and screwed up in anger as he turned his glower on me. “You would do well to watch your mouth.” There was no indication Priapus had any powers other than his erection, so I was not prepared for the bolt of energy that slammed into me and threw me into my Mustang.

      My back hit the side of the car and practically broke me in half when my torso continued moving backward, but my lower half was stopped by the vehicle. As Bas roared and lunged for the god, I dropped to the ground and watched through bleary eyes. Priapus laughed in my mate’s face and made a sweeping gesture before he vanished from sight. Whatever he conjured with that gesture made Bas's legs go out from under him. He landed on his back and didn’t move.

      Violet and Thanos immediately shot into motion. Violet shifted into her phoenix fully for the first time since our encounter with the Stone of Transmutation. She’d been afraid she no longer had her other half. If a demented god wasn’t attacking us, I would cheer for her.

      Priapus appeared near the garden and was grabbing himself while taunting Thanos. "How does it feel to know that you cannot satisfy your mate like I can? Once I have the power to change my station and appearance, I will take your mate and anyone else I want.”

      “You’re doing this for sex?” Thanos asked to distract the god while Violet flew behind him.

      Violet shifted course and flew at the god from the side with her wings outstretched. Priapus flicked a finger right as Vi closed her wings around his body. His pot belly was too big for her to fully engulf. Not that it mattered because he sent her flying into the pond.

      I hadn’t caught my breath but forced myself up and ran at the god. Thanos had pulled a dagger from somewhere and threw it at Priapus. It landed in the god’s lower chest. When all he did was pluck it out and drop it, I knew we were screwed. It should have at least slowed him. It wasn’t a god-made weapon.

      Conjuring my bow and arrows, I raced across the drive and tried to nock an arrow at the same time. I wasn’t proficient enough with the weapon to do it very well while running. As if to mock my efforts, the god disappeared in a gust of wind that blew the bow from my arms.

      I still had the arrow in my hand, so I stabbed backward when fleshy arms wrapped around my chest, and a large phallus poked me in the backside. Priapus yelled in my ear as he staggered away from me. I swiveled to see him bleeding from his large penis. It seemed to stop whatever hold he had on Bas because he finally surged to his feet and kicked the god in the back.

      Priapus vanished again. I ran to the cemetery when I felt his power coalescing in that area. Thanos was helping Violet out of the pond. She grabbed one of Kairi’s dresses. It was tight on her, but she was clothed.

      Priapus reappeared near the family crypt in a fresh chiton. Based on the blood seeping into the front of it and the lack of an erection, I knew the arrow had hit his penis, at least. “Hmmm, this is interesting. The seat of your family’s power? Perhaps I will claim this for myself too. I rather like the idea of controlling a passage between realms.”

      “You will never have it,” I growled as I ran through the gate with another arrow in my hand.

      Priapus laughed at my declaration and disappeared in a gust of wind again. He reappeared behind Thanos and Violet. “I can’t see what all the rage on Olympus is about you. You’re nothing special at all. There must be something to it. Athena went and got herself six middle-aged sisters. She was always too competitive with Artemis.”

      Violet conjured her bow and arrows and managed to get a shot off as she turned around to face the god. The arrow went wide as Priapus waved his hand. It wasn’t as effective as it had been with Bas because instead of missing him entirely, the arrow pierced his shoulder. Bas and I started to run back to the couple to help.

      We didn’t get very far when the windows on the backside of the house all shattered. Priapus’s anger was as terrifying as Artemis’s. Selene’s magic started seeping out. Priapus’s eyes widened, and he cursed before vanishing again.

      I stopped and glanced around. “Is he gone for good this time? I can’t feel him lingering like I did before.”

      Thanos threw up his hands. “I have no idea.”

      “You and Bas keep a watch. We need to check Selene,” Violet said.

      That jolted me back into action. I raced for the back door and burst through it. There was a stitch in my side as Violet and I stopped in the living room. I bent over, bracing my hands on my knees as I tried to catch my breath. My heart was hammering in my chest, and I was getting lightheaded. My gaze landed on the goddess lying on my couch. Selene had been getting paler by the day, but it hadn’t been obvious that she would die.

      Now, there was no denying her fate, and it practically crushed me. Her pallor was a sickly grey color, and her closed eyes looked sunken in her face. Her hair had always been silky smooth and had a healthy glow. Now the white strands looked like bleached straw. My stomach twisted into a knot as I watched Camille and Grams chant stasis spells over Selene. Their magic flowed out of them but didn’t sink into the goddess, like it had up until now.

      I straightened and moved to Grams’s side. When Violet and I stopped, Selene’s magic started shooting out of her in violent bursts. A sob caught in my throat as I touched Grams’s shoulder and reached for Violet. “We have to try and keep her in stasis. She can’t die yet.”

      Violet shook her head and gave me a sad smile. “She’s beyond our help now, Fi. All we can do is let her go.”

      I was shaking my head back and forth. It wasn’t that I was in denial. “We can’t until we know how to use the Godstone. Artemis let us make it knowing we would have to call on her to activate it and gather Selene’s power.”

      I watched my best friend as understanding dawned in her blue eyes. We were in a helluva mess with no obvious way out of it. If it was as simple as the Godstone capturing Selene’s magic on its own, it would have been gathering it as we stood there.
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      AISLINN

      “I don’t like you going over there when a pissed-off god is attacking,” Argies said as I ran from the house, grabbing the keys as I passed the table in the hall.

      “I can’t leave them to do this alone. They’d be here in a heartbeat to save us.”

      Argies grabbed me and spun me around. “I’m not trying to stop you. But please be careful. We need you.”

      Before I could respond, Argies pressed his lips to mine, pouring his love for me into a scorching but brief kiss that left me breathless. I cupped his cheeks and nodded. “I love you. I’ll call when it’s safe to come over.”

      “If I don’t hear from you in a few hours, I will have Thanos call for Artemis to rescue you.” Argies shut the car door after I got in. I could feel his gaze on me as I drove away.

      My heart hammered in my chest the closer I got to Pymm’s Pondside. Since the second Fiona texted me that Priapus had attacked, boasting about being behind the theft of the Fountain of Youth and Selene’s poisoning, I was afraid I would find my best friends dead when I arrived. My stomach twisted into knots, and I barely stopped myself from throwing up.

      My friends had to be okay. The big-dicked god could not kill them and take Selene’s power. Argies might have the right idea in having Thanos call Artemis. I would do it, but I had no idea how to actually do that. Did I have to cast a circle and invoke her by name? If I pressed the mark on my wrist, it would send me to her realm. I could go there and find her, but that would take too much time. I was tempted to ask Thanos how he did stuff like that, but held my tongue. That would take a while, as well. Not to mention I doubted he would tell me anyway.

      By the time I turned down the driveway, I was no closer to an answer. I slowed the car, not wanting to lose control on the gravel. I was partially relieved when I pulled up and saw Kairi sitting on the side of the pond.

      “Are they okay?” I asked as I raced out of the car.

      Kairi nodded her head. “Some ugly god tossed Violet into my pond while she was in her phoenix form. He threw Fiona against her car and pinned Bas down, but they are all okay. That god was pretty pissed when Violet shot him in the shoulder. It seemed to me like he was trying to wear them out so he could get inside to Selene. But they hurt him, and he took off. They’re inside now because Selene's power started exploding out of her. "

      My heart slowed as I ran through the back door. "Oh, thank the gods," I blurted when I saw that Fiona and Violet were alright. My relief was dimmed by silvery magic arcing out from Selena and bouncing around under a shield.

      “Did Priapus do something to her?” I asked as I got a look at how awful Selene looked. It was so bad that I wondered if she’d died already.

      Fiona waved me over. “I don’t think he did anything, but I have no idea how his power works. Get over here. We need to be ready to use the Godstone.”

      It felt like breaking the crust on top of crème brulee when I passed through the barrier. Selene’s magic escaped the hole I made before the shield sealed itself again. “How do we do that?”

      Fiona’s jaw dropped, and she looked from me to Violet, who shrugged. Grams threw up her hands when Fiona’s gaze got to her. “Don’t look at us. I have no idea.”

      Thanos shook his head. “I don’t know. You texted...” His words trailed off when Fiona’s cell phone started ringing at that moment.

      “It’s Phoebe. I hope Aidon has some information - even though that’s not why I sent the message,” Fiona said as she answered the FaceTime. “Phoebe! We’re up shits creek here. Is Aidon there?”

      Aidon stepped up behind Phoebe, holding a book. “I’m here. I’m looking for Priapus’s weaknesses. Given that he’s a minor god, you should be able to cast an enchantment that binds him until Artemis or I can take him to Olympus.”

      Fiona was shaking her head. “That’s not what we need at this moment. We need to know how to use the Godstone. Selene is dying, and we have no idea how to activate the artifact.”

      Aidon’s face went pale. “Turn the camera,” he asked as Phoebe’s Nana said something about seeing a passage about the Godstone.

      Fiona pressed the button to turn the camera, and Aidon’s curses rang through the tiny speaker. “Are we wrong? Do we still have time?” I asked, holding out hope that we were wrong about how close Selene was to death. It felt like my heart stopped beating as we listened to the other end of the call.

      “No one knows with certainty,” Aidon said. Fiona turned the screen back, so it was focused on us. “But if you want my opinion, Selene is out of time. You will need to gather her power.”

      Nana was standing behind him, waving a book. “And I found the directions as I was looking through the book.”

      “How could the Fates allow this to happen?” Thanos asked. “I thought their directive would have been to protect the gods and goddesses at all costs.”

      Aidon scowled. “They have their own agenda. And at times, they are forced to make various moves to minimize the impact of gods making decisions they could not predict or stop. There are spells to hide your actions from them. The cost is great and will get you on their bad side, so few are willing to do it.”

      An arc of silver power broke her shield and snapped Violet's arm, leaving a burn mark. “Can we activate the Godstone now?”

      Nana put the book down in front of Aidon and Phoebe. Phoebe ran her finger down the page and opened her mouth to give us a rundown when Fiona held hers up. “Wait a minute. Can you walk us through it as we do it? It’ll save time.”

      “Sure thing,” Phoebe replied.

      Fiona handed the phone to Grams and took the Godstone from her hand. “Okay, ready,” Fi called out.

      “First, you want to focus on the Godstone. Hold it in your hands or place it in front of you on a flat surface. The important part is that you focus your thoughts and energy on it and the power that you wish to capture. I think having Aislinn be part of this will be important for you guys since she is an integral part of the coven.”

      Phoebe waited while we layered our hands under Fiona’s before she continued.

      “Next, you need to clear your mind. Take a few deep breaths and push away any distractions or negative thoughts. Having a clear and focused mind is important when working with powerful magical artifacts like the Godstone.”

      I had to close my eyes to shut out the sight of Selene’s magic because it drew my eye to her body, and that set off an avalanche of heart-wrenching thoughts. I kicked off my shoes, allowing the feel of the wood floor to ground me while I focused only on the feel of Selene’s magic. This was foreign to me, and I felt like I was messing it up. I cracked an eye open and noted Fiona and Violet focused like lasers. I had to clear my throat and start over. The second time, I left everything out, but what mattered.

      “Now, I want you to channel your energy. Visualize a beam of silver light flowing from your body and into the Godstone. This energy will help activate the Godstone and attract Selene’s power. It’s already attuned to it. When you speak the activation words, they should be spoken with intention and confidence.”

      It was easier to picture the silver light flowing from me into the Godstone. It was close to manipulating elemental energy.

      “As you speak the activation words, visualize Selene’s power flowing into the Godstone and filling it up completely. Focus your thoughts on each detail and attribute of the power that you can. You’ve learned about her these past few days. And you’ve felt what her energy is like. After that, create a funnel that nudges and directs the power along, or it could wander off before entering the stone. Selene’s energy is frightened about being untethered. It's never existed without her before.”

      It took all my effort to remain focused on Selene’s magic and guide it down an invisible slide and into the Godstone. My heart wanted to rant and rail at the unfairness.

      “Repeat the incantation after me,” Fiona instructed.

      “By the power of the divine,

      By the light of the sacred moon,

      I call upon the gods and goddesses,

      To Bless this stone with their boon.”

      Pheobe paused for us to recite the words.

      “May the power of Selene flow,

      Into this stone and fill it with might,

      I ask for the strength and wisdom they bestow,

      To be captured within this Godstone's light.”

      We said what she said until she paused again. I could feel the power building behind our spell. It was like a live wire in my body. I watched in awe as the ripples of magic surrounded us.

      “Let this stone be a vessel of their power,

      A conduit of their divine energy and grace,

      May it be used for good in every hour,

      And protected in a sacred space.

      So mote it be.”

      Her essence was a shimmering, silvery light that glowed with an otherworldly radiance. It was released into the universe upon her death, emanating from her body in a bright burst of moonlight. As the light spread, it left behind a lingering trail of stardust, evoking the celestial nature of her domain.

      As the essence of Selene spread through the universe, it was drawn towards the moon, imbuing the lunar landscape with her presence and power. A magical wind whipped around us.

      The essence of Selene was a potent and beautiful force. It was imbued with the mystical and magical nature of the moon. The Godstone immediately began to draw in the released power. I felt when it tried to snap out to the left. Like it hit bumpers in a bowling alley, the power continued its path to the stone. It was like holding a bare electrical wire, sending pain throughout my body.

      As the goddess's power was absorbed, the Godstone began to glow with a bright, ethereal light, and the energy within it surged and pulsed with immense power. To my surprise, it was transformed by her essence. It took on its own unique qualities and abilities. It was no longer a fist-sized rock. It had a fluid shape that seemed to undulate. Midnight blue symbols rose to the surface and disappeared in the silver-white artifact. Countless times, we had to redirect the power. I was covered in sweat when we were finally finished.

      “Holy shit,” Phoebe and Aidoneus said at the same time.

      “What?” Phoebe’s mom and Nana asked as well. I couldn’t see the screen but imagined they were trying to look at what we’d done.

      “Now that the Godstone is activated and filled with power, you three need to visualize the power being stored inside until it finds the right host. You should seal the Godstone with a specific rune to keep the power contained and protected,” Phoebe finished.

      Fiona, Violet, and I looked at each other, and Fi gestured to me with her chin. “You’re best with the runes. We will trace what you draw.”

      Thanos held up one that he’d written on paper. “Use this one. It’s one the gods use.”

      Camille handed me the stylus from Fiona's tablet. I accepted it and copied the symbol that was on the paper. The stone pulsed in our hands as soon as I finished. Fiona went next, making the stone flash when she was done. When Violet completed her turn, the stone vibrated in our hands and then settled into a barely detectable hum.

      “Did you talk to Nylah?” Fiona asked as she put the stone in the larger bag Morgana had given us for our purchases and then took the phone from Grams.

      Phoebe blew out a breath. “I did. She’s still pissed about having her life turned upside down. Her husband nearly died before they made it home. She ended up having to force Artemis to turn him into the first werewolf in existence.”

      Fiona’s eyes bugged out of her head, mimicking mine. Violet’s eyes teared up as she said, “It’s our fault. We made Artemis find her and make her the Relic Keeper. What did we do?”

      Aidoneus shook his head. “You can’t focus on that. The world has needed her for a long time. We will all be there to support her, and she has Esme. Right now, you guys still have a lot to do. You need to prepare Selene’s body for burning. She cannot be left like this. There is power in her bones, and there will be those that will try to steal them.”

      “What if Priapus comes back?” I asked. “He's going to kill us.”

      “You have to leave Priapus to Artemis. I am going to pay her a little visit and make sure she knows who to go after. You protect the Godstone and Selene’s remains,” Aidon told us.

      Shouting from outside made Bas and Thanos run to the window. “Fuck. Some demigods just arrived, and they’re pouring what looks like water from the Fountain of Youth on the graves of your ancestors,” Thanos announced before he and Sebastian ran out the front door.

      “We’ve gotta go, Pheebs.”

      “You three need to protect Selene. She can still be used,” Aidon shouted as Phoebe called out, “I will text you Nylah’s number.”

      Fiona nodded and hung up the call. Grams and Camille stood side by side in front of the sofa. “They aren’t getting through us, but I want to know how people keep getting onto our property.”

      Violet turned back from the window. “The demigods aren’t doing the fighting. Your ancestors are. They were able to breach the wards because they mean us no harm.”

      “Oh, those arseholes. I’m going to rip them apart,” Grams cursed.

      Fiona held up her hands. “You guys have to stay here and protect Selene while we help with that.”

      We didn’t wait for Grams to respond as we raced out the front door. I used the wind to throw a couple of skeletons back into the graveyard. It was highly concerning to see them get right back up. They were even beginning to grow some skin. “Are they unkillable now?”

      Fiona growled as she punched a woman who was rapidly regrowing her skin. “Who the hell knows.”

      Violet cursed when a demigod poured water on the remains Thanos had just dismembered. “We need to get that water and kick the demigods off the property.”

      Fiona smiled and rubbed her hands together. “With pleasure.” Fiona ran right at the closest demigod...a guy with greasy black hair and brown eyes.

      I followed behind her and used my power over the earth to wrap vines around the legs of two guys in bright green shirts. One of them had a jug of glowing water in his arms. They both fell to their knees cursing. I reached for the water and got a fist to the side of the head. I pulled the air to me and was about to whip the demigod away when he started tumbling ass over end down the drive.

      I watched in surprise and then ran after him as he rolled to a stop in the middle of the street. The light from a lamp illuminated the blood and bruises covering his body. Violet and Fiona were watching as I ran back. “He’s in the street beat the hell up, and I didn’t do anything.”

      Violet started laughing. “At least we know the wards work.”

      I chuckled, and realized we needed to goad them into reacting and hitting us. Violet jumped over the low iron fence around the cemetery and went for the water this time. One of the guys had gotten free and raced around the cemetery with the jug of water.

      I stomped up to the closest demigod and punched him in the stomach, then conjured my arrows. It was poetic justice when the guy hadn’t managed more than a slap to my shoulder before he was whisked away. Grabbing an arrow from my quiver, I ran for the demigods, stabbing them anywhere I could. It was the easiest way to get them to react. I let Pymm’s Pondside do her thing until the demigods were gone and we had the water.

      “We have to kill your ancestors again,” I observed as Bas and Thanos continued fighting.

      “They fly apart fairly easily with wind,” Fiona said as she pointed to Bas. Sure enough, he was ripping apart every skeletal person possible. “You go make sure no one got inside and see if Camille and Grams still have the stone.”

      I nodded, then hurried back inside. I bounced off an invisible wall two feet across the threshold. Landing on my ass, I cursed from the jolt of pain and broke out into a smile. “I can see you have this under control.”

      “Damn right, we do,” Grams declared.

      I got up and turned around to see if they needed help outside. Fiona, Bas, Violet, and Thanos had put all of Fiona’s ancestors to rest again, so I went back outside to help rebury the dead. It was easy to work using our ability to manipulate the elements.

      “Did they have one of Hades’s illegitimate kids with them?” I asked.

      Thanos shook his head. “I doubt it. Hades is actually pretty loyal to Persephone. They could have been Hermes, Thanatos, or Hecate’s kids. As the messenger of the gods, Hermes is also responsible for guiding the souls of the dead to the underworld. Thanatos is the personification of death itself. Hecate is a goddess of magic, witchcraft, and the underworld. Many don’t know that she is associated with ghosts and the spirits of the dead. She has the power to communicate with them.”

      Grams came outside carrying Selene. “We can’t take a chance they won’t return right away. We should take care of her while there is a lull.”

      “And I think with her power completely gone, they are more likely to leave us alone,” Camille said behind her.

      Thanos took the goddess from Grams and carried her to the middle of the cemetery. “Bas, grab some wood and create a small pyre.”

      We all went over and helped Bas gather wood. It only took two trips before we had enough for the guys to build a simple, low-lying pyre. Thanos said a few words about Selene and our promise to her that her power wouldn’t be abused. As we stood there watching her body burn, I felt an increase in power around us.

      Violet and Fiona conjured their bows and arrows, so I did the same. My head was on swivel as I searched for the danger. I almost shot the arrow at Artemis when she appeared in front of us.

      The goddess was holding a stone that looked a lot like a Godstone. “I came to retrieve Selene’s power.”

      Fiona gestured to the burning body. “You’re too late. We’ve taken care of it and are now giving Selene a funeral of sorts.”

      Artemis’s anger flared along with her energy. “I’ll take Selene’s Godstone.”

      I moved closer to Fiona on one side, with Violet taking up her other. “No. You won’t. We have Nylah’s contact information, no thanks to you and will be making arrangements with her.”

      Artemis clenched her hands into fists as lightning started slamming into the ground all around us. Thanos stepped forward. “A better place to redirect your energy is to Priapus. He was the one behind this, stealing the Fountain of Youth, and Grams’s kidnapping.”

      Artemis’s expression changed to one of confusion. “What? That makes no sense.”

      Fiona lifted her shoulders. “Nevertheless, it’s true. He said he has plans to take over Olympus. Speaking of, you need to provide us with better protections for Pymm’s Pondside. We are tired of gods we can’t fight against showing up because of some bullshit you brought into our lives.”

      I nodded in agreement. “You don’t want Kalliopi to be in danger, do you?”

      “I would never allow a hair on her head to be hurt, but you don’t live here.” Artemis countered.

      I placed a hand over my heart. “No, we don’t, but every time we do a job for you, she remains here with Grams.”

      Artemis scowled at the three of us. “You are so demanding.” She grew in size, and her eyes did that swirling thing they did when she was pissed. “And you’re pushing me to my last damn nerve.” She vanished, leaving a miniature tornado of silver sparkles behind.

      “Well, that went well,” Fiona quipped.

      Thanos placed a hand on her shoulder. “You have no idea what you three managed to do here today. It is unheard of for a god or goddess to die without causing serious damage. You have her power and essence secured and gave her a way to rest in peace. Not to mention, you uncovered a plot by an insane minor god. This is the reason you’re all the talk on Olympus. Pat yourselves on the back and get some rest. You’ve all earned it.”

      I wrapped my arm around Fiona and laid my head on her shoulder. We rarely stopped to look at what we’d done before falling face-first into our pillows. Pride swelled within me as we watched Selene's remains burn. I said a silent prayer for her and wished her a peaceful afterlife. We could deal with the rest tomorrow. We’d done enough for tonight.
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      FIONA

      “Seeing a goddess’s ashes in a pile like that looks even worse in the light of day,” I observed as Grams and I stood outside the gate to the cemetery. I was sipping a cup of latte made with my fancy new espresso machine and munching on the fresh scones I just took out of the oven.

      Grams grimaced. “I can't believe no one came to claim her and take her home. What kind of family does she have?”

      My heart ached for Selene. The goddess was targeted by the god Priapus as a way to make him stronger. The insane god had Selene injected with hydra venom, one of the few substances that could kill a god or goddess. We had collected Selene’s power when she passed, keeping it from Priapus. It was the least we could do. It was safely stored in a Godstone in a velvet bag in my nightstand drawer, next to the Fountain of Youth, which we had shrunk to miniature size.

      “Selene’s family isn’t known for their caring nature, Grams. One of them tried to kill her,” I replied.

      Sebastian came out then and crossed to join us. “Are you feeling guilty again, Butterfly? You jumped at every sound last night, hoping it was someone who had come to take Selene for a proper burial. It’s not happening.”

      I lifted to my tiptoes and pressed my lips to Bas’s. I couldn’t help myself. He looked too good in his pajamas. His hair was mussed up from sleep. “Which is why we need to take it into our own hands.”

      One of Bas’s eyebrows lifted to his hairline. “What do you mean, Love?”

      I wound my arm through his and started back toward the house. I needed to get dressed for the day. “Everyone deserves to have a memorial when they pass. We can’t leave her there like that. We should make a sculpture for her. She isn’t a Shakleton, but she should have something.”

      Bas smirked as he held the back door open for me. “You mean I should make a sculpture? What did you have in mind? My specialty is weapons. I could make her a giant broadsword. That way if you’re ever attacked in the cemetery, you’d have a weapon nearby.”

      I snorted as I set my empty mug in the sink. “Yeah, one I couldn’t pick up. With my luck, whoever made it past the wards would use it against me.”

      Grams chuckled. “She has a point, Bas. Perhaps something to do with Selene, like a crescent moon or chariot. Isn’t that what Thanos said her symbols are?”

      “That and a bull or a torch,” Bas added. “A chariot will be challenging. I’m not an artist, but I can do a crescent moon or a torch without a problem.”

      I held up my wrist where one of the marks Artemis gave me was inked. “Do you think it would be too close to Artemis’s mark to do a crescent moon? Selene was robbed of her life. This is the last thing she will ever get. It should belong solely to her.”

      Bas’s expression softened as he pulled me into his arms. “It’s possible you’re thinking too much about this. But I love how much you care for a complete stranger. It makes me want to be a better man. I’ll do a torch. You should call your girls to get their help while I work on the project.”

      I beamed at the love of my life. When Bas loved, he loved hard and would do anything for you. However, if you weren’t in that category, he barely paid any attention to you. That’s not to say he would stand by and allow someone to be hurt or worse. He would step in and protect anyone. He just wouldn’t hold a funeral for you if he didn’t know you, which was understandable. I hoped he would still love me as much when my heart hardened over the years. Already, I found it easy to go against the vow I took as a nurse to do no harm. I routinely killed those attacking me or my loved ones.

      Pressing my lips to his, I shook off those thoughts and grabbed my cell phone. “I’ll be down after I change. You want to help me find a place in the cemetery for her, Grams?”

      “Of course. I need a bath first, though. I didn’t take one last night. I was out when my head hit the pillow,” Grams admitted.

      “No problem.” I thought about how much Grams and Camille had done to care for Selene over the few days she was at our house. I understood why she was so tired. They hadn’t slept. I needed to learn how to operate on energy potions without getting jittery as they had. Much like it did with energy drinks, the potions could be dangerous to take too often.

      I texted Violet and Aislinn about our plans before rummaging through my closet for some grungy clothes. I didn’t want to get goddess ashes on my good clothes.

      “Are you trying to distract me from my task?” Bas’s voice was a deep rumble and vibrated through me. It was the tone that made me tingle everywhere in anticipation. “It looks like a honey badger got ahold of those trousers.”

      Turning, I gave him my sultry smile as I plucked the top edge of a hole that showed off my entire thigh. “You flatter me. I’m not sure Gal Gadot could make these look good.”

      “I don’t know who Gal Gadot is, but she has nothing on you, Butterfly. These tease me in the best way.” Bas approached me and turned me around. His finger traced the top edge of the hole on the back of my right thigh. “The way these reveal the bottom curve of your arse turns me on and makes me want to take you back to bed.”

      When Bas looked at me or talked to me, it was like I was the only woman in the world. It wasn’t that he ignored beautiful women. My two best friends were freaking gorgeous. It was that I could see him acknowledge them, and a second later, I could see that they didn’t measure up to me. Talk about a confidence booster.

      I dropped my head back and pursed my lips. His kiss was hard and passionate from the moment our lips touched. I could feel his erection prod my backside. I couldn’t allow myself to get lost in this man.

      With a groan, I broke away. “I’m going to take a rain check on finishing what you just started. Violet and Aislinn will be here soon, and I will need another cup of coffee. After we take care of Selene, we still need to figure out how to ward the property against the gods. And then contact Nylah about the Fountain of Youth and the Godstone.”

      Bas continued looking me up and down like he debated whether to rip my clothes off or just push my pants to my ankles. “Are you certain we don’t have five minutes?”

      I chuckled. “Is that all you’re going to give me? I take longer than that to have an orgasm. You’ve never been selfish before. Don’t tell me the luster has worn off our relationship already. I expected to get at least five years before that happened.”

      Bas narrowed his eyes and growled low in his throat. “I can get you to climax in under five minutes, and you well know it. I look forward to proving you wrong later.” He walked into the bathroom and shut the door with a soft snick, leaving me panting after him.

      “You’re a cruel man, you know that?” I stalked out, trying my hardest to ignore the way his throaty chuckle made me want to beg him to prove it to me.

      Downstairs, I made another latte for myself, grabbed some juice for Kalli, and tea for my friends, set it all on a tray, added the scones, and took it out to the wrought iron bistro table that was out back near the pond and garden. I went back in for the waters and was coming out when Violet arrived.

      “Did you make cranberry orange scones again?” Violet asked after she and Thanos parked.

      “Not this time. These are cinnamon chip.” I watched as Thanos walked over to the spot where we had cremated Selene. “Is he handling this alright?” I asked Violet.

      Taking a bite, Vi’s gaze moved to her mate. “He’s okay. It’s sobering to watch someone that’s supposed to be stronger than you perish like that. Did Grams get some rest?”

      “She did. She couldn't keep her eyes open after being up for three straight days. Speaking of, how the hell did she and Camille drink so many energy potions without having heart attacks? That much would have done me in.”

      Violet chuckled and shook her head. “You’re thinking of the effect caffeine has on the body. Potions are not like energy drinks. There is no compound keeping you awake. It’s a drug or substance that interacts with your heart and brain. Once the elixir starts to wan, the spell is done, and you can safely take another. I don't recommend taking two energy potions. You'll actually wear yourself out faster because your magic will automatically engage to overcome the overflow of power.”

      “I hadn’t stopped to think about the differences between the two. If I had, I would have known the reason. It’s so obvious now I feel a bit stupid for even asking. I should know this stuff. It’s not like I’m a new witch anymore.” I was embarrassed and frustrated with myself. Typically, I made connections and saw the reasons for things within moments of wondering about something or being presented with a problem.

      Violet placed a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t be hard on yourself. No one would have known that if they hadn’t tried it. Never expect yourself to know something you haven’t been taught. Could I work as a nurse in a doctor’s office, go into a hospital, and know how to do everything required of me just because I worked in an office?”

      I pulled my best friend into a hug. “Thank you for always pulling my head out of my ass when needed.”

      “Me want hugs!” Kalli cried out.

      Violet and I chuckled as the little girl came skipping across the drive with Argies and Aislinn behind her. I crouched and opened my arms. Kalli flew into them, nearly knocking me on my ass.

      Standing, I hugged her close. “Oh, those are the best hugs in the world.”

      Kalli giggled, kissed my cheek, and reached for Violet. “Bas is in his forge making a sculpture for Selene, Argies. I can’t imagine you want to help with this part.”

      Argies inclined his head. “I’ll go see if I can help.”

      “Take the lager from the backseat,” Aislinn called out. “He asked if we’d be crying today and said he’d better bring liquid reinforcement for him and Bas when I told him it was possible.”

      I headed for the entrance to the cemetery with my friends following. “That was wise of him. Grams and Camille drank everything we had in the house, and I hadn’t been to the grocery store. Are you guys ready for this?”

      Violet and Aislinn nodded their heads. “You know I was doing research on her again last night when I couldn’t sleep?” Aislinn asked.

      I cocked my head to the side. “Were you bothered by her ending too?”

      Violet and Aislinn voiced a chorus of yesses as Kalli sat down on a nearby patch of clovers covering one of the graves and watched the growing pile of Selene. “I kept thinking someone that loves her should have her, so I was trying to find who she was closest to. I didn’t find anyone in particular. Her brother, Helios, and her sister Eos haven’t once said anything throughout this entire time,” Aislinn said.

      I shook my head, thinking how awful that would be to have your siblings ignore you when you were dying. “That’s why we’re doing this. Sebastian is making a sculpture to commemorate her.”

      Aislinn glanced in the direction of Bas’s new forge. “We should ask him to engrave something on the outside - something she was known to have said.”

      I nodded in agreement. That would be personal. “What is it?” I didn’t recall seeing anything about a saying. Then again, I wasn’t looking for that.

      “There is no beginning. There is no end. There is only becoming,” Aislinn shared.

      Violet rubbed her arms. “That gave me goosebumps. It’s definitely apropos for what she’s been through. And it gives me a new way to look at what happened to her. She’s in the process of becoming something new.”

      A smile spread across my face. “You’re right. The Godstone keeps her power and essence safe until she can fully transition to her next state of being. How do we move her? Using a shovel seems disrespectful.”

      Aislinn twirled her hand in the air, and the furthest section of ashes lifted in a miniature funnel and then floated over to a spot where no grave existed. We hadn’t picked out her final resting place yet. The familiar surge in power, signaling Artemis’s imminent arrival, put us all on edge.

      “Do you think she’s here to take Selene’s ashes with her?” I whispered as we looked around.

      “Why would I do that?” Artemis asked as she appeared next to Kalliopi. I could see why the goddess loved Kalli so much—the little girl’s excitement over seeing Artemis melted my heart.

      “Yay! Temis, you back!” Kalli cried out as she jumped up and down.

      “What do you usually do with someone who dies?” I asked Artemis, sticking with the conversation. The goddess’s confused expression told me everything I needed to know. She didn’t do a damn thing. “Never mind. What brings you by?”

      Artemis snapped her fingers, and a floating fire appeared next to her. The flames were practically white. It was difficult to see them. I took a step closer, wanting to feel them and…

      “Don’t get any closer,” Artemis warned as they floated higher.

      “What is that?” I asked, turning as I heard footsteps running in our direction. Grams was hurrying out of the house while still putting her arms through her top, and Bas and Argies came from around the house.

      Artemis rolled her eyes at me. “You asked me to bring a way to keep gods and goddesses from being able to appear on your property.”

      “Yes, we did,” Violet said. “That doesn’t tell us what this is or what it does.”

      Grams stopped next to Violet and seemed transfixed by the flames. I had to admit it was only my desire not to piss off the goddess that kept me from fixating on them. If this would do what she said, I wanted it badly and couldn’t afford to have her take it away because we had upset her.

      Artemis held her hand beneath the flames and twisted her wrist. “This is the Auric Blaze. It's the most powerful magical fire in existence. It is the basis for the flames that fuel Hephaestus's forge. The Auric Blaze will keep gods and goddesses away from Pymm’s Pondside in the future. And if you connect Selene’s remains to it somehow, I believe it will be like a living flame.”

      I looked over at Violet, who was staring at the fire. Aislinn, Argies, Bas, and Kalli were doing the same thing. “What do we do with it? Bas is making something that could hold a flame.” It struck me, at that second, the degree to which the Fates were involved in directing what we did. It wasn’t a coincidence that we’d settled on a torch for Selene.

      “You need to twist the magical flames with your powers and wards. And you need to do it soon, or they can be stolen."

      My jaw dropped. “Can you give us some more information? If this fire is as powerful as you say, we don’t want it stolen.” This seemed like one more thing we had to babysit. I was already on edge, having the Godstone and Fountain of Youth in the house. I didn’t need to add anything more.

      Artemis stooped, picked Kalliopi up, and stepped away from the flames. They remained floating where she’d put them. “In the process of twisting the flame with their energy, it will demolish your current wards. You will then be besieged by people trying to get to the magic. Some will mean you harm, while others will just want to be near it.”

      “What?” I exploded. “Bringing us this is the opposite of what we asked of you. We cannot block the gods and have every asshole on the planet able to sneak into our house and slit our throats while we sleep.”

      Artemis covered Kalli’s ears as she glared at me. “Don’t be so dramatic, Fiona. You should watch what you say in front of Kalliopi. Talk like that will frighten her. Anyway, you asked for a solution, and I have provided one. After you manage to get the two intertwined, your wards will be more powerful than ever. There will not be a safer place. In fact, you might even want to consider moving the Hellmouth here once that is done.” She released Kalli’s ears and set her down.

      That got through to Violet. “We can’t move the Hellmouth. It’s safe where it’s at. Risking the escape of demons is not worth an extra layer of protection.”

      Artemis waved a hand dismissively. “Suit yourself. You’re welcome.” The goddess’s acidic tone made me wince.

      “Thank you. We appreciate it,” I said.

      Grams crossed her arms over her chest. “Like he...” The rest of what she would say was cut off when Violet put her hand over Grams’s mouth. There was no doubt I inherited my mouth from Grams.

      “Has this already knocked out our wards? And is it drawing paranormals to it now?” I asked. “We need some time to secure our Objects of Power.”

      Artemis grew to tower over us all and snarled. “If I wanted to do everything myself, I wouldn’t have bothered recruiting the three of you.” The goddess cursed in ancient Greek and vanished in a shower of silver sparkles.

      Kalliopi started dancing and reaching for the sparkles while Argies nudged her away from the flames, still floating in the same place Artemis left them. “Let’s hope Phoebe has information on an Auric Blaze because we aren’t welcome in The Library anymore.”

      We didn’t have time to waste on learning as much as we could about this powerful fire. It could be emitting a beacon to everyone on this continent at that moment. We had two powerful Objects of Power in our possession and a goddess’s ashes. We couldn’t afford to have even one visitor before the fire was woven with our wards.
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