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      Instead of meddling in other people’s business, some need to get busy getting their own affairs in order.
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      AISLINN

      “Now I understand what Violet and Fiona meant when they said it would be hard becoming a mom at forty,” I told Argies as I chased Kalliope as she squirmed while I changed her diaper.

      “Do you regret having her then?” Argies glared at me, baring his teeth at me. His anger was written all over his face.

      The blood drained from my face and my heart thumped painfully. How could he even ask that? I almost died bringing our daughter into the world and didn’t regret a moment of it. Kalli was the best thing that ever happened to me and he knew that. I had to set my emotional reaction aside because Argies had been grumpy as hell ever since we’d returned from Greece. It was like he couldn’t shake the rage that had claimed him while we were there.

      Kalli twisted around making me drop her legs as I was trying to change her diaper. “Ah!” My sweet cherub had shifted and I was now looking down at the cutest baby dragon ever born. “I love our baby with every cell in my body and wouldn’t give her up for anything in the world. What’s going on with you lately?”

      Argies grunted then crossed his arms over his chest. “Don’t turn this around on me. You’re the one complaining, not me.”

      In the months we’d spent together since Kalliope was born, I’d gotten to know Argies very well. I spent years with my ex walking on eggshells and I'd vowed to never live like that again. History made me skittish at the same time it got my back up. My reaction made it difficult to see the situation clearly. This wasn’t Argies snapping at me. Something else was at play. And I needed to get to the bottom of it.

      One benefit of being a middle-aged woman was that life had taught me things were rarely as they seemed. It had also taught me that people showed you who they were from the beginning - all you had to do was pay attention. And Argies had never been like this before the trip to Greece. He’d always been supportive, patient, and understanding.

      Taking a deep breath, I crawled after Kalli to finish wiping her bottom. Shifting didn’t make fecal matter disappear. “I’m not complaining, Argies. It was more of an observation. What’s wrong? You haven’t been yourself lately.”

      Argies’s scowl took several seconds to smooth. When it did, he ran a hand down his face. “It’s like there’s a hive of ants burrowing beneath my skin. I’m annoyed all the time and don’t know why.”

      My heart cracked when I heard his despair. He truly hated how he was feeling. “It must be hard to leave your life behind and join mine like you did. You sacrificed everything.”

      Argies extended his hands for the baby and I passed Kalli to him. A smile spread across his face when she cooed at him. “I gained so much more than I left behind. I still see my family and I know eventually that we will go back.”

      I’d made him a promise that we would visit Eidothea often, yet we hadn’t returned yet. Guilt sat like a rock in my gut. “We should have returned before now. It’s been a long time for your family. We should take the time to go now. I’m sure you could use a break from the drama and danger here.”

      Argies’s face lit up as he bounced Kalli on his knee. “Really? Now? But I thought Fiona wanted to investigate something. These cases take precedence over everything else. I understand that.”

      It was my turn to scowl at him. “Your commitments and needs aren’t less important. You promised your brother you would return frequently to keep his army in shape. Your needs matter and if I made you feel anything else, I am sorry.”

      Kalliope shifted back into her human form and giggled. “This is a game to you now, isn’t it? That’s okay as long as you know this is only a game to play with mama and me.” Argies cooed as he tickled her tummy and grabbed a diaper. He put her down and proceeded to get her dressed. Once done, he picked her up and cuddled her close to his chest. She snuggled into him making me smile. “I’ve never felt like my responsibilities don’t matter. However, my boss isn’t a powerful goddess. I used to kick my brother’s arse when we were little.”

      That made me snort out a laugh. “Fiona did make the goddess agree to give us a chance to decline her cases. However, she hasn’t assigned us a case, yet - which means we need to take advantage of that while we can. I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before she makes us look into the issue.”

      “Sounds like we need to get the hell out of here. No need to pack anything except diapers. My parents will happily buy clothes for Kalli and there are still dresses and pants in the palace for you.” Argies moved to the door so we could go to Fiona’s house and pass through the portal to the Fae realm. Taking last minute trips were possible when one of your best friends was the guardian of the passage.

      After snagging the large box of diapers, I tossed the clothes I had folded on the coffee table into a duffle bag then grabbed some toiletries from the bathroom. He was already outside when I was done, so I took a second to make sure I had at least a few essentials. I preferred having my own stuff.

      I locked the house then jumped in the car as he finished buckling the baby in her car seat. Argies jumped behind the wheel, quirking one eyebrow. “I see you trust my family to leave your clothing untouched.”

      I winced and lifted my hands in the air with my palms facing him. “It’s not that I don’t think they kept that stuff there. I prefer my creature comforts like my nursing bras and pads, that’s all.”

      “My family could have commissioned whatever you needed,” he snapped then sighed. “Sorry. That was uncalled for. I’m on edge.”

      It was best to ignore his outburst. Fighting would do neither of us any good. “Does Kalli need a jacket? I have no idea what season we might encounter when we get to Eidothea and I don’t want her cold.”

      He nodded as he flipped the blinker on to turn onto Fiona’s street. “We left that parka Grams bought her at Pymm’s Pondside. We should grab that before we cross through the portal.”

      I sat forward when I caught activity at the end of the long drive. “What’s going on here?” My phone rang before I even finished asking the question. Fiona’s name popped up on the screen in my car. I pressed the green button to accept the call. “Fiona, what’s up?”

      “Aislinn! I need you. It’s Grams,” Fiona shouted. Her frantic voice coming through the car’s speakers.

      Argies shot me wide eyes. My heart leapt to my throat. “We’re coming down the drive now. What’s wrong?”

      The sound of something hard dropping to the ground echoed as Fiona breathed heavily into the phone. “She’s gone!” Her wail cracked at the end.

      My blood froze in my veins as Argies pressed the gas pedal. “We’re pulling in now.”

      The dial tone was all that answered me.

      I shoved my door open the second Argies parked. I yanked the back door open and unbuckled Kalliope. Argies joined us and we made our way to the group standing near the gate to the Shakleton family cemetery.

      Tunsall looked like an ant compared to Hutcoth and Roscock. You’d never know the tiny brownie wasn’t a gargoyle. The three had similar fierce expressions on their faces. Kairi’s blue hair dripped as she stood there shaking with tears in her eyes. Fiona hurried forward and wrapped her arms around Kalli as I patted her back. “Tell me what happened.”

      Fiona’s breath shuddered out of her. “I ignored the niggle of worry when I woke up this morning, chalking it up to the non-stop problems we’ve had over the past year. I went about my day, drinking coffee and eating some toast while Grams was missing!”

      I held Fiona by the shoulders and squeezed. “Take a deep breath. You can’t blame yourself. Your reaction wasn’t abnormal. When did she disappear? And from where?”

      “That’s the problem,” Sebastian interjected. “We aren’t entirely certain. When she didn’t join us by our second cup, Fi went to check on her only to find her bed empty.”

      His words weren’t computing. I heard them and knew what he was saying, yet couldn’t understand that they applied to Grams. Pymm’s Pondside was protected by wards reinforced over generations. There wasn’t a safer place to be for miles around. I’d go so far as to say only the Pleiades had safer properties.

      Tunsall bounced on her toes. “Before you get into this again, I’m going to check the northwest section. There has to be a clue somewhere.”

      Scales rippled over Argies’s arms as a rattling growl echoed out of his throat. Smoke drifted from his nostrils next. “Did someone sabotage the boundary again?”

      I placed my hand on his arm. Worry for Grams was the only thing keeping guilt from eating me alive. We’d come to Fiona’s house to ask her to send us to Eidothea. With this new development we weren’t going anywhere. Argies was as worried about Grams as the rest of us, but that didn’t change how much he needed the break to go see his family. I hated that he would have to live with the agitation longer.

      Energy crackled along Fiona’s clenched fists. “We haven’t discovered anything dampening the wards. It feels like it’s at full-charge to me. That’s what baffles me. Anyone that came here to take Grams should have been repelled by the protections.”

      A car came screeching to a halt a few feet from us. Violet and Thanos jumped from inside. Violet grabbed hold of Fiona who gave the new arrivals a rundown of how Grams had gone missing. Well, not the how because none of us understood who took her. The only thing we were certain of was the fact that she was gone.

      Fiona broke down and started crying as she told Violet and Thanos. My eyes scanned the area while my mind scrambled to think of why this would happen now. We’d beat the Dark One, eliminating the threat she posed. We’d been working for Artemis lately and had been successful in retrieving the artifacts she’d sent us after. The demigod that stole the net might be pissed at us. Or, perhaps Priapus was angry at us for getting in the middle of his plans.

      Our enemies were numerous and powerful. The thought that one of them might have gotten to Grams made me sick to my stomach. What chance did we stand of keeping Kalliope safe if a powerful witch like Grams couldn’t stay at home? We were all in danger. From the looks on the guys’ faces they were thinking the same things. Each of them were poised to grab us up and carry us off to safety.

      “Was her bed rumpled?” Violet asked, bringing me back to the conversation at hand.

      Fiona wiped her eyes and sniffled. “Why do you ask that? What does it matter?”

      Violet’s lips turned down at the corners as she considered her response. “It will tell us if she was taken from inside the house. I know Grams does things her own way, including the gardening.” She was right. Grams had a habit of pulling weeds in the middle of the night during the hot summer months. “It would tell us how bold the kidnapper is if they broke into the house while a powerful hybrid turned demigod and fierce Fae were asleep rather than plucking Grams from outside.”

      Fiona moved closer to Bas and wrapped her arms around her waist. “She’d been in her bed at some point. However, I doubt anyone came inside. I had a hard time sleeping and was up reading until after two.”

      “I would have heard if someone had entered the house,” Sebastian insisted.

      I nodded in agreement. “I’m sure both of you would have. You heard anytime the baby stirred from down the hall and through two doors. Let’s join Tunsall’s search of the grounds. Either someone lured Grams outside, or they grabbed her from out here.”

      Argies reached for Kalli. “We will take the southwest section starting at the driveway.”

      We split up into pairs with the agreement to return to the house in thirty minutes. I accessed my connection to the earth element and walked a few feet from Argies as we searched our section. “What are we looking for exactly? I’ve never had to search for someone like this.”

      Argies lifted Kalli over his shoulder. She’d fallen asleep and was snoring softly. “Any sign of foul play. It might be as simple as scuff marks on the ground. Or broken branches. Or droplets of blood. Look for footsteps that we can follow. It’ll be obvious if someone was running away, or if they were carrying a burden. The depression will become deeper.”

      Nodding, I asked the earth to let me know if there was an area of disturbance. We walked in silence with me traveling several feet away from him as I looked around. There was an area where a squirrel was injured, otherwise we found nothing while we were out. We moved further away from the driveway and searched that area while we traveled back to the house.

      My shoulders slumped and my stomach soured when I caught sight of Fiona looking our way. I shook my head. “There was no hint of what might have happened to her. We will take the next section and keep looking. There’s got to be something out here.”

      “You’re right, Ais. There was,” Violet called out as she and Thanos walked out of the forest to the east.

      Fiona hurried in their direction with the rest of us following behind her. Thanos lifted his hand into the air. Between his fingers was a gold coin. “This drachma is used in the world of Gods and Goddesses. Somehow, they are involved. Keep in mind that most often these coins are used to give to Charon to ferry souls across the River Styx. However, their use isn’t exclusive to that service.”

      He placed the coin in Fiona’s hand. “Could it be the god Priapus that took Grams? He’s the only one I can think of that would be upset with us.”

      I looked over her shoulder and watched her turn the coin in her hand. There was a sunburst embossed on the surface along with something in ancient Greek. There was an owl on the other side. There was no mistaking it’s origin. Energy tickled my hand when I got close. It wasn’t enough to indicate it was spelled or cursed. If I had to guess, I would say it had absorbed power from whoever carried it.

      Thanos pinched the bridge of his nose. “The political machinations of Mount Olympus rival those seen in sororities across the globe. It seems unlikely that Priapus would go to this length. He’s a lesser god. Kidnapping Grams is going to take away from his meager power. If he was trying to become stronger, he wouldn’t waste what he has on this. He’d be better off putting it into developing another plan.”

      Fiona moved over to the wrought iron bistro table and chairs then sank into one of the seats. “Then what does this mean? Would you be able to cross my wards if you were coming here to take one of us against our wishes?”

      Violet and I joined Fiona at the table while the guys remained standing. Given the presence of the drachma, the culprit had to be either a god, goddess, or demigod. No one else made sense. Others wouldn’t have access to the ancient coin.

      Thanos shook his head from side to side. “Only a god or goddess would be capable of crossing these boundaries, despite having ill intentions. And I cannot think of any that would waste their time with any of us. We’re nothing to them.”

      Fiona set the coin on the table and leaned back in her chair. “Our only clue is a drachma, yet it doesn’t really lead us to a suspect. Does this even help us?”

      Thanos tilted his head to the side. “It can help. You need to be open and look at things from all angles. It’d be difficult to scry using that. However, we can use it when talking to the gods.”

      It was clear that finding Grams was going to take quite some time. As much as I had hoped to find some hint of where she’d gone and with whom, that wasn’t to be. I wanted to be able to give Argies a time frame for our departure and this threw a wrench in things.

      Standing up, I pulled him to the side. “I can’t leave until we find Grams. I know how much you were looking forward to going, but I can’t leave while she is gone.”

      Argies smiled and pressed his lips to mine briefly. “I know, love. Isidora has done so much for us and Kalliope. I wouldn’t dream of leaving while she is in danger. Nothing matters right now except for finding her safe and sound.”

      “Thank you for being so wonderful,” I said as we rejoined the group.

      “… need to seek advice from Artemis,” Fiona was saying when we got back to the table. I didn’t need to ask what I’d missed. It was clear which direction we were going to take.

      Thanos nodded in agreement. “She is your best bet for information. As a goddess, she can tell you things about the coin that I cannot.”

      Violet picked up the drachma. “Can she tell us who it belonged to? For once it’d be nice to get the answer right away, find the bad guy, and rescue Grams.”

      I snorted and shook my head. “Wishful thinking, Vi. You know our luck is more along the lines of being raked over hot coals, pummeled by a wrecking ball, and tossed in a pit of vipers.”

      Girding myself to face another round of the gods only knew what was harder than I thought. I was as agitated as Argies. Once we had decided to go, I was looking forward to the trip. It would be nice to get away from this crap and see his family. I vowed the second that Grams was safe we would leave before Artemis could stop me.
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      FIONA

      My stomach was in knots. Grams was missing and we had no idea who had taken her. “In addition to guarding the portal to the Fae realm, Pymm’s Pondside is supposed to be a sanctuary. The gods and goddesses can’t get away with this shit.” I was ranting but I couldn’t stop myself. My anger was so explosive because someone had violated my sanctuary.

      We needed to get our asses to Artemis and get some answers but I also needed to burn off some of this steam. It would do us no good if I pissed off the goddess. I’d pushed it far enough when I insisted on her finding us a Relic Keeper. That thought led to another familiar one - guilt over the predicament I had put us in with the goddess. Aislinn, Violet, and I were huntresses for Artemis because they needed her to save my life.

      Thanos grimaced as he shook his head. “As you’re discovering, what is right or wrong means nothing to the gods and goddesses. That’s not to say they don’t have a set of standards because they do. It just usually benefits them more than anyone else.”

      Thanos's words broke through my fear and anger. It was the first thing that made sense to me all morning. The lump of coffee and toast in my stomach loosened and I could take a breath without battling back bile. “You’re right. Whoever took her will not hurt her. They want something from us. Let’s go talk to Artemis to see what she can tell us.” We didn’t have the Stone of Transmutation anymore and we had nothing of value for a powerful being, so what was the motivation?

      Sebastian pulled me into his arms and held me close to his hard chest. For a few blissful seconds, I leaned on his strength and allowed him to hold me up. I was no wilting flower and never had anyone else fight my battles for me, so I straightened my spine and stepped out of his embrace after giving him a brief kiss. “Be careful, Butterfly. Promise you won’t do anything without talking to us first. No matter what she tells you.”

      I sucked my lips between my teeth. I couldn’t promise that. If Artemis told me she knew right where Grams was located, I would have to go get her. And he knew it, which was why he was asking me to check with him first. I looked at Aislinn and Violet who both gave me a look that shouted there’s-no-way-we-are-going-to-confront-a-crazy-god-without-the-guys. “We won’t. Can you please put out feelers while we are gone? I want to make sure no one saw or heard anything that could help.”

      Bas inclined his head. “You know we will.”

      Thanos lifted his phone. “I’ve texted Aidoneus already, asking for him to be on alert.”

      Violet pressed her lips to Thanos’s. “Message the Twisted Sisters and the twins in London. Oh, and Fiona’s kids. We want them all to keep an eye open.”

      “Will do,” Thanos promised.

      Aislinn ran a hand over Kalliopi’s head then joined Violet and I in the middle of the drive. It took me several seconds to slow my heart enough to be able to travel to Artemis’s realm. Unlike being pulled through space and time by the goddess, this time we needed to send ourselves. I pressed her mark on my wrist. Just like when Artemis retrieved us, the stars and planets passed me in a blur and my heart started racing. The goddess didn’t like unannounced visits, but this was an emergency and we didn’t have a way to warn her.

      The first time we traveled like this was disorienting, painful, and took forever. Now, it happened in an instant and I went from standing outside my house to her patio. The power was as intense as always, but I barely noticed it as my eyes landed on the goddess. We really needed to figure out how we could communicate and warn her we were coming for a visit.

      I never wanted to teleport into this scene again. We were looking at a naked goddess. I looked away when I caught sight of someone sitting next to her. I did not want to see her in the middle of having sex. Seeing a seventeen-year-old go at it felt all kinds of wrong. Unfortunately, I could never unsee the goddess with her long pale blonde hair splayed out behind her head and her pert breasts pointing at the sky.

      Artemis didn’t make a move to cover herself. Not that she had a need to hide. Her body was what many women dreamed of having with clear, smooth skin, long legs, and big breasts. I preferred a few more curves.

      “What can I do for you now? I didn't call for you.” Artemis’s tone was annoyed but not angry. That was a first. She had always been testy when we invaded her space.

      My forehead furrowed as I turned back to figure out why she was in such a good mood. My gaze landed on a guy sitting on the lounge chair next to her. He had on a white chiton draped over one mountain sized shoulder. His muscles glistened as if he was covered in dew. The goddess got a little some-some. The research I’d read about Artemis said she was a virgin, but I wasn’t buying it. Her relaxation had orgasm induced written all over it.

      I shoved those thoughts aside, hoping her good mood extended to her assistance. “We came because Gram is missing and we need your help.”

      One of Artemis’s eyebrows rose to her hairline as she watched me without saying a word. Her silver eyes looked like mercury swirling in a thermometer. “And that has what to do with me?”

      I sighed and fought not to pinch the bridge of my nose. Artemis looked like she was around the age of my children and acted like them at times. “Only a god or goddess could have gotten past the wards around Pymm’s Pondside to grab her.”

      Artemis put her hands behind her head, pushing her breasts out and drawing the guy’s attention to her body. “That’s not my problem. I’ve been home ever since our last conversation.” There was no doubt in my mind that Artemis had sex with her friend there. I felt like a voyeur sitting there as he sexed her up with his eyes.

      The goddess’s words registered and I scowled at her. “I thought you found us a Relic Keeper.”

      Artemis’s hard silver eyes pinned me in place. “You’re pushing your luck, Fiona. I don’t give into hunter requests. I give you orders. I know you didn’t come to talk about the Relic Keeper. You didn’t come here to talk about Nylah. You mentioned your grandmother. I didn’t take her. You can go home now.”

      I pulled the coffee table over, trying to ignore the way the goddess’s boy toy was watching me with intense violet eyes. Violet sat next to me and Aislinn remained on her feet behind us. “Artemis, my Grams was taken after doing work for you. Can we please discuss this in private?” I looked pointedly at her male companion.

      Aislinn lifted a hand. “It will benefit you to hear us out. Not only are there are a lot of beings that rely on Fiona and her Grams to keep them safe, but your interests are at stake as well.”

      Violet gestured to the goddess’s body. “And for fuck’s sake, put some clothes on please. I don’t feel like judging all the ways I am flawed next to your perfection.”

      Artemis chuckled as she gestured to the guy. “Go into my playroom, Geoffrey. I’ll join you soon.”

      Geoffrey stood then bent and pressed his lips to hers. I couldn’t help but watch the way his muscles moved beneath his skin. I loved Sebastian and didn’t want Geoffrey, but I was a red-blooded woman who appreciated a good-looking man. Although, unlike how Bas could make me hot and bothered with one look, Geoffrey didn’t do anything for me. It was like watching a good movie.

      Artemis’s sigh was put out and her glare was hot enough, I worried she was going to burn me where I sat. “You three are worse than having kids. Why am I even sitting here listening to you rather than getting busy with that man? Do you know what he can do with his tongue?” The goddess shivered as she waved a hand down her torso and clothed herself.

      Her comment spoke volumes. Artemis had a soft spot for us. Not that I would test the limits of her patience, but it was good to know. I hoped it meant she would help us find Grams. I was certain if she got to know her, she’d love Grams as much as we did.

      “When did Grams go missing?” Artemis snapped her fingers, making a cocktail with a slice of pineapple sitting on the side of a glass appear on the table to her left.

      We told her when we first noticed her gone then about the drachma Thanos and Violet discovered. Violet put it in the goddess’s palm. “This proves a god or goddess is behind this.”

      Artemis lifted the gold disc in front of her face. “That proves nothing. These are commonly used in my world. Most often these coins are used for souls to give to Charon for safe passage across the River Styx. However, they’ve been known to carry enchantments, curses, or other magic. For instance, Geoffrey had one that allowed him one-time access to my home. I’ll be giving him another because he’s a fantastic lover.”

      “Your explanation still fits a god or goddess being behind her disappearance. I’m certain we could bespell the drachma, however, I doubt it would work as we intended. You’re the one who explained to us about god-blessed metals and how temperamental they are.”

      “You also told us how powerful those objects are,” Aislinn added as she finally took a seat on my other side. Guilt threatened to swallow me when I considered how Aislinn was hoping to take Kalli back to Eidothea with Argies to see his family. Like Violet and I, she needed the break from non-stop cases. And she’d put it off to help find Grams. I should have told her to go, that we could handle this, but I was selfish. I needed her helping me.

      Artemis gave us a sympathetic look. “There isn’t much I can do for you. This could belong to anyone. It could have been used by an ancestor when they crossed to the afterlife. And if it did belong to a god or goddess, I can’t interfere with the actions of other gods and goddesses. There is an agreement that keeps the status quo amongst us. Otherwise, we would constantly be at war. And trust me when I say it wouldn’t end well for anyone on your planet.”

      I clasped my hands with Violet and Aislinn then tried to calm my frustration. It was infuriating. The goddess was a callous individual. It had to be difficult for a powerful being like her to open herself to others. As a goddess, she’d been asked for help by countless people. We were simply three more in the long line. “I get that you have strictures in place, but I don’t for a second believe there is nothing you can do here.”

      One second Artemis was laying back on her chair and the next she was towering over us. I stood up, pulling Violet and Aislinn with me. I could feel the way Aislinn was shaking. I hadn’t meant to pull them with me. Tucking Aislinn behind me, I lifted my chin. “It seems as if you have found the limit to my patience. I can take back that which I have given.” Her threat to my life was implied. She’d given me life and was saying she could take it away again.

      My insides were quaking. I wanted to fall on my sword and apologize to the goddess for pissing her off. I’d felt her anger and irritation many times before. At that moment, it felt like she was slowly slicing the flesh from my body. I glanced down, checking to see if I was bleeding - it was that painful. My heart was still beating and I injected steel into my spine. There was no way I could back down now, no matter how frightened I was. To do so would make me lose face with the goddess. Part of what she respected was that we spoke our minds.

      Aislinn tucked her shaking hand through my elbow and stood next to my left while Violet remained at my other side. “All due respect, Artemis, I call BS. None of you remain on the sidelines. That’s not why you recruited us in the first place. Hell, mere days ago you had the three of us infiltrate your father’s temples to reclaim an artifact you didn’t want in human hands. You can help us.”

      “How are we supposed to find a god when we don’t have his powers?” Aislinn’s words were mumbled as if she was thinking out loud.

      Artemis glared at Aislinn and shook her head. “You aren’t meant to find us.”

      Violet lifted her hands in the air, palm out in the universal sign for peace. “We aren’t asking you to fight this battle for us. We just need a couple hints about where to start. Can you at least tell us if the coin belongs to Priapus?”

      The angry energy Artemis was emitting stopped suddenly and she turned on her heel. “This never happened,” she hissed as she walked into her house. The decrease in her anger lifted significant pressure that had been pressing on my chest.

      Violet lifted a shoulder and headed after the goddess before Aislinn or I had moved. “She’s scary,” Aislinn mouthed to me. Nodding in agreement, I held her arm close to my side.

      The path Artemis took through her home was the same as she’d taken the first time she’d brought us there. The goddess was in the process of grabbing herbs and liquids from shelves when we entered the armory. Violet was close to the side of the long work table in the middle of the room. The silver bowl the goddess grabbed next emitted strong energy.

      Aislinn leaned closer when the goddess uncorked an herb that looked like it could have been mint or basil. The goddess lifted one eyebrow at Aislinn. “You’ll want to back up. I need to shield your fragile eyes or I can’t use my true magic.” Without waiting for a reply, the goddess walked over to the door and shut it then waved a hand down the side. It was like a vacuum sucked the air from the room, making it difficult to breathe.

      Aislinn jumped up and took several steps back with us. I tucked my arm through her and Violet’s and watched as Artemis uncorked each of the eight vials she’d gathered. The herbal scents mingled together making it impossible to detect what she was using. My head began to spin as the energy coming from each container hit me. These were no ordinary herbs and potions. It made me wonder what we could create if we had ingredients as powerful as the goddess’s.

      Artemis picked up a vial, then seemed to recall we were there and looked up at us. She muttered something in ancient Greek and a second later it felt like there was a mask over most of my face. It was almost as if that portion of my face was numb. The rest continued to be battered by the power in the ingredients the goddess was using. My lungs froze up for a second when the goddess put the coin in the silver bowl and added a pinch of a yellow herb. My mouth opened and closed as I tried to suck in a breath but nothing worked.

      Wind rushed through the room along with a laser like light show. A mustard light started the process. The goddess added several green herbs next and by the fourth one, something changed and I was able to take a breath. The energy was just as potent but I’d adjusted to the strength. She added a blue then red liquid and it was like a rainbow threw up all over the room.

      When the light show brightened, my hand flew up to shield my eyes reflexively and I almost missed the way the air shimmered above the coin. Aislinn gasped and Violet drifted forward. Aislinn and I shared a look then moved closer when Artemis didn’t tell us to back off.

      An image formed in the mist that gathered above the water of a guy in a chiton similar to Artemis’s. He was gorgeous with golden hair and green eyes. The view panned out and shifted to show him drinking wine and sitting with other gods in a large building that reminded me of one of the Greek temples. I wondered if that was Mount Olympus.

      The image shifted to one of the same god walking down what appeared to be a London street. I thought I recognized the block of flats as being not too far from where Violet’s twins lived. This time the god was dressed in form fitting jeans and a soft green sweater with brown leather shoes. The image froze as he gave a woman walking toward him a panty-melting smile.

      “What the hell is he up to?” Artemis growled as lightning sparked across her knuckles.

      I pointed to the frozen image of the god walking down a sidewalk. “Who? Is that Priapus? He’s in London, right?”

      Artemis shook her head from side to side. “That was my brother. But there’s no way would he interfere with my hunters. He knows better.” Something akin to rage flashed through Artemis’s silver eyes. It was there and gone before I could be certain about what I’d seen. “I appreciate your desire for me to get involved, but there is nothing I can do to help you. I am bound by binding contracts. My brother is bound by the same agreements. And, like I said before, he would never stand in the way of my business.”

      I didn’t believe Artemis for one second. Her fingers had twitched when she’d seen her brother. She expected her brother’s duplicity. In fact, I’d bet a million pounds that she was going to be having a conversation with him about it. I wished that translated to her helping Grams.

      “Can you ask him to give her back to us?” I asked, knowing she was going to confront her brother without giving any information to us. Knowing her, she would want to use it to manipulate him to her advantage.

      “No. I cannot. He would only use the information to manipulate me. And possibly the three of you.” I didn’t bother pointing out that she was contradicting her earlier statement that he wouldn’t get involved in her business.

      I couldn’t imagine living a life rife with manipulating others like they were pawns in a chess game. Artemis’s life had to be extremely exhausting having to remain one step ahead of everyone around her. I’d rather support my friends through thick and thin, than having to grow eyes on the back of my head because I never knew if my brother or friend would stab me.

      We were once again in over our heads, but we weren’t facing this alone. We had each other. Against all odds, Grams attached her soul to her grimoire and I brought her back to life. We were given a second chance and I was going to do whatever it took to get her back. I wouldn’t let her down.
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      FIONA

      Sebastian rubbed his hands into my shoulders as he glared at Thanos, who sat next to Violet, at the island in the kitchen. “Tell us about Artemis’s brother.” Tears filled my eyes as I glanced around, missing Grams even more.

      Some of my favorite memories as a little girl were with her in this very room. Gramps had made me that old wooden stepping stool so I could help Grams make dinner. My heart ached from her absence. The house had never felt this empty even after she’d died.

      “Apollo is not just Artemis’s twin. He’s the god of practically everything – including but not limited to music, poetry, art, prophecy, truth, archery, plague, healing, sun and light. Although he is most often associated with the sun. I cannot fathom a reason why he would kidnap Grams. Artemis might be pissed that he was spying on her favorite hunters. Word has spread about the Backside of Forty. And about Phoebe and the Twisted Sisters. And the new Relic Keeper. Strong women with life experience are extremely alluring. And every god and goddess wants one of their own.” Thanos’s expression turned lustful as he gazed at Violet.

      A snort left me as I imagined the gods I’d seen in the scrying bowl sitting around watching a magical television on Mount Olympus. Laughter bubbled up when I pictured them placing dibs on a middle-aged woman standing up to her overbearing boss. “We’re not playthings. But the interest makes sense. We’re pretty freaking incredible. And it makes me wonder if Grams was taken to amuse some insane god’s desire.”

      Violet and Aislinn laughed while Thanos rolled his eyes. “It’d be best if we focus on finding Grams, rather than on why she was taken. If a god is involved, we need to be careful. And whatever you do, I would not talk about Apollo being involved outside this house. You do not want to earn his wrath.”

      Violet looked over at her mate with a sour expression. “I was so sure Apollo was involved and that was the place to start looking. I hate that we’re back to the drawing board. We wasted our time going to Artemis.”

      Thanos ran a hand down her back lovingly. “Apollo might be involved, but coming at him head on is not the way to handle it if he is. What would you do if we hadn’t found the coin? Treating that as coincidence is best for now. At least until we can gather more information without pissing off the God of the Sun.”

      Aislinn’s eyes widened. “Will he come smite us after Artemis confronts him? We should take Kalli to your parents before that happens so nothing happens to her.” Ais held her baby closer to her chest making Kalli's mouth pop off her breast as she was nursing.

      Violet sucked in a breath and shot Thanos a wide-eyed stare. Violet held up her hands. “Don’t look at me. I don’t know what either of those crazy gods would do.”

      Thanos quirked a brow. “I don’t either. However, Apollo would never do something as stupid as hurt one of his sister’s favorites. She’s never shown this kind of preference for mortals which is why the others have paid attention to you three.”

      Aislinn handed Argies the baby and nodded. “Okay. You mentioned proceeding with things as if we hadn’t found the coin. We should scry for her location. I know it’s a long shot, but worth a try.”

      I smacked my forehead and snatched my cell. “I should have done that before going to Artemis’s realm. I’ll never be able to unsee her lying there naked with that hunky guy.”

      Bas scowled at me. “What’s this about you looking at another man without clothes, Butterfly?”

      I smiled at him. “He wasn’t naked. The goddess was. And he might be physically good-looking but he did nothing for me. Only you make my body sing, Bas.”

      Sebastian’s smug grin was sexy as hell. “That’s more like it.”

      Bas's possessive gaze and pride only added to how much I loved this man. Shaking my head, I continued typing out the message. “Anyway, this will go better with Camille’s help since she’s the strongest full witch we know. I sent her a message.”

      Aislinn’s forehead wrinkled. “What if we tried to combine Fae and witchcraft again? It worked with the Dark Fae concealment.”

      Violet pursed her lips and tapped her fingernails against the counter top. “I’m not sure that would work the same. Scrying involves connecting to the soul of a person or the essence of an object. How would you do that with the elements? When we include Fae magic, we are manipulating the elements. I can’t see how that would increase the strength of that particular spell.”

      My phone chimed with a response from Camille. “Camille will be here in fifteen. She’s going to freak when she discovers Grams is gone. The question of whether or not elemental magic would amplify a scrying spell is something Grams would know. Based on what you just said, Vi, my gut tells me you’re right, it won’t make a difference.”

      Aislinn sighed as she poured herself a glass of orange juice. “I thought it might be a long shot. We should get ready for Camille. Do we have any scrying water prepared?”

      I did a mental inventory of the magic attic where Grams kept all of her magical accoutrements. Violet had one at the house Thanos built for them, but the three of us usually worked together when we needed to do stuff and we did it here. Every witch had a sacred space where they practiced their skills, made potions, and stored their accessories. Ever since Pymm’s Pondside was built the Shakleton’s had theirs in the top floor of the house.

      “Yeah, we have most of a gallon left. We should make more later, just in case we need it, but for now we’re good,” I replied.

      A knock at the door was followed by the panel opening and Camille calling out, “Why didn’t Isidora message me? Did she lose her phone again?” She froze in the entrance from the mudroom. “What? What happened?”

      I choked back the emotions and told her about Grams being missing and our need to find her. Camille’s complexion paled and she took unsteady steps toward us as she asked the same questions we’d been batting around. “We haven’t found anything to tell us who took her, or why, so I thought we should scry for her. And I figured we would be more likely to find her if you helped. You’re the most powerful witch aside from her.” I gestured to the stairs on the other side of the living room.

      Camille took the lead and headed to the attic. “How is this possible? Your wards are still intact. If anything, they seemed stronger than ever.”

      “That’s what we’ve been wondering all day,” Aislinn said as we climbed the three flights.

      “Grab her hair brush, Fiona. It’ll help focus our energy better.” Camille gestured in the direction of Grams’s room as we passed.

      I ducked inside to do as asked and noted that Bas, Thanos, and Argies remained in the kitchen with Kalliopi. Aislinn couldn’t technically help us cast the spell, but she was an integral part of BOF and she knew how vital her presence was to us. A coven gathered strength from its members and their connections to one another.

      Once inside the attic, Camille moved to the table at the center while I grabbed the jug of prepared water. Aislinn picked up the silver bowl we used and Violet grabbed the candles. I couldn’t help but note the difference in the energy our ingredients had compared to the ones used by the goddess.

      Camille held out her hand and I gave her the brush while I poured the water into the bowl. Violet placed the candles around it and Aislinn lit them using her ability to manipulate fire. Camille lit the silver strands of hair on fire, letting them burn over the water, then grabbed our hands and chanted the spell. I shoved every thought except for locating Grams from my mind and poured every ounce of energy I could into the enchantment. But the only thing that appeared in the scrying water were thick white clouds. With a grunt, Camille tried again and again without stopping.

      Finally, after half an hour she dropped our hands and braced herself on the old worktable. “Whoever has her has a powerful hex keeping us from locking onto her signature.”

      Tears filled my eyes when I looked at her. “So, she’s alive?” My voice cracked on the end of my question. I hadn’t wanted to ask. The words flew out of my mouth unbidden.

      Camille nodded. “Yes, she is very much alive. I could feel her even if I couldn’t lock onto her. I want to try using your blood.”

      Violet’s eyes widened as she gasped. I looked from her to Camille. “What am I missing? We need to do whatever it takes.”

      Camille sighed and dropped her head for several seconds before lifting her gaze to us. “It’s dangerous. Most witches cannot do a spell like this without becoming Tainted. Given the unique combination of powers between you three, I believe you will be exempt.”

      Violet gaped at her. “Are you saying because of our special enhancements and connection we can use Blood Magic without fear of becoming Tainted?” Violet inherited a Phoenix when we were fighting in Eidothea against an Evil Fae King. I’d shared some of my magic with Aislinn and the goddess had made us demigods.

      Camille backed up a step then nudged Aislinn forward. “That is precisely what I am saying. I would never do this if I thought it would put any of you in jeopardy.”

      “Phoebe can use Blood Magic. Is it because, collectively, our power rivals that of a Pleiades witch?” I didn’t understand why Phoebe could do some things and the best she could explain it was that her power could handle the magic without backfiring on her and eroding her soul.

      Camille went to the bookcase and grabbed the family athame that Sebastian had enhanced for me. The scroll work and runes he’d added gave us protection from poisons and hexes someone might infuse into the blade to hurt us. I grabbed the tip and pricked a finger. I’d seen one too many television shows where someone slashes their entire palm to get some blood for a spell. It was ridiculous when you could accomplish the same thing with less injury to heal.

      Camille’s eyebrow rose to her hairline. “I can see you’re eager. The stories I’ve heard about Phoebe is actually what gave me the idea. I’d wanted to test it out for weeks now.”

      Violet glared at the elder witch. “Saying you want to test and see if we become Tainted is not a way to earn approval for this idea.”

      Aislinn clasped Violet’s hand. “We’ve got this. Am I concentrating on finding the familial markers in her blood? Or specifically Grams? What should I focus my intent on?”

      Camille squeezed blood from my finger into the water and took the athame from me. “You want to focus on Isidora and the markers Fiona shares with her. Fiona has children and we don’t need to locate them.”

      We nodded and joined hands around the scrying bowl. I closed my eyes and focused on Grams and what I inherited from her. The power and energy built as my friends joined the spell. I waited for a few seconds to ensure that each of us were clear in our intentions. My blood was humming happily by the time I chanted the spell.

      My eyes flew open and I watched as our collective magic flowed into the water. The thick white clouds cleared, making my heart leap against my ribcage. Red lightning crackled around the sides of the bowl then shot out of it with a loud crack. Before any of us could react, it hit me in the chest, knocking me on my ass. Wind whipped through the room as I tried to catch my breath.

      Commotion on the stairs made me turn my gaze toward the door. Sebastian flew through first followed by Thanos and Argies who was holding Kalliopi. Bas knelt next to me. “Are you alright?”

      Nodding, I let him help me to my feet. “That didn’t work like we’d hoped. Perhaps we can change tactics.”

      Thanos held up a hand. “Before we move on. Will someone tell me what the hell happened?”

      Violet clasped her hands behind her back and bounced on her toes. “We used Fiona’s blood to try and find Grams. It backfired but she isn’t Tainted. She’s fine. Look at her.” Violet was babbling nervously while Bas’s expression darkened.

      My mate cupped my cheek. “Why would you take such a risk?”

      I looked him in the eye and let him see I was still me. “Because I have to get Grams back. I cannot let her be hurt because of something we did. Camille assured us we were safe because of our enhancements.”

      Thanos cocked his head to the side. “Looks like we have to hit the streets and hope someone saw something.”

      I had a thought but I wasn’t certain how this would play out. Turning to Camille, I considered the best approach. “Can we scry for a god?”

      Thanos and Sebastian both exploded at the same time shouting, “No!” in unison. Camille ignored them and returned the athame to its shelf. “Technically, yes, we can. However, I doubt it will work. From what I know, gods and goddesses are extremely private beings. I can’t see them leaving themselves open to being located like that. Not to mention you should ask yourself if you should be meddling in the pursuits of such a powerful being.”

      I scowled at her. “So, we just allow this asshole to keep Grams? Hell no. I appreciate that you think it’s a bad idea. And I plan on warding the attic against sight using Fae and witchcraft before doing anything. But I will not allow Grams to remain in the hands of whoever took her. I can’t.”

      Bas sighed and clenched his hands into fists. “I don’t like this.”

      “Would you leave it alone if it was me?” The collective sighs around the room told me all I needed to know.

      Violet squeezed my hand. “How are we going to find this god? We don’t have anything of his.”

      Camille’s expression was grim. “You need to combine Fae and witchcraft for this one. And going old school in this case will be best. Write down what you want to find and burn it.”

      I nodded then picked up the scrying bowl to empty it. We had just enough of the special water we needed. When I got back from the bathroom with the bowl in a towel, Thanos was adding Greek runes to the candles and Aislinn held a wand to add some Fae ones to the water. They might not agree but they supported me no matter what. Seeing it made emotion close off my throat.

      I grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled on it to find the god we’d seen in the goddess’s bowl earlier. That had to lead us to Grams. I lit the paper, while Violet lit the candles, and Aislinn drew runes in the water as the ashes fell onto the surface. I concentrated my intent on finding the god then cast the spell.

      Unlike last time, there were no tiny lightning bolts. Instead, the god appeared above the scrying bowl in his regular clothes and glared around the room. The rage coming off him made me rethink this idea. I opened my mouth to explain and screamed when he shot bolts of energy at us. One hit me in the side, sending me spinning. As I tripped over the leg of one of the stools in the room Kalliopi shifted into her dragon form and bared her dragon teeth at the god making him growl in response.

      Aislinn threw herself in front of her daughter with her hands out. “Don’t attack my baby. She doesn’t know better.”

      I landed in a heap with the stool and lifted my hands into the air. “We’re just looking for Isidora Shakleton. Someone took my Grams and we found one of your drachmas on my property. We mean you no harm.”

      I swear I nearly peed myself as the god turned his irate blue eyes on me. His scowl was one of hatred and disgust. “I don’t have this Isidora Shakleton and even if I did, no mortal should ever question my actions.”

      Kalliopi hovered behind her mother’s shoulder and was hissing and spitting fire at the angry god. Thanos tucked Violet behind him, and Aislinn reached up and scratched Kalli’s head, trying to calm her. Camille bent to help me up and was shaking like a leaf.

      The god’s gaze skimmed over the room, pausing on Kalliopi for several seconds. Did he wonder about the diamonds studding her wings? I wondered if he recognized where they’d come from. His eyes dropped a fraction before he looked at Violet, Aislinn, and me quizzically. The next thing I knew, he said something in ancient Greek before vanishing in a flash.

      “I can’t believe we’re still alive,” Thanos observed as he pulled Violet into his arms.

      “You’re bleeding,” Bas said as he held out the towel I brought in from the bathroom with the scrying bowl.

      Wincing, I checked the pain in my side. There was a hole burned into it. I took the cloth from Sebastian and pressed it into my side to staunch the bleeding. “What the hell just happened?”

      Bas’s lips thinned with his anger. “I think the god that took Isidora realized you belonged to Artemis because he was focused intently on Aislinn’s wrist.”

      “I don’t think he took Grams,” Thanos replied. “He would have no reason to lie about that.”

      “Well, shit,” I muttered. We might have just screwed up royally. Artemis would be pissed when she found out we didn’t leave well enough alone and used magic to attract the god that had Grams. I prayed this didn’t come back to bite us all in the ass. It might be time for Aislinn and Argies to take Kalliopi to Eidothea after all.
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      VIOLET

      “Thanks for bringing dinner and groceries, Mum. We’ve missed you,” Bailey said as she gave me a one-armed hug. Left with no other ideas on how to find her, the seven of us had come out to London to look for any sign of Grams. Because we were going to be in the area, I had asked the twins to have dinner with us.

      Ben nodded as he hugged Fiona. “It was good to see all of you. Although, I’m sorry to hear about Grams. We will keep our eyes and ears open for her and call right away.”

      My hands flew into the air, sloshing the hot tea around in the to-go cup I was holding. “Do not go looking for her. We have no idea who took her, but they are extremely powerful.”

      Thanos clapped Ben on the shoulder. I liked that my mate and my kids got along so well. Ben had even called Thanos last week to ask about something for his Greek mythology class. “Your mother’s right. It’s one thing if you happen to see her, but asking around could be dangerous for you and your sister.”

      Bailey chewed her lower lip and looked at all of us. “Do we need to ask for time off from the club?” The twins had gotten a job at the Lagoon when Hasko, a friend of Thanos’s, asked him for reliable references for mer employees. The theme of the Lagoon was upscale coastal, with several water features, including a pool. It was located down an unused section of the Tube.

      I lifted a shoulder. “You should be fine as long as you stay under the radar. And don’t ask about Grams or talk about us.” I wanted to tell them that we’d pissed off a god but didn’t want to frighten them. It would only bring up when they’d been kidnapped and that was the last thing that I wanted to remind them of. Besides, we’d cast the strongest ward on them we could after they’d been kidnapped.

      Bailey’s eyes told me she was aware I was holding something back. Thankfully, she trusted me and didn’t push the issue. “We don’t talk about anything personal at work, so that’s not a problem. Hey, do you guys want us to keep this little cutie while you walk around?”

      Ben bent over the pram and tickled Kalli’s tummy. “Do you want to come and stay with us? You could show us those fancy wings you have.”

      Kalliopi kicked her chubby little legs and giggled. The sound was infectious and had everyone standing outside the twin’s flat grinning from ear to ear. "Are you guys sure you don’t mind?” Aislinn asked. “I know it’s not cool to care for a baby. And it’s not a problem to push her around with us. She enjoys being in the stroller.”

      Bailey smirked at Aislinn. “I wouldn’t have offered if we minded. She’s such an easy baby. And so happy.”

      “Besides, it’s chilly out here and we don’t want her to catch a cold,” Ben added. They were the best kids anyone could ever ask for. Given my warning of a few moments ago, I suspected Bailey was concerned about us taking Kalli with us. She was good at hiding things, so I couldn’t be sure. But it would fit with how she’d become after their kidnapping.

      Argies bent and kissed Kalli’s head. “You be good for your cousins. And no fire in their small flat.”

      Kalli grabbed the sides of her dad’s face as she giggled. Aislinn handed Ben the diaper bag that was on her shoulder. “She’s already eaten, but there are three bottles in there if she gets hungry. We’ll probably be a few hours. Call if there’s an emergency.” Ben and Bailey nodded then disappeared into their building.

      Once the three of them were safely behind the door, I clapped my hands. “I think we should break up and search different sections so we can cover more of the city.”

      Fiona nodded in agreement. “You and Thanos take the area around here. Aislinn, Argies, take the east side. Bas and I will cover the southwest section.”

      Aislinn zipped up her jacket and grabbed her gloves. “We should work our way out and toward a meeting place.”

      “Great idea. How about the magical market? It's closest to the center of the area we’re searching,” I suggested.

      After agreeing to be there in an hour and a half, each couple went their separate way. Thanos grabbed my hand. “Let’s take this up ten or so blocks so we can work our way back inward.”

      I nodded and moved closer to his side as we walked. “Do you really think Apollo is going to tell Artemis about what we did?” I’d been waiting all night for the goddess to teleport us to her realm.

      Thanos pursed his lips as he swung our hands between our bodies. “Normally, I would say yes, he is going to tell her. They’ve always been close. However, given that she hasn’t taken you guys yet, I am wondering if he is going to keep his mouth shut.”

      One of my eyebrows quirked. “Because he’s hiding something?” That was the only thing I kept thinking that he hadn’t said anything because he had done something that would piss off Artemis and he didn’t want her finding out.

      Thanos blew out a breath that fogged the air. “That would be the most likely reason. It could also be because he doesn’t want her knowing what he’s up to. She likes to get in everyone’s business. Especially her twin’s. It’s caused wars more than once over the millennia.”

      Every time Thanos made a comment about time casually like that, it struck me that he’d lived thousands of years longer than me. Yet, due to a cruel twist of Fate, he’d lost his memories to save his life. “Did you read about any of them? Specifically, if there are themes in common throughout for Apollo.”

      Thanos tossed his empty paper cup in a dustbin. “I’ve done a lot of reading about various topics, but this is not one of them. I sent a message to Aidon asking if he knows anything about Apollo and who he thinks would kidnap Grams.”

      I nudged him, then jumped, when we passed an alley between buildings. My heart was racing and adrenaline dumped into my bloodstream when I saw the vampire lounging against the wall about a third of the way down the darkened path. “that’s not creepy at all.”

      Thanos chuckled and let his power bubble to the surface. “Vampires like to lurk in the shadows.” We’d reached the end of the twin’s street and were turning down another.

      Said vampire bared his teeth at us then raced past us so fast I couldn’t follow his movements. Thankfully, my survival instinct is strong because I’d cast the sunlight spell automatically. Shaking off the ball of sunshine before a mundie saw it and wondered what was going on with me, I continued looking for any sign of Grams or Apollo. I used magic to search for Grams but not Apollo. It was risky to use magic to detect Grams, so we were using a charm that would light up when Grams’s brand of magic was within fifty feet.

      The brush with the vampire made me think back to the encounter with the professor who’d stolen the Stone of Transmutation. “I’ve been meaning to ask you if you think my phoenix is normal again.”

      Thanos cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean, normal? You are anything but ordinary, love.”

      Had I told him about not being able to feel my phoenix there for a bit? I was fairly certain I had during one of our phone calls. “You remember in Greece I couldn’t feel my phoenix? Well, she’s back now, but I wonder if that stone changed me. There’s a chance I could die and not come back now. Candice, the healer there, told us no one can predict what the stone will do to someone.”

      Thanos’s gaze snapped to mine. My chest tightened when I saw the fear in his eyes. “I don’t know anything about the stone. We should do some research on it and find out. No way are we going to test it out. We should all operate under the assumption that you cannot rise from the ashes. It’s the only way we can ensure your safety.”

      A knot formed in my gut as we continued walking. “It was kinda nice not having to worry about myself during all these crazy situations. I’m always careful, but I know there was more than one time I was ready to take one for the team to save Fiona or Aislinn.”

      Thanos’s hand was shaking when he released my hand and pulled me into his side. “That thinking ends now. You aren’t invulnerable, Vi. Losing you would destroy me. The world would become a dark, dank place without you in it.”

      I laid my head on his chest. “I love you too. The three of us are always as careful as possible. We have each other’s backs.”

      Thanos pressed his lips to the top of my head. “I know and it’s the only way I can stand to let you go off without me. It’s not that I don’t have faith in you and your abilities. This irrational fear takes over and the only thing to quiet it is knowing you have powerful friends with you.” We headed down a new street. This one had a few people out and about. These were the first ones we encountered.

      “The Backside of Forty is a force to be reckoned with.” There was a scuffling noise across the street, drawing both of our attentions. I checked the charm around my neck to make sure it wasn’t Grams then scanned the area for what had caused it. There was nothing visible that I could see.

      I’d turned to move ahead when a breeze picked up and made me gasp. For a split second it felt like Artemis had locked onto me and was going to pull me to her. Thanos’s confusion wrinkled his forehead. “Has Apollo made you jumpy tonight? You’re usually much calmer.”

      We’d reached the end of the street and I tugged Thanos to the left so we could go down the next one. There were even more people on this one. It was likely due to the many greasy spoons along the way. “Honestly, yes. I can’t shake the feeling that Artemis is waiting for the right time to transport us to her domain for going against her advice. She’s much better at hiding her anger than her brother, which only makes her scarier.”

      Thanos took my empty cup and tossed it in another dustbin. A cat leaped from a second story balcony and to the edge of the rubbish container and peered inside. “You’re forgetting one key fact. Artemis went to bat for you three. Not that I recommend becoming complacent. I also don’t think it wise to boast about that fact. Artemis is a complicated goddess.”

      I snorted as I thought about the temperamental being. We crossed to yet another street, my agitation growing when we kept coming up empty in our search. “I’ve seen how temperamental she can be, which is why my nerves are strung so tight I’m afraid they’ll snap.”

      Thanos moved behind me and rubbed my tense shoulders. “Try to relax. You're doing everything you can to find Grams. And Artemis is going to do what she wants no matter how worried you get. Have you prepared what you plan to tell her if she does grab you?”

      I winced as I nodded my head. “I’ve planned my groveling well. Not that it matters. Fiona seems to have a runaway mouth where the goddess is concerned.”

      A woman looked sideways at me when I said that. I didn’t have it in me to worry that some random mundie was going to wonder what the hell I was talking about. There was nothing overly inflammatory in my comment, so I proceeded past her and went to the next street.

      What seemed like two hours later, we reached the alley that led to the magical market. “We should talk to Rosha and ask her what she’s heard. If anyone there has heard anything about Grams, she will know.”

      “I was just telling them the same thing,” Fiona called out as the others joined us in the alley. “She reminded me of Mae that way.”

      We were halfway down the darkened space between a café and a furniture store when the smell hit me. It was the worst combination of smells and made me think of a vat full of rotting tumors and moldy milk. With a dash of urine thrown in just for funsies. It made my stomach churn and bile filled the back of my throat. All six of us were swallowing convulsively seconds later. It was the moisture that flooded my mouth right before I was going to throw up.

      Fiona pointed to the door in front of us. “I still wish they’d make it smell better. It’s a wonder the food vendors make any money in there.” She rubbed a hand over her stomach and gagged.

      Of course, that made me gag. I rushed through the second Thanos had the door open. I was sucking in the fresh air as Fiona walked through with the same wide-eyed look of wonder on her face. This was like her dream come true. She loved that popular movie about a young wizard.

      I had to admit that the narrow street was quaint. The storefronts that lined both sides were located in buildings made of red brick. The large picture windows invited the eye and the colorful wooden doors accented each shop perfectly. We hurried down the cobblestones toward Rosha’s shop.

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled as if we were being watched. I glanced to check the charm and was almost disappointed it remained a dull silver. There were too many people bustling about for me to notice if we were, in fact, being watched or if it was more my overactive imagination.

      The sight of candles in the window ahead of us made my heart race. I said a silent prayer that she had some information for us. And that she would give it to us freely. It was never a good idea to strike a bargain with a djinn. They were tricky creatures and always worded their agreements in their favor. Sure, Kaveh had seemed like a nice guy when we’d met him and it sounded like he was making changes among his kind, but that didn’t mean he was going to be able to actually change anything on this side of the pond.

      Rosha had seemed nice enough when we’d met her, but there was no saying how she would react to us asking what she’d heard. The mixture of essential oils filtered out of the door as Argies opened it. The interior was the same as last time. Candles around the shop illuminated the displays.

      Rosha’s expression changed from friendly to reserved as she smiled at us. I’d bet she was wary of the trouble that seemed to follow us. I still thought the leggings and slouchy sweater were an odd choice of clothing for the djinn. I’d always pictured them in black business attire from head to toe with their hair slicked back or pulled into a bun. Their agreements were so serious that I assumed they were too. “To what do I owe the pleasure this time?”

      Thanos’s smile was broad. “We’re hoping you’ve heard something about Isidora Shakleton.”

      Rosha’s forehead furrowed and her gaze shifted to Fiona. “What happened to your grandmother?”

      Fiona sucked in a breath and told the djinn how Grams had gone missing and no one had heard from her. Rosha’s expression was horrified when Fiona finished. “You think perhaps Apollo is involved?” Rosha had whispered so low it was hard to hear her.

      Thanos shook his head. “No, I don’t believe he is involved. He respects Artemis too much. The problem is that we have no idea who has her or how to find her. Their magic wouldn’t lock onto her location. If it comes down to it, do you think that you could find her?”

      Rosha picked up a duster and ran it over a display next to her. “In theory a djinn can find anyone. That being said, we would never try if a god is involved. They would know the second I breached their ward around Isidora. There is no favor on the planet that could save me from a god’s wrath.”

      Fiona’s eyes filled with tears. “Is it worth asking anyone else in the market?”

      Rosha shook her head sadly in response. I clasped Fiona’s hand and squeezed it. “How does your magic work, exactly? Specifically, would you cast a spell to locate her and come up against a block if someone more powerful than you are is hiding her?”

      Rosha’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to tell you privileged djinn information.”

      Fiona tugged her hand free and held both of hers up with her palms out. “Violet isn’t asking you for that. What she’s wondering is if any search you did would automatically breach a god’s ward.”

      Rosha’s expression lightened. “I was beginning to wonder if I would need to call my son again. I can certainly try to locate her. However, I would not do so without consulting Kaveh. He’s the best at identifying and navigating traps and pitfalls. Whoever has her might have accounted for you asking a djinn for help.”

      Fiona’s shoulders fell as we thanked Rosha for her time and told her we would be in touch. Having our hopes dashed once again was demoralizing. It felt like there was a heavy weight on my chest as we left her store.

      “This seems like a waste of time,” Thanos said as he pulled out his phone when it dinged. “We can't take the djinn up on her offer.”

      A lump settled in my gut as I pulled him ahead of the others. “We can’t just give up. We can see what they encounter and venture further from this sector before calling it quits.”

      Thanos looked up from typing in his phone. “I know you don’t want to let Fiona down but walking in circles is only making us tired.”

      Thrusting my hands on my hips, I scowled at my mate. “It’s not just about Fiona. Grams has always been like a grandmum to me. She taught me as much about my magic as my mum did.”

      Thanos twined our hands together and headed toward the exit from the magical market. “Sorry, love. I meant no offense. I care about Grams, too. I don’t do well with spinning my wheels, though. We aren’t giving up. We will find something to help us locate her.”

      I squeezed his fingers in response. “I’d think it was easier for you to not have the answers after your swim in your mom’s river.”

      As I’d hoped Thanos gasped dramatically and placed a hand over his heart. “You dismiss how hard I’ve been working to regain my lost knowledge.”

      I chuckled as Aislinn, Argies, Fiona, and Sebastian caught up with us. “You’re the smartest man I know,” I assured him to make sure he knew I didn’t mean anything by that comment.

      The corners of Fiona’s lips twitched. “Does that work on him, too?”

      I shook my head as a laugh bubbled up, then died, when I stumbled forward. Someone had shoved me from behind. My back was cold where they’d put their hands. The attack caught me completely off guard and I would have landed on my face if Aislinn hadn’t caught me.

      Thanos growled and swiveled around at the same time Argies moved. When I looked back, the blood drained from my face. There were several extremely powerful demigods blocking the path from the magical market in London. They were pissed and had weapons in their hands.

      A guy with black hair twisted a dagger around his hand. “Your interference in our pursuits is at an end.” Holy crap. That wasn’t good.
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      AISLINN

      My heart jumped into overdrive as I caught Fiona after a black-haired demigod attacked her from behind. I have no idea how she launched herself at me to avoid getting a dagger in her back. It looked like she was pushed but the guy’s expression said he was intent on killing her.

      “Bugger off arsehole,” Violet snarled as she flared her hands and produced fireballs on them.

      The closest shoppers began screaming and pandemonium ensued. My first thought was a thank you to Fate for having Bailey offer to keep Kalliopi. Without Grams we’d had no choice but to bring her with us tonight. Camille was too shaken up after the encounter with Apollo for me to be comfortable leaving my baby with her. And hopping Kalli over to Eidothea was not an option. The time differences between the two realms meant we would miss months or years of her life in one night.

      Fiona gave me a grateful smile then conjured her bow and arrow with a whoop. She’d had a hard time calling the weapon to her at first. Following suit, I notched an arrow as I glanced around. Wanting a defensive position, I darted between a clothing store and an herbalist. A kickass pair of emerald pants that matched my eyes caught my attention as I passed the window.

      My heavy jacket made it tougher to get enough tension on my string but I couldn’t worry about that. I released the arrow and it flew into a demigod’s throat as he came after me. He dropped to the ground as hot blood spurted in my face. Shaking my head to clear my vision, I pulled out another projectile. Going on my tiptoes, I aimed for the guy coming up behind Violet. My arrow sliced his shoulder but didn’t stop him. My scream left me as I launched myself from the alley. I leaped over the demigod I’d killed as I shouted for Violet.

      I was fast enough to save Violet’s life, but she still got a dagger in the shoulder. From the agony twisting her features, she was in intense pain. She tossed a ball of fire at the demigod behind her while tossing the one in the other hand in front of her. She was focused on the back which sent the first one crashing into the window of a store front.

      I ducked beneath the reach of a demigod wielding two good-sized knives. What struck me, as I looked into his eyes, was that he wasn’t wild-eyed with fury. Each time we’d fought before, our enemies had these crazy eyes that were as terrifying as their intent to kill us. Until that moment, I assumed the look in their eyes was the scariest thing ever. I was wrong. This guy was determined and driven but he didn’t possess any hatred. It made me think of a show I had watched about a mundie man that was driven to kill other men he courted. It made my stomach churn and my blood freeze.

      With my arrow in hand, I stabbed out and shoved the tip into the guy’s thigh. It was like trying to insert a meat thermometer in a frozen turkey. There couldn’t be an ounce of fat on the asshole. Accessing the air around us, I coaxed it to assist in getting the weapon through the muscle. I wanted the asshole disabled.

      I kicked out when the air I was pulling encountered a magical block. The satisfying crunch was overshadowed by the scalding pain along my scalp. The guy I was trying to impale was trying to cut my head open. “Shit.” I poured all of my frustration into my growl.

      I continued to the ground and rolled away, cringing as my head hit the dirty pavement. The demigod behind me was mid-stab which made his blade end up in thunder thigh’s chest. I would have high-fived myself for the sneaky move but I was surrounded by a sea of boots and calves. Jeans were far too popular for my taste. I couldn’t slice any Achilles tendons without risking hurting my friends or the love of my life.

      Sparks hit the pavement sending chunks into my eyes. The power of the spell blew my hair away from my face. I crawled through the legs around me, aiming for an open space a couple feet away where I could stand up. My hair lifted into the air and my body followed. My eyes were frantic as the strands of magic wrapped around me. That was not good. Shit.

      “Stop setting my shop on fire, dammit!” The woman standing in the door of the clothing store was screaming with her hand splayed in my direction. With a wave, she sent me soaring through the air.

      When I smacked into the building across the narrow lane, I realized she wasn’t gesturing to me but Violet. Her spell caught several demigods and me in the process. She’d cleared us away from her store without a problem. The shop owner had expended a significant amount of power to protect her goods. It was seriously impressive.

      My friend and I slumped to the ground with a groan. My head was throbbing and blood was dripping down the side and along my neck. “Are you alright?” Violet asked as she kicked two demigods away from us.

      I grimaced as I jumped to my feet and punched the guy that was getting up next to us. “I’m good to go. No worries.”

      Violet scanned me from head to toe, as if she didn’t believe me then got right back into the fray. Putting that aside, I used the wind to send the two trying to get up again rolling back into the fray. They tripped over debris on the narrow street. It was from damage to the stores during the fight. It was a good damn thing we weren’t on a mundie street or the cat would be out of the bag by now.

      I hadn’t taken more than one step after them when magic swirled around us and I was frozen mid-step. My eyes searched frantically for whoever had cast it. My heart dropped to my feet when I noticed Thanos, Violet, Fiona, and Bas were being pummeled by demigods. The two I’d sent rolling came at me with wicked smiles. “That’s a handy charm to have. We need to make him give us a dozen more,” one of them said.

      Argies roared when he saw one of them reach for me while the other lifted a knife. My gaze moved to the right and I caught the explosion of his clothing as he shifted into his dragon form. Thank the gods he was immune to whatever charm the demigods had used.

      Argies’s wings slammed into the buildings making brick and concrete fall onto our heads. A series of shouts followed as the demigods threw weapons at my dragon mate. Nausea churned in my stomach when Argies’s big head lowered and closed over the two in front of me. They’d been distracted by the dragon and hadn’t started running.

      The remaining four took off down the street when they saw their friends get eaten. One of the demigods turned back around to face Argies. Argies bellowed a second after I lost sight of the demigod closest to him. I couldn’t tilt my head to see better. All I could hear were screams. They weren’t all from the demigods, either. The innocents around us were freaking out.

      “He’s not going to hurt you unless you attack us,” I called out. “He’s protecting us.”

      “He ate those demigods!” A woman shouted from down the road.

      “They would have killed you too,” Fiona shouted.

      My gut churned as I heard more crunching. Argies was going to have a stomach ache later. His snout struck out like a snake getting its prey and there were more gurgled moans and crunching. I nearly fell on my face a second later. Running forward, I place my hand on Argies’s leg. His energy rippled and a second later he was standing there naked with blood on his belly.

      I looked around for any more danger. There were no demigods left. My heart refused to slow down despite the fact that we’d eliminated the demigods before they got us. In the process we’d made some unfortunate enemies. The magical market was destroyed. Bricks, glass, and various detritus covered the pavement while shop owners and visitors were coming out to see the damage. And it wasn’t all from the fight. Argies had caused a ton of damage in his rampage.

      “Who the hell are those women and their mates?” The guy that asked glared in our direction.

      “We’re the Backside of Forty and the reason the Dark One isn’t subjecting you to her rule right this moment,” Fiona shot back as she picked up a dented cauldron.

      I ducked into the entrance of the clothing store. It was the one location that hadn’t suffered much damage. She’d erected a protection spell after blasting Violet and I away from her place. The shop owner was staring at me with her arms crossed over her chest when I tried to get inside. “What do you want? You and your friends have caused enough damage.”

      Irritation filtered through my chest. “We didn’t cause any of this. All we did was defend ourselves. I need to purchase my mate some clothing. He can’t walk throughout London naked.”

      The woman lifted an eyebrow above her hazel peepers. “You brought this danger with you.” Her attitude was sassier than her short, brown hair.

      I lifted my hands in the air in exasperation. “How can you be so ignorant. I can purchase clothing outside the market. I want to shop here because I liked your work. Given the work the goddess Artemis pays us to do, we’ve been needing more protective clothing. Now, are you going to be reasonable and let me in?”

      The shop owner dropped her arms and looked behind me before moving to unlock the door. “What did you have in mind?” I had to admire her stylish dark grey dress pants, red silk blouse, and heeled black boots. She clearly wore her wares well.

      I headed for the men’s section while gesturing to the pants in the window. “I love those leathers. Are they enchanted?” It seemed as if we had another big bad after us and I was tired of ruining clothing. We had the Hydra suits Artemis gave us, but they drew too much negative attention to us. They were god-blessed clothes and made us stand out. When we were in their temples or their realms, it would be a better choice, but it wasn’t for everyday wear.

      I was beginning to believe Thanos when he said Apollo wasn’t involved. The God of the Sun didn’t strike me as one who would hide behind his children. He’d come to face us in the attic and knew we were no match for his powers. That means we can beat whoever is behind this. Yes!

      Stamping down the part of me jumping to dangerous conclusions, I focused on the woman who had introduced herself as Natalie. “It normally takes a week to do enchantments and from the looks of it, you three need them right away. I can expedite it for a fee.”

      Selecting a pair of khakis and a shirt for Argies, I moved to the shoes. “How soon can you have them ready?” I picked up a tennis shoe that purported to be automatic sizing and give the wearer extra speed. I picked up a box and choked out a laugh when I saw the size of them. They’d fit a giant.

      “I can assure you they will resize to your mate’s foot. And I can have the leathers in two days. They won’t be completely weapon proof but I can get them to withstand most blades. Those god-created ones are another story.”

      I wouldn’t expect her to create something to withstand weapons forged by Hephaestus. “I’m going to have my niece and nephew pick them up. Do we need to be fitted before we leave?” I was anxious to get back to Kalliopi, but would take the time to get these made.

      Natalie rang up the things I was getting for Argies. “I don’t need to fit you guys. The enchantment for auto-adjustment is an easy one. Do they have color preferences? You mentioned the green for yourself.”

      I looked over at the beautiful green leathers then sighed. “As much as I would love those green ones, we’d better all stick with black. It’ll hide the blood better.”

      Natalie grimaced then smiled. “I have a skirt in that green if you’d be interested in that too. It would look amazing with your long legs. I made it on a whim and now I know why. It was meant for you.” She was a great sales woman. And she knew my weakness.

      I loved clothes and it had been too long since I’d been shopping. “Can I see it?”

      Natalie chuckled and went into the backroom. A few seconds later she returned with a skirt that was to die for and I had a soft white sweater to go with it. “Here it is. I was going to add to the embroidery so the pattern covered the entire thing.” She pointed out a flowering vine that was stitched just above the hem.

      “I love it just how it is. I’ll pay for everything now.” I pulled a credit card out of my back pocket. I’d slid it in there earlier when I had handed Bailey the diaper bag. I didn’t want to be left without money while wandering around London.

      Natalie nodded as she typed something into the computer. “Do you and your friends want any tops?”

      I turned to look at what she had and noticed Violet and Fiona watching me with annoyed expressions. My cheeks tinged pink and I held up a hand, letting them know I would be done soon. Having long sleeves would help where injury was concerned but in leather wouldn’t be practical. “Let’s do corsets. And can you enchant short and long-sleeved cotton tees for us? So, you wouldn’t happen to know any of the demigods that attacked us, would you?”

      Natalie was shaking her head as she typed in her computer. “They aren’t regulars around here. What did you three do to piss them off? I need you to enter your information.” She turned her tablet to me.

      I added the details into the app and hit enter. “We didn’t do anything. We came here to see if our friend Rosha knew anything about Fiona’s grandmother. She went missing this morning and we’re worried about her.”

      Natalie’s expression saddened. “Oh, that’s awful. I hope she doesn’t have dementia. My granny suffered from that. My mom had a hell of a time keeping track of her. She kept trying to return to her old house. It’s not easy to get around the city and she always ended up lost.”

      I could not imagine having to deal with that. “That’s terrible. We aren’t sure what happened. If you hear anything about Isidora Shakleton, will you let me know?”

      Natalie nodded and handed me the bag of clothing. “Will do. You guys be careful. It’s clear someone has it out for you. I’ll be in touch when the other stuff is ready.”

      I handed the bag to Argies who was waiting just inside the alley I’d ducked into earlier. Fiona tossed some more bricks into a pile and brushed off her hands. “I don't think clothes shopping is on the agenda right now, Ais.”

      I gave Fiona a look of mock horror. “How can you say that? There’s always time. In all seriousness though, I wasn’t shopping for fun. Argies needed clothes after his dragon shredded his and I couldn’t help but see the leathers in the window.”

      Violet joined us and was shaking her head. “They matched the skirt I noticed you bought.”

      Heat flushed my cheeks. “Okay, that was for fun. But I ordered the three of us enchanted leathers. They can’t withstand god-created weapons, but will add more protection.”

      Argies waved one boat-sized shoe in the air. “These will never fit, love. I’ll go barefoot.”

      I smiled and waved at him. “They will fit. Trust me.”

      Argies chuckled as he bent to do what I asked. “The myth about the size of my feet indicating the size of my dick isn’t true. If it were my feet would be this big.”

      Fiona and Violet laughed while Thanos and Bas grumbled something about being just as well built. My cheeks were on fire as I rolled my eyes. “That’s not what I meant. Wow, they really do automatically adjust to fit you.” The shoe has shrunk around Argies’s foot as we watched.

      Argies lifted one ankle. “I’ve never had better fitting shoes.”

      Fiona looked back over at the store. “How long before those leathers are ready? That’s some outstanding magic.”

      I chuckled and gestured to the exit we had yet to make it through. “A couple of days. I told her Ben and Bailey might be picking it up for us. Speaking of the kids, let’s go get my daughter. I need some serious snuggles.”

      The guys were on alert as we left the magical market and hurried down the smelly alley. I didn’t blame them. We had no idea who our new enemy was or when they might attack again. Being out in the open like this made all of us twitchy. Tiny flames flew from Violet’s fingers as we walked. We needed to get home, regroup, and plan our next steps.
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      VIOLET

      Bas pulled in next to Fiona's Mustang.  Kairi hurried over to us and blurted, "Did you find her?"

      Fiona's shoulders sagged as she shook her head from side to side. “Nope. We didn’t even encounter anyone that had heard about her being missing.”

      Aislinn shifted Kalliopi to her shoulder. “But we were attacked by a bunch of demigods telling us to stay out of their way.”

      Kairi winced. “That’s really bad. Although, that’s just another outing for you three. Do you think Grams is okay?”

      I walked forward and placed my hand on her shoulder. “She’s alive. I don’t know where she is or what shape she is in, but I know in my heart that she is still with us.”

      Fiona nodded in agreement. “I agree with Vi. Anything new while we were gone?”

      Kairi shook her head. “Nothing. The pixies, brownies, and nymphs are all still searching the woods. None have reported back, yet.” We’d asked them to go over every inch of Pymm’s Pondside with a fine-tooth comb before we left earlier. “Isn’t there someone you can call to help? One of your best friends is a Pleiades, right? We have to find her.”

      Fiona wrapped her arms around Kairi. “We know people and are going to make some calls. I want her back more than anything. But I cannot put those I love and Pymm’s Pondside at risk in the process. Casting spells, making bargains with dangerous paranormals, and demanding answers is not the way to find Grams. She always said I’d get more flies with honey than vinegar.”

      Kairi let out a watery chuckle. “I used to tell her you attract ants too. I should have felt the intruder.” I would feel the same way as the mermaid. She lived in the pond, not far from the house, and unless the kidnapper teleported Grams out of the house, they would have had to go near her home.

      Fiona shook her head. “You can’t blame yourself, Kairi. None of us knew what had happened. I went about my morning as if everything was fine when in reality nothing in my world was alright. Who knows if we could have found something had I reacted sooner.”

      I slashed my hands through the air in front of my torso. “Enough of that. Each one of us can go on and on about how we should have been able to stop this from happening. Carrying that guilt will only keep us from being effective as we search for her. There isn’t a person present that was involved in her disappearance and that is all that matters.”

      Aislinn bounced Kalli as she battled the tears gathered in her green eyes. “Violet is right. Each of us needs to think of people to talk to and places to look for her. That way, when we exhaust one avenue, we have another we can look into.”

      “And we are going to start by making those phone calls and having a drink,” Bas replied. He grabbed Fiona’s hand and pulled her toward the house.

      “Keep me posted,” Kairi called out. “I’m going to rejoin the search in the woods.”

      I turned back and looked at the mermaid. “You guys still have the charms that will light up if there’s foreign magic near, right?” Fiona and I had made charms to detect what was out of place at Pymm’s Pondside since Grams’s energy had seeped into everything on the property.

      Kairi lifted the necklace from beneath her dress and held it out. “Yep. We’ve all got them.”

      Nodding, I turned back to find my mate waiting for me. He smiled down at me. “I love you, Lightning.”

      “And, I love you.” Rather than lift to my toes and kiss him like I wanted, I grabbed his hand and entered the house.

      Sebastian had a rocks glass in front of him with a couple inches of an amber liquid inside. Looked like he was already hitting the whiskey. It was a good thing a big Fae like him couldn’t really get drunk from mundie alcohol. Fiona held up a glass of chardonnay. “Want one?”

      “Gods, yes.” While I could get intoxicated, I wouldn’t. We had too much to do, but I could use it to relax. I wasn’t like Fiona who was calm and collected even under pressure. My mind was close to calling it quits on me.

      The first sip of the chilled wine was crisp with hints of citrus. “Who are we calling first?”

      Fiona finished her wine and poured another glass then headed into the living room where Aislinn and Argies were already sitting. Kalli’s sweet suckling noises warmed me and loosened some of the tight band that was trying to make mincemeat pie out of my heart.

      Fiona sat next to Bas on the sofa and set the half-full bottle of wine on the table. “I think we should call Gardoss first. The chances of him actually having information are minimal, but he does have connections. And he should know in the event shit like the magical market keeps happening.”

      Aislinn leaned her head on the back of the rocker she used when feeding the baby. “That’s a good idea. We might need to call him for a clean-up and don’t want him pissed.”

      I chuckled as Fiona tapped her phone then set it next to the wine. Everyone went silent when it started ringing. “Hello, Fiona. You wouldn’t happen to be calling about how Argies destroyed the magical market in London, would you?”

      Argies leaned forward with a snarl. “Listen here, asshole. I will do whatever it takes to defend my mate and her friends when they are attacked.”

      A loud whistle echoed through the phone, cutting Argies off mid-rant. “I meant no offense by that, Argies. I’ve seen enough to know you didn’t go looking for a fight. But you did leave a mess behind you.”

      “Are you there now?” I asked when I heard what sounded like multiple voices behind him.

      “I am. Natalie called me after you left her store, Violet. Is it true about Isidora?” The concern in his voice tightened everything the wine had loosened.

      I looked to Fiona who had her hands clasped around her glass. “It’s true. She vanished from Pymm’s Pondside.”

      The sharp intake of breath from Gardoss crackled through the tiny speaker. “How is that possible? Your wards rival anything I’ve ever seen.”

      Fiona dropped her chin to her chest as if she was defeated. “That’s the million-dollar question. Violet thinks it could be another stupid upstart out to gain power. We aren’t so sure. We found a drachma on the property but can’t say that it’s related to her kidnapping.”

      “You’d better fucking believe it is related. The gods don’t wander around aimlessly. It was there because they are interested in you guys.” Gardoss’s conviction and anger were surprising.

      Thanos held up his hands even though the dwarf couldn’t see him. “Jumping to conclusions can be dangerous, Gardoss. You know these three are Artemis’s favorite hunters. That has brought everyone’s attention to them.”

      I chuckled as I reached to pat Thanos’s knee. “Apparently it has become chic for a god or goddess to have a badass middle-aged witch in their pocket.”

      “Isidora is well past her midlife, so I can see the reason you urge caution.” Thanos didn’t bother correcting the paranormal police officer. “Is there any other evidence? I’d be happy to have it examined to identify the type of magic user. It might not be much but it can help narrow things down.”

      Fiona set down her empty glass as she shook her head at the phone. “There’s nothing else so far. We have a search party still out taking a deeper look at things.”

      “If anything comes up, give me a call. How can I help? I know you three likely have all avenues covered already.”

      Fiona shot me a looked filled with grief. “Can you ask some questions? Maybe call other areas to see if any other witches have gone missing. This might have nothing to do with us.”

      Aislinn handed Kalli to Argies to burp while she put her boob away. “You mean like a mundie serial killer? Not that I think she’s dead. Just someone like that who has gone around kidnapping powerful witches to feed their own twisted need.”

      Fiona’s laugh was strangled while bile rose in my throat over the thought. “I know what you’re saying, Ais. And yes,” Fiona said as she poured another glass of wine. “I was thinking of someone like a serial killer that is driven to commit crimes.”

      “There have not been a string of missing elders. There were some witches that showed up dead in the Southern United States that Terrence has been following. He thinks it could be related to a Skinwalker, so I don’t see that fitting here. They wouldn’t be able to get past your wards.”

      We thanked Gardoss and hung up the phone, then Fiona dialed Phoebe’s number. The Pleiades was in bed next to her hunky god when she answered. Given their sleepy eyes they’d only been sleeping. “Hey Fi. What’s going on?”

      Fiona burst into tears and covered her head in her hands. I jumped up and landed next to her at the same time Aislinn launched herself over Bas to hug Fiona from the other side. We held her for a few seconds before Aislinn went to the floor in front of me. Sebastian was pressed so far back into the couch it looked like he was trying to melt into it. All my years of experience failed me at that moment. Fiona was falling apart and I didn’t know the magical words to make it better.

      “Alright, your five minutes are up. Tell me what happened, so we can get to the bottom of it.” Phoebe was looking around intently, making me think she was searching for Grams and why she hadn’t stopped Fiona sooner.

      Thanos moved to my chair as Aidon looked sheepish while he told Phoebe about Grams’s kidnapping. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      Aidon ran a hand down Phoebe’s back. “You’ve been getting so many of the visions from the kittens and you were exhausted. I was going to tell you in the morning. I just wanted you to get some sleep. I’ve got people out looking and there isn’t much else we can do from here.”

      “It’s not his fault, Pheebs. I’m glad he didn’t tell you.” Fiona had gathered herself and was no longer crying. “You’ve got enough on your plate. Have Tarja’s babies been born?”

      Phoebe shook her head. “Not yet. But they could be here any day now. They’re starting to send me images of the witches they’ve selected as theirs. It looks like there will be eight or nine in the litter. Such a small number compared to the need.”

      I smiled at the Pleiades. I couldn’t imagine the pressure on her shoulders as one of the seven leaders in the witching world. “It's a start. There will be more before we know it.”

      Phoebe nodded and looked at Fiona. “I wish I were there to help. I can’t even fly out after the babies are born. They’ll be in danger and Tarja will need me. But I’m not powerless. How can I help?”

      “Can you do an introduction to Luciana for us? I’m hoping she will be willing to come up from Rome to help. We’ve hit a dead end it seems. We can’t come to a consensus about which entity might be behind this and I am close to losing my shit.”

      “Do you still think it’s Apollo?” Aidon asked as he pulled Phoebe into the crook of his muscular arm.

      Fiona titled her head to the side and shot Thanos a look. “Thanos says no, but I say yes. Violet thinks it’s a new upstart wanting power.”

      Aislinn chewed her lower lip. “And I think it’s Priapus. He wants more power. We know that from his theft of the Stone of Transmutation.”

      Aidon’s forehead crinkled as he considered the information. The phone went blank a second later. “I’m texting Lucia to see if she’s available,” Phoebe explained. “Oh good, she can chat. Now, how do I do a conference call?”

      There was a rustle of fabric and a second later we were looking at a split screen with the European Pleiades filling one side. Luciana Umbra had long, silky black hair and bright green eyes. The sweater she was wearing reminded me of the one Aislinn had just purchased at the magical market.

      “Ciao, Backside of Forty. Phoebe’s message didn’t say much. How can I help you?” Her smile was warm and inviting and made you want to be her friend.

      Fiona’s smile didn’t reach her eyes as she gave Lucia a brief rundown of the situation that we found ourselves in this time and asked for her help. Luciana’s face was a mask of horror as a black and white cat jumped into her lap and started rubbing against her. That must be her familiar. And if I wasn’t mistaken the father of Tarja’s babies. “Non capisci un cazzo.” I wasn’t all that familiar with Italian but I know she was cursing. “I would be glad to come help. It will give Zeph something to think about aside from worrying about his love having babies without him at her side. We can’t rule out anything. I understand the reasons for suspecting each party. What is the evidence against each? I can cast spells on what’s available to see what information I can gleam.”

      My hand flew toward the phone and I gasped. “No! Trying to do anything with the drachma will only incur Apollo’s wrath that much faster. We want him to forget what we did earlier.”

      Luciana’s brow furrowed in confusion. “What did I miss?”

      Thanos ran a hand through his hair and told her how we’d scried earlier and the god appeared in all his pissed off glory, hurting Fiona in the process. Lucia pointed to Aislinn. “And it looks like he tried to decapitate you too.”

      Aislinn shook her head and touched the cut there. It had stopped bleeding but she hadn’t cleaned it up or taken a healing potion yet. “That wasn’t him. That’s from the demigods that attacked us at the magical market in London.”

      Luciana’s gaze drifted over and she shook her head. “Looks like I’m going to get a taste for the chaos you experience, bella.”

      Phoebe laughed. “I don’t know how you’ve escaped it all your life. It’s all I’ve known since becoming the Pleiades.”

      “I will catch the next flight to London and be to Cottlehill sometime tomorrow. Text me the address,” Luciana said as she refocused on us. “And keep your heads down for now, please. I know you’re worried, but it doesn’t help anyone if you rile up more gods.”

      Tears filled Fiona’s eyes as she nodded. We thanked the two Pleiades and hung up the phone. Not only was the grief in the room overpowering, it was made worse by Grams’s absence. Fiona gave into the emotion. This time I allowed Bas to hug her close while Aislinn joined Argies and her baby.

      I moved to the arm of the chair next to my mate, needing to be close to him. The heavy weight pressing on my chest made it difficult to breathe. It felt like we were running in circles and I didn’t like it one bit. Following our instincts had worked well for us in the past, but I couldn't hear my gut for the noise of worry in my heart. Grams would always tell me I needed to find my stillness if I hoped to be successful at spell casting. It had been decades since I had needed to follow that advice.

      My best friend in tears and the stress my mate was taking on himself were making the situation so much worse. Fiona had always been close to Grams and I couldn’t take the pain from her. I felt it nearly as much as she did.

      Placing my hand on Thanos’s back, I leaned into his side. “You can’t take this on yourself to solve, Thanos. We're a family. We have each other’s backs.”

      Thanos pressed his forehead to mine. “And I’m letting my family down. I’ve never had a family like this. My mother wasn’t exactly loving. It’s one of the things that bonded Aidon and I. For the longest time it had just been he and I. Now I have all of you. And I’m the only one of us that has relationships on Olympus. Yet, they all mean shit. I can’t find an angle that will allow me to investigate and get information without bringing more danger to all of you.”

      My heart broke for the dilemma he was experiencing. The political maneuvering alone was enough to make my head spin. Then there were the centuries of grudges between gods and goddesses. Add to that the various temperaments and I had an idea about how the Greek gods lost their popularity. They couldn’t do much to earn new followers, and keep the ones they had, because they were too busy side-stepping or planting mines for one another.

      “Set that aside for a second and ask yourself why any god would want to take Grams. I get that Artemis likes us and that’s appealing, but we’re pains in her ass more often than not,” I replied.

      Aislinn snorted, making me lift my head and look over at her. “We’ve caused her more work than she bargained for and I think if she wasn’t so lonely, she would have kicked us to the curb by now. She wants to be a part of the Backside of Forty.”

      Fiona nodded her head in agreement. “I’ve thought that all along. She’s even more attached now that she adores Kalliopi. It seems to me that living forever has its drawbacks. It has to get awfully boring after a while.”

      I bobbed my head from side to side. “All of that is true. But my gut is telling me that this is another upstart looking to elevate their status.” Thinking about the Dark One made me sick to my stomach. We nearly didn’t beat her. Wanting to cheat death and gain ultimate power made her wily and dangerous.

      Fiona cursed as she scowled at me. “Bite your tongue woman. We cannot give voice to such a vile idea. What we put out in the universe tends to manifest.”

      I winced. “I take it back. I don’t think that at all.” I doubt my attempt to pull it back worked. Based on the expressions on everyone’s faces they were all thinking about the same idea. I hadn’t meant to expand our suspect pool like that, but I couldn’t deny the niggling feeling in the back of my head.
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      FIONA

      Standing at the window looking out at the pond and garden, my heart ached with worry for Grams. Sebastian wrapped his arms around me from behind, grounding me. “We will find her, Butterfly. I know it’s killing you to sit and wait. I can think of one way to distract you.”

      A smile lifted one corner of my lips as I turned in his embrace. Feeling that hard chest beneath my palm, I couldn’t stop from running it up his chest. “I like how you think, but I’m not sure I can get into it tonight.”

      Bas's blue eyes heated as they ran up and down me like a caress. “Challenge accepted.” He lifted his shirt above his head, making my arousal ignite like an inferno.

      In a hurried rush, I tugged my top over my head. “Can you help me with the clasp?” I turned and pulled my hair over one shoulder.

      I could feel Sebastian’s eyes glued to my ass. “Gods, Butterfly, you are perfect.” He undid my bra and I let it fall to the floor.

      My pants hit the floor a second later then I turned and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Perfectly imperfect, you mean.”

      A wicked smile spread over his face. Bas has this way of making me feel like I was the only one in the entire world. It was how his eyes were always on me as if I was his magnetic north. And how he did everything in his power to make my life better. And, best of all, how he worshipped my body. “Focus on this. You and me.” He kicked off his boots and tugged off his socks.

      I groaned and looked down when I felt something hard pressed against my stomach. It was easy to set everything aside when I was standing there in nothing but my panties with his erection pressing against my lower stomach. Bas fused his lips to mine, fully distracting me.

      One hand went between my legs while the other trailed up my torso to latch onto a breast. I mewled against his mouth when he tweaked and pulled at my nipple. A shudder worked through me as his touch replaced the worry and heartache with pleasure. His fingers twisted in the fabric of my panties ensuring my mind was focused solely on him and what he was doing to my body. He pushed, and I helped him get my panties off me and in a pool on the floor.

      Breaking away from my lips, Sebastian dipped his head to lick and kiss my nipples. A moan left me when he closed his mouth around one rigid tip and sucked hard. I grabbed his head and held him to my breast when his hand slipped between my folds to stroke my clit. I writhed and pressed into his touch, seeking release from the building tension.

      Bas released my flesh and sucked in a breath before he ran a hand up my side. He used his finger to spread the glistening folds between my limbs. He licked his lips as if he was hungry for more.

      His hand found purpose between my thighs, as a finger delved inside. A growl escaped my throat when he touched that nerve deep inside. I was rubbing myself against him and panting.

      “Yes. Yes. Yes. Just like that,” I begged.

      “You don’t want more of me, yet? I must be slipping.” Bas removed his finger.

      A whine left me. “Take those pants off and I’ll show you more.”

      His blue eyes stayed glued to my brown ones when his touch returned to my clit. My hips jerked into him. Bas’s eyes darkened as he leaned back in and nipped my lips. “I love making you come alive.”

      “I need you now,” I demanded.

      Bas chuckled as he redoubled his efforts on my sensitive bundle of nerves. As always, he was thorough in his approach to getting me ready. His fingers pinched my clit while his lips moved over every inch of my sensitive flesh. I allowed my knees to buckle knowing he would catch me. A smile curved my lips as he laid me on the bed.

      With his big body pressing me into the mattress, he rubbed me until my core tightened around the finger he inserted inside me. I cried out his name as stars exploded behind my eyelids. My orgasm rocked through me, making me want every inch of him. I never got enough of him.

      “More,” I moaned as I unzipped his pants and pushed the sides of the jeans down.

      Before the spasms subsided, Bas withdrew his fingers, shoved his pants off, and then draped his large frame over my body. His bare chest pressed into my aching nipples, but it was the hard length against my hip that grabbed my attention.

      I squeezed his shaft making it pulse against my leg. Before I could wrap my fingers around his cock, he pressed it against my opening. “I love you, Butterfly.”

      I stroked his hard flesh, trying to make the hard, yet silky smooth shaft enter me. When he groaned in my ear, I squeezed tightly. The fire in his eyes was all about his desire for me. It had me climbing that peak a second time. “Gods, you drive me to the edge with your touch.”

      He shifted his body, and his shaft popped out of my hand to rub against my core. I was reaching for him again when he thrust into me to the hilt. I loved that he was as needy for me as I was for him. It was as if he was too consumed with desire for me to wait another second.

      Bas’s lips descended on mine while his tongue darted into my mouth. Just as I was getting caught up in his kiss, he withdrew until only his swollen head was in my tight sheath. My hips shot up of their own accord and impaled myself on him. He pulled back again and I chased after him.

      I wrapped my legs around his hips and used my abs to lift my pelvis and get more of him. “Are you trying to make me crazy? I need you to move. Hard and Fast.”

      Bas threw his head back and laughed at that. I sucked in a breath because it caused his shaft to pulse and throb inside while moving enough to give me what I wanted while holding back the intensity I needed tonight. He slid out and then back inside deeper than before. The sound I made then was more feral than anything. Yes, my body went up in flames as he gave me exactly what I needed.

      “Are you okay?” His movements slowed.

      “Hell yes. I need harder, faster.” My heels rested on his ass and I kicked him with my heels to get him moving.

      He pulled out and surged back in, pushing further. I spread my legs wider, allowing him more access. His thumb pressed on my clit, and his mouth nibbled my neck. His thrusts were a mix of hard and harder. My inner muscles started coiling as my pleasure hit the next level.

      Normally, Bas was gentle with me and gradually increased the tempo so I could adjust to his invasion. I’d never felt more with a man than with Sebastian. Especially when he gazed into my eyes, connecting with me and keeping me in the moment. Between his gaze and his cock, my desire took control, and the coil in my core tightened to the point he choked out a groan. It slowed his movements because he wasn’t able to move through me as easily, but I couldn’t help it.

      Bas twined his fingers with mine and brought them over my head. His thrusts intensified, and I felt his shaft get even harder. He groaned against my flesh a second before he bit my neck where he knew I loved the burn of his teeth. His love bite sent me over the edge, and my climax barreled through me. His momentum picked up with my orgasm. His eyes locked on mine, he thrust deep inside, stilled his hips then grunted. His head went back, and he growled as his seed left him in an explosive rush.

      Bas cupped my cheek and looked into my eyes as reality slowly crept back in. “Now maybe you can get some sleep, love. You need rest.”

      I wished the high lasted longer. “There's no way I can sleep right now. I need a shower before I look through the family grimoire again.” I didn’t have any idea what the tome might tell me. Maybe a different spell that might help me find Grams. Or perhaps a potion that would replay her kidnapping. Of course, we would need to know the exact place she was taken.

      Despite me getting caught up in my head, I mourned the loss of our connection when he pulled out. That was cut off abruptly when he picked me up in his arms. “You shouldn’t tease me with shower time if you don’t want to do this again.” His hands on my skin made me tingle.

      Life was more fraught than it ever had been. When my kids disappeared over the holidays, we’d located them quickly. Grams had been gone all day and we didn’t have the first idea of how to find her. It was a poignant reminder that tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed. That wasn’t helping me remain in the moment with the love of my life. It was making me even more anxious to find Grams. Tomorrow and Luciana, couldn’t come fast enough.
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      FIONA

      Bruce looked up from the counter in Mug Shot. “It's about time you brought my beautiful niece in to see me.” The dwarf had bonded with Aislinn when she worked for him during her pregnancy and had taken on a familial role with Kalliopi.

      Aislinn chuckled as Kalli kicked her legs and started cooing in her pram. “She’s certainly excited to see Uncle Bruce. Can we get three cranberry scones and some teas to go?”

      Bruce nodded as he got to work filling the order. When he was done, he came around and picked up the baby. He was short and stout yet he barely seemed taller than Kalliopi. Not that she was a huge baby, but that dwarves were short. And when he held her, Kalli's feet dangled at his knees. Kalli grabbed his bushy brown beard and tugged on it. He made faces and she started laughing. There was something about baby laughter that soothed the soul.

      That helped ease some of the ache in my chest. Bas had tried his best to exhaust me the night before, and the orgasms had been fantastic but the reprieve had been too brief. But I couldn’t allow myself to get lost in his arms. Grams was missing and it was impossible to relax despite what Bas had hoped. I’d ended up roaming the property most of the night and spent some time at my parent’s graves in the graveyard talking to my mom and promising her I would find Grams and bring her home. I was glad I’d agreed to come with Violet and Aislinn to Violet’s book store, Pleasure Bound. After driving the guys up a wall last night we’d decided it would be best to do busy work while we waited for Luciana to arrive.

      I sipped the hot tea, watching the dwarf play with the baby as he and Aislinn caught up for a few minutes, wishing my mind could come up with a brilliant new idea. Instead, I kept going back to the idea of returning to the magical market and asking Rosha to do a search. I understood she wasn’t sure she could even do a basic search. I trusted her son would do what he could without asking for too big of a favor. We’d gotten to know the Twisted Sisters who lived in New Orleans and they were close to Kaveh. We’d heard them sing Kaveh's praises more than once. From what they’d said, I didn’t get the impression making a deal with him would be equivalent of selling my soul to the djinn leader.

      Violet nudged my shoulder and leaned close to my ear. “Stop mentally running around those tracks. The answers aren’t any closer and making yourself sick is only going to lead to rash decisions and mistakes. Remember what you told me when the twins went missing?”

      I sighed and boxed off the thoughts. She was right. I had been thinking the same things all night about reaching out to the djinn. It was the only thing I had and I couldn’t stand not doing anything. “Yes, but you’re much smarter than I am. How has the store been doing, anyway?”

      Violet took my change of topic with a smile and walked to the window where she looked out at her store half a block away. “The books are better than ever and Mari hasn’t reported any problems. It used to be my sanctuary. There was a time where I couldn’t imagine not being there daily. Now, I can’t imagine going in.”

      “I get that. The hospital used to be that for me. Being a nurse was another life and seems like it happened so long ago. Do you want to go back to working and leave solving the cases behind?”

      Violet shook her head and turned to face me. “Hell no. I love it when the mysteries don’t involve my loved ones being missing. And I could do without so much danger and violence.”

      I chuckled in agreement as my gaze moved to Aislinn. Automatically, I scanned her head for signs of the injury from the night before. Aside from a thin, pink line there was no other indication her scalp had been cut open. “It would be nice not to be attacked so often. Although, I feel like we should thank Artemis for our new resiliency.”

      “If Artemis pulls us to her realm, we can use our eternal gratitude to dig our way out of trouble.”

      We were laughing as Aislinn put Kalli back in the stroller and I went to grab the scones and pay, then we thanked Bruce and left the café. I tilted my gaze toward Aislinn as we headed to Pleasure Bound. “Do you miss working there?”

      Violet threw an arm out as she glared at me. “I know you feel guilty about Grams going missing, but you cannot push us back into our old lives. We're a family, Fi.”

      Aislinn’s forehead furrowed. “I wondered what you were talking about. I had assumed the turn in your emotions was the worry floating back to the surface. Kalli’s laughter is magical but it can only do so much when Grams is missing. But Violet is right. I miss seeing Bruce more, but I don’t miss waitressing for one hot second.”

      My initial reaction to their comment was to deny the reason for asking if they missed the way things used to be. Then some of the other thoughts on that rack with the ones about the djinn surfaced. I’d been berating myself about putting Grams in this position when I wasn’t looking for a clue that would help find her.

      “I love you guys,” I said simply as we walked inside Violet’s book store.

      Mari lifted her brown eyes when the bell tinkled. A smile split her face and she hurried forward. “I didn’t know you would be in today. Is everything okay?” The blonde siren wore a business suit with heels that made her tower over us by several inches.

      Violet embraced Mari. “We needed to do some research in the magical section. The place looks stunning, Mari. I love the changes.”

      Mari chewed her lower lip as she scanned the store. She’d added a corner with cushions where the children’s books were located. And she’d done away with the best-sellers table and moved the books to a shelving unit that was in the middle of the store. And the candy jars behind the counter were gone. Correction. They were set up on a small table with a tiered display just past the best-sellers shelf.

      “I know you said I could do what made sense to me since I’m running the place now, but I still worried you wouldn’t like the changes. Speaking of which. What do you think about moving the magical section to the opposite corner? There’s a window on that side and it will provide more natural light for customers. I was also thinking about clearing some of the shelves at the front to create a seating area where customers can sit and read.” Mari beamed at Violet. Violet’s ready acceptance opened the flood gates, it seemed.

      Violet placed a hand on Mari’s shoulder. “Those changes sound lovely.”

      We headed down the middle of the store to the magical section as I thought about what she was suggesting. “You know in the US they would add a small coffee bar to the seating section and offer free wi-fi to attract customers.”

      Mari pursed her lips as we approached the section that was spelled to repel mundies and make them look away. “We’d need to offer tea, as well. I wouldn't want to have a big set up like Bruce. I couldn’t operate those complex machines.”

      Aislinn lifted a shoulder. “I bet Bruce would offer you a partnership and provide the barista and machines. Then you wouldn’t have to do a thing.”

      Mari’s eyes brightened. Violet’s decision to give her leeway to run things the way she wanted was a good one. It was clear Mari loved the bookstore and was thriving here. The sparkle in her eye was the same one Violet used to have when she even mentioned her store. Now, Violet was more of a proud parent. Still invested but ready to move on.

      Aislinn parked the pram and we all glanced around. Kalli had fallen asleep which was perfect timing given the work we had to get done. I pointed to the empty corner. “That’s where we are moving this to, right?”

      Mari nodded. “I cleared out the business section and downsized it which is what gave me the idea for the move. I’ll grab the cart.”

      I wasn’t going to wait. It wasn’t that far to carry stuff. Grabbing an armful, I carried it over and set it out of the way so moving the bookshelves would be easier. “This is exactly what I need while we wait,” I said on my way back.

      Aislinn groaned. “I’m just glad there are only eight units to move. This would be overwhelming otherwise.”

      We laughed at her and continued carrying books over. Between the four of us we had everything except the shelving units in the new location. Mari moved the cart out of the way while Ais pushed the pram to the new section.

      Violet pointed to one of the units. “Do you and Aislinn think you can move this using air? That would be easier than us trying to heft them.”

      I rubbed my hands together. “Absolutely. I look forward to the challenge.” My mind was completely engaged in the task at hand which was a huge relief after the last twenty-four hours. “How do we do this, Ais?”

      Aislinn pointed to one of the bookcases. “You concentrate on wrapping the air around the sides of this one and I will direct it underneath to lift it into the air.”

      I nodded my head and connected to the element surrounding us. “Maybe move the baby to the front of the store just in case, Vi.” I wasn’t the best with manipulating the elements and I didn’t want to lose control with her at risk.

      “That's probably a good idea,” Aislinn added. “I wouldn’t have moved her there if I’d known the plan. Not that I don’t believe in you, Fi. I know you can do this.”

      I snorted as I buffeted the empty shelves on every side. The air made it rattle for a second before it went still. “I know what you mean. I’m ready for you to lift, Ais.”

      She nodded and kept her concentration on her task. Violet hurried off right as the bookcase lifted off the ground. I pushed the air on the back while keeping the front and sides in place and the unit started moving. I whooped and began walking next to it. I had to pause when the aisle curved. It took a second to push the sides in the right direction, but we managed to get it to the other side and set down.

      Mari waved Violet over. “Park the baby back behind the cookbook section and help me move them into place while they get the rest over here.”

      Violet moved to do as asked while Aislinn and I continued moving the bookshelves over. Mari and Violet arranged the shelves and put books up as we worked. The process was fast using our magic and my mind didn’t stray the entire time. We had just finished moving the last shelving unit when Kalliopi woke up. “Perfect timing from the perfect baby,” I cooed as I picked her up. When she started rooting around my breast, I handed her to Aislinn. “Those won’t give you what you need, sweetheart.”

      Aislinn moved away from the window and lifted her shirt and bra to feed her baby. “After you lift the spell on the old section, I would consider moving the kids section from the front back there. Being away from the entrance will give parents peace of mind.”

      Violet lifted a hand. “And, it opens up a bigger space for a small coffee/tea bar.”

      “That's brilliant. That’s going to give the store a cozy feel I think people will enjoy.” I had no trouble envisioning that plan for the store. I picked up a handful of books.

      The bell tinkled above the door right after I set my books down. We hadn’t cast any spells on the magical section yet and I shot Violet a wide-eyed look. “Mari go up front while we cast the spell around this section.”

      The siren nodded and hurried away. Aislinn moved closer while switching Kalli to her other breast. “What are we casting?” I whispered.

      Violet opened her mouth to respond when she heard the customer ask about information they have on a famous witch family that allegedly found the Fountain of Youth. The three of us moved to the front of the store. The middle-aged man startled when he saw us come around the corner.

      Mari waved a hand. “Don’t worry. Violet is the witch that owns the store and these are her powerful best friends.”

      Violet extended her hand. The guy clasped it and said, “I’m Monty Scott. More than one person directed me to your store in my quest.” I looked the guy over and tried to decipher what kind of supernatural he was. Unfortunately, he did not have pointed ears or any other obvious sign. His dark brown hair, grey eyes, and jeans were completely mundane. There was something about him I couldn’t put my finger on.

      “And you are looking for the Fountain of Youth?” Violet asked.

      Monty nodded with an open smile. “I know that sounds like I’m a treasure hunter. But I assure you the Fountain is real. And, while I would love any information you have directly on that topic, I would also like any information you have on its creator, Cyrene Morelli.”

      Intrigued, I set aside the niggling sensation that was bothering me. “The Fountain of Youth is real? I shouldn’t be surprised after what we’ve seen.”

      Violet chuckled. “No, you shouldn’t. Why are you looking for it? There’s a myth connected to it that says only the worthy can use it.”

      Monty’s smile morphed into fear. “The short answer is love. Even though I know it is foolish, I fell madly in love with a mundie woman. And I cannot bear the thought of losing her as she ages. She is my world. I have to find it to save her.”

      That got my interest. “What are you?” The words were out before I considered what I was asking. It wasn’t exactly a social faux pas to ask that, but no one ever did.

      Monty glanced around the bookstore. “You have a magical section, correct? I will take anything you have.”

      Violet gestured to the new section. “We were just rearranging our magical section. It’s this way.”

      I took Kalli from Ais and burped her while she put her boob away. I lingered behind a few steps with the baby and Ais, while Mari and Violet moved to one of the book cases. There was something about the guy that didn’t sit right with me and it made no sense. It was sweet that he’d fallen in love with a mundie and wanted to keep her with him.

      Violet picked up a book. “There are many stories written by people who claim to have known the Morelli family. No one knows what happened to Cyrene and her family for sure. Most of the stories are based on a legend of power and intrigue overcoming them. It’s never said directly that they turned, but it’s implied. I have fictional stories about the Fountain of Youth, but nothing non-fictional.”

      I lifted my hand as a thought occurred to me. “If Cyrene created something that granted immortality, wouldn’t she still be alive?”

      Monty pursed his lips and took the books as Mari and Violet pulled them off the shelves. “You’re wrong. It’s real and from what I have learned Cyrene was murdered and her Fountain was stolen. It has to be real. I need to find it so I can keep my wife with me. I’ll take these. Thank you for your help.” He didn’t like being told he was wrong about the fountain.

      Mari started toward the counter with Monty right behind her. The rest of us followed more slowly. Mari told Monty she would look into other resources and got his contact information in the event she comes across anything. After he paid and left, I turned to Violet. “I’d love to hear the story behind that witch. Do you know it? Or should I pick up a copy of one of those books?”

      Violet’s gaze remained on the front windows and Monty who was climbing into a red sports car. “I wasn’t kidding about the myth about the fountain. There are dark legends about Cyrene Morelli. It’s said that she was no normal witch. She could harness power from the universe and wield it. A mundie king heard about her powers, and the fountain. After that he sent soldiers to kill her for heresy. Some say the king’s men slit her throat in her sleep and went on to kill her husband and children. Others say she and her daughter barely escaped while they were killing her husband and son. The loss of her family made her curse her fountain to kill anyone that used it for selfish purposes. Only the pure of heart were said to be able to drink from its waters. Anyway, the soldiers followed her throughout the country but she managed to get on a boat and sail to Spain.”

      Mari's eyes flew wide. “What part of Spain did she settle in?”

      Violet’s forehead furrowed. “Gijón, Spain. Why?”

      Mari shuddered. “I was drawn to the waters near the Bay of Biscay. As a creature of the sea, sirens are sensitive to the magic around them and particularly strong power attracts us. There was a section of the ocean down near Spain that had this peculiar magic. Everyone attributed it to a ley line conjuncture. Now, I can’t help but wonder if there’s anything to this story about the Fountain of Youth.”

      Violet pursed her lips. “I don’t know. The guy is chasing a myth, if you ask me.”

      My mind had been churning ever since Monty had come through the door and asked about the Fountain of Youth. I practically bounced on my toes as he left the store. “I want to look into this witch’s family. Something about Monty doesn’t sit right with me and I want to find out what it is.”

      One of Violet’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “I’ve always trusted your gut. However, I can’t help but wonder about the two warnings we received just yesterday against meddling in another’s magical pursuits. Do you think it wise?”

      I took a deep steadying breath and nodded my head. “There’s something off. I know it. And it makes my gut twist into knots. We can’t ignore this one.”

      Violet inclined her head. “We’re going to need to invest the money from Artemis if your gut is going to be sending us on cases, too. I have a feeling free time has become a thing of the past. There’s literally no information on the fountain. Where are we even going to start with this one? It would be nice if the Library was real. A place like Omniscientia would have reliable information on it.”

      “What is Omniscientia?” I asked as I considered things.

      Violet lifted a shoulder. “It’s as mythical as the fountain. Lore says The Library of All Knowledge. Basically, like the name says, it’s a place where all information is gathered, stored and protected. I have never read, or heard of any information that it exists. So, I chalk that one up to fable.”

      I would have to agree with Violet on that last part. These situations wouldn’t have been as difficult if there was a place we could go for information. It seemed I had more questions than answers, lately. My instincts had been growing ever since the binding on my magic broke over a year ago. I was meant to be solving paranormal problems and my magic was aiding me in every way possible.
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      FIONA

      Researching myths was easy. There was a lot of conjecture out there about the Fountain of Youth. Finding accurate information was another matter altogether. Setting my phone down, I looked over at Violet who was finishing up the magical section of her store. She hadn’t exactly dismissed my desire to look into the witch and her relic. She’d gone back to work and stopped talking about it, so I turned to good old Google for answers.

      “The internet have anything useful?” Aislinn asked. She was sitting on the floor playing with Kalli who was having tummy time on her favorite Minky blanket.

      I made a face as I shook my head. “Sure. There’s a lot of information out there about the Fountain of Youth. The problem is there is no way to know what is accurate and what isn’t. There are hundreds of fantasy novels that center around the topic. Finding a way to ensure youth is popular. I don’t know how to find the facts.”

      Violet scoffed as she put a book on a shelf. “Everything is fiction, Fi. I honestly don’t think there is any such object. Witches don’t have the ability to manipulate the powers it would take to grant eternal youth.”

      I nodded in agreement. “You’re right. Witches don’t. But you said yourself Cyrene was a unique witch that could manipulate the powers of the universe. Maybe she wasn’t a witch at all. Do sorceresses exist? Maybe she’s something like that.”

      Violet turned to face me with a heavy sigh. “Are you doing this to avoid thinking about Grams being missing? It’s okay to sit and wait for Luciana. We don’t have to take on something new just because you want a distraction.”

      My hand went to my chest automatically. There was no denying that was part of it, but not all. “I can’t explain it. Something about this triggered a reaction for me.  But the more it consumes my thoughts the guiltier I feel about not devoting one hundred percent to finding Grams.”

      Violet shook her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have doubted you. I don’t deal well with two ambiguous situations on our plates. There is nothing I can think of that will help us pick a direction.”

      I let Violet’s words sink in. Was I being a horrible friend for wanting to take this on? There was no one saying we needed to look into this further. It would be easy to walk away. Only I would lose sleep over wondering what it was about Monty that bothered me.

      “We could always go to Artemis and ask her if the Fountain exists and if so, where we might be able to find it,” Aislinn said into the silence.

      “Wh...” My words trailed off. “That’d be a bad idea after we pissed off Apollo.”

      Violet was nodding like mad. “Fi’s right. It’s best to avoid the goddess forever if possible.”

      Aislinn stood up, leaving Kalli on the floor. “I would normally agree with you. However, I have been just as worried about her ripping us to her realm as I have about Grams and how we can rescue her. I’d rather test the waters and know for sure how Artemis feels about us. Going to her with our concerns about some guy seeking an Object of Power is legitimate. In fact, it’s right up her alley.”

      I cocked my head to the side and considered Aislinn’s idea. She was the most conservative of us by far. My gaze connected with Violet who looked defeated. “Fine. We’ll go ask the goddess.”

      I put my hand on Violet’s shoulder. “Not if you really don’t want to. We’re a family, remember.” One of my worst nightmares was losing my friends. I never wanted to do anything that would push them away, or make them uncomfortable. I wouldn’t like my feelings ignored, so I wouldn’t do it to her. We were a family more than a coven and preserving that relationship was far more important than visiting Artemis.

      Violet pulled me into her arms. “I want to go. The more I think about it the more I know you’re right. There was something off about Monty. He could be another Dark One He was dodgy when you asked what he was. And I’m not sure I buy his act about loving a mundie. I was hoping for a day of nothing big and it pisses me off that it was taken from us. I’ll get over it.” Letting me go, she turned to Aislinn. “Are we taking Kalli?”

      Ais nodded as she crouched and picked up the baby and her blanket. “Of course. We’re going to need her sweet face to keep Artemis from striking us down when we appear on her patio again.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh as we approached the front of the store. “Hey, Mari. We’re going to pay the goddess a visit. We’re leaving the pram here. If we aren't back at closing, can you ask Argies to come pick it up along with my car?”

      Mari looked like a deer stuck in the headlights. “The goddess? You’re really able to travel to her realm?”

      Violet’s confusion matched my own. She approached the woman running her store. “Yes. This mark here,” Violet pointed to the one on her wrist, “allows us to go directly to her home. Did you think I asked you to take over because I got tired of running the place?”

      Mari’s cheeks pinkened as she shook her head. “Not at all. I knew you did work for her. I just thought your mate gave you the assignments since he’s a demigod.”

      Violet laughed. “Thanos would love to be the one selecting our assignments. So, can you call Argies if we don’t make it back?”

      Mari nodded. “Absolutely. Be careful.”

      Violet nodded as Aislinn pushed the pram behind the counter and set the diaper bag and car key inside. We ducked behind the biggest shelving unit to hide our actions from the windows. I braced myself before I pressed the mark on my wrist. The stars and planets passed me in a blur while my heart started racing. This visit could be even worse than last time because we’d disobeyed the goddess. I prayed having Kalliopi there kept her from burning us to ash.

      One second, we were inside Pleasure Bound and the next, we were standing on the patio of Artemis’s house. I was so glad I no longer felt like I was being pulled like a piece of taffy when we teleported. The energy in Artemis’s realm was better as well. It wasn’t quite the million super worms burrowing beneath my skin but it was slightly nauseating. There was no gorgeous guy with a naked goddess this time, but her maidens were back around the fire pit on the other side of the veranda. They looked over then ignored us.

      Kalli started cooing as her head swiveled. She was looking for the goddess. Artemis appeared in a shower of silver sparks a second later. “I’m so glad your mother brought you this time, little warrior.” The goddess cooed and reached for the baby. Aislinn passed Kalli to her as the infant babbled and giggled at the goddess.

      “What is the reason for this visit?” Artemis asked. My heart slowed a fraction when she didn’t start screaming about us pissing her brother off.

      “We just had an interesting gentleman come into Violet’s book store asking about the Fountain of Youth and the witch Cyrene Morelli,” I explained.

      Artemis’s head snapped in my direction and her eyes were swirling silver like they did when she was upset. Aislinn moved closer to the goddess who was holding her baby. Kalliopi was unaware of the rage churning through the woman holding her. She continued giggling and playing with Artemis’s hair.

      “What did you say?”

      I swallowed and looked from Violet to Aislinn as my heart hammered in my chest. I explained about Monty, our observations and my concerns. “We came here hoping to gain some insight. Finding my Grams is the priority but my gut refused to let me ignore this guy and his quest.”

      “Why is his inquiry upsetting?” Aislinn asked as she relaxed her stance. The goddess wasn’t going to hurt the baby.

      Artemis moved to the lounge chairs and sat on the edge, then handed Kalli to Aislinn. “There’s a long and storied history with that particular Object of Power. Most of it has been violent and bloody. And I recently heard word that someone is getting close to finding the key to locating it. The fact that this man was asking can’t be a coincidence. Tell me everything you know about this Monty Scott.”

      Violet and Ais sat on a chair facing the goddess while I sat on the marble side table next to them. I lifted my shoulders. “Aside from his name we know he fell in love with a mundie woman and wants it to keep her with him.”

      “We don't know that for sure. There’s something about him that set off Fiona’s alarm bells.” Violet was tapping her fingers on her leg while it bounced up and down. She was making me nervous. The goddess was clearly upset which made her unpredictable.

      Artemis nodded a second before she vanished without a word. “What the hell?” I jumped to my feet and looked around. “That was a first.”

      I was at the entry into Artemis’s house by the time Violet and Aislinn got to their feet.  “Is she in there?” Violet asked.

      I looked through the gauzy, white curtains but stayed well away from the threshold. Being zapped by a goddess’s ward wasn’t on my agenda today. “She’s not in here?”

      Aislinn gestured to the maidens who didn’t seem to have noticed the goddess’s disappearance. “Should we ask them? Or do we go home?”

      Violet looked like she’d smelled something nasty as she shook her head. “I doubt they’d have any idea what to tell us. Artemis answers to no one. Perhaps she’s tired of having to deal with us.”

      “I’ve been tired of you three since the day I brought you to my realm.”

      My hand flew up to cover my racing heart as I spun around. “We didn’t know if we should leave or not.”

      Artemis sighed and gestured to the chairs. “You three are the biggest headache I’ve ever given myself. We have a problem.” She sat on the lounge Aislinn and Violet had been on, making us switch places with her.

      A knot formed in my gut. That wasn’t good. “What’s wrong?” I itched to take the baby from Aislinn. Bas wasn’t here to help settle me which made Kalli the next best thing.

      Artemis waved a hand and a glass of wine appeared on the table where I’d been sitting before. “The Fountain of Youth is real and is located in a hidden realm created by my father and uncles, Poseidon and Hades. There is a key. An artifact that is needed to reach the fountain but it has been lost for ages. You three need to find that key before the warlock does.”

      Several things went through my head at once. The first thing I made note of was how panicked the goddess looked when she’d come back. She was already on her third glass of wine. I kept that to myself as I asked the barrage of other questions. “How do you know he’s a warlock? Him needing the fountain to save his wife makes no sense, warlocks don’t live forever. What does this key look like? He can’t possibly be close to finding it. He was fishing. What is your interest in the Fountain of Youth? Why is it so important that we locate this key so quickly?”

      The goddess’s swirling silver eyes made the spit dry in my mouth when she looked at me just then. She looked like a teenager until she gave me that look. I swear her visage aged and hardened for an instance. “These questions don’t need to be answered for you to find the key. It’s imperative that you get started.”

      Violet lifted a hand as she shook her head. “We don’t work blindly. You know that. We need all of the information if we are to succeed. In fact, we need to know more about where this key was lost. There is no way to search the entire globe. We don’t even know what it looks like.”

      Artemis sighed dramatically as if we were putting her out. “It’s a seven-inch cylinder, made of black marble, and etched with the runes that will unlock the door to the realm holding the Fountain of Youth.”

      “I still don’t understand why you need us to find it so bad. The chances of Monty finding it are slim. He was shady, but if no one knows this key exists he doesn’t know to look for it.”

      “There is information about it out there to be found.” Artemis glowered at us, looking every bit the sullen teenager. If not for her eyes, you would never know she wasn’t your average young woman. “You need to find it because I stole the artifact when I was younger. I hid it but it is no longer in that location.” That was the last thing I expected to come out of her mouth. She completed the recalcitrant teen with that comment.

      “What made you steal something like that?” I had no idea why a goddess who lived forever would need the Fountain of Youth.

      Artemis lifted a shoulder. She had far more cracks in her armor than I would have thought. Yes, she had perfected the poker face. And had the scariest scowl. There was a brief glimpse of sadness and grief before she looked annoyed again.

      “It’s not a big deal. I was in love with a mortal man and wanted to extend his life. I wanted more than the pittance of years allotted to him.” She was in love before? With a mortal? My mind was officially blown. The only softness I’d ever seen from her was toward Kalli after she had shifted into her dragon.

      I tried to imagine what being in a relationship with her must have been like. I doubt there was hand holding and walks on the beach. Did she allow him to take her to dinner?

      Aislinn adjusted Kalli on her lap as the silence extended until she finally broke it. “What happened to him?”

      Sorrow and guilt replaced her annoyance. This time they didn’t vanish. “What do you think? My father intervened and killed him before I had the chance to have him drink from the water. He ruined everything and I wasn’t about to let him get the key back so he could save his whores.”

      I reached out instinctively and clasped her hand. She jerked it back and jumped to her feet. “I don’t need your pity. I’m not pathetic. I got the last word in the end.”

      My brow furrowed. “Stealing his key and keeping him from his fountain was getting the last word?” From everything I’d read about Zeus he would be pissed that she’d stolen something of his but not because he couldn’t save his women. According to rumor, he had a new one every other week.

      Artemis tilted her head and looked at me funny. “I didn’t take you for an idiot, Fiona. My anger at my father made me create my hunters. He couldn’t get close to me after that. Not without my hunters informing me that he was coming for me. It pisses him off to this day.”

      Aislinn’s eyes widened as she looked at the goddess. “We were designed to give you more power and elevate your position. The extra protection was an unanticipated perk. You’ve got a steady stream of individuals worshipping you, so you never get as weak as the others.”

      My head swiveled toward Aislinn. “It’s true that the gods and goddesses gain power from the number of individuals worshipping them?”

      Aislinn and Violet nodded while Artemis waved a hand dismissively as she scoffed. “Of course, you exist to elevate my status. Why else would I save you three? And it’s worked like a charm. Several of my aunts and uncles are looking for women like you to make them look good.”

      I was oddly flattered and pissed, about her blasé sentiment. However, it was the first thing that made sense to me since she returned. It was completely in character for her and precisely what I expected. Artemis might have thought she loved that mortal, but I now doubted it was anything close to what I thought of as love.

      “That's not surprising. We never assumed you actually cared about us,” Violet replied, taking a page out of my book.

      Aislinn made a choking sound while the goddess rolled her eyes. “I’ve never given any other hunters the ability to enter my home. Now, I have answered your questions. It’s time to get to work. Time is ticking and you need to find that artifact.”

      She hadn’t answered much, but that wasn’t the most important issue right then. We needed to find Grams, not go galivanting around the globe. We would look into this issue but it was not going to be our focus until Grams was back home.

      “Nope. We aren’t going to start the search for the key. We’re busy.” I met Artemis’s hard silver gaze. “We will be finding Grams before anything else. That is not up for negotiation. The key can wait.” Artemis grew in size and was towering over us with sparks covering her fists. I lifted a hand. “You agreed to our terms when we signed on. And you also knew we were searching for Grams. Seeing as you refused to help us find her, we aren’t yet free to help you with this task.”

      I took a deep breath and held it hoping she would decide finding this key was important enough to locate Grams. It was fifty-fifty if she would help or kill us for being difficult.
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      VIOLET

      I was with my best friend up until this point. The goddess had been frightening before. This was something else entirely. Her hand maidens ran down the patio and across the lawn as Artemis towered ten feet tall over us. Her eyes were swirling mercury like they did when she was mad but this time they looked like they glowed. Her hair floated around her head like deadly silken snakes and sparks flew from her entire body which landed painfully on my hands and burned holes in spots on my clothing.

      My instinct was to shout that we would be good little huntresses and find the key right away. Thankfully, the power Artemis was putting off closed around me making it impossible to say anything. Life had taught me to look at the bigger picture as often as possible. And giving in to the goddess would set the wrong precedent. Talking this through wasn’t off the table but Grams was a priority. We absolutely had to find her as soon as possible.

      It was all I could do not to yelp, grab my friends and the baby, and take off. Kalliopi burst into tears and shifted into her dragon form when one of the sparks landed on her cheek. The betrayed look Kalli shot the goddess broke my heart. I suspected Kalliopi was the only being in existence Artemis had a true soft spot for. The expression morphed to fear when the goddess continued threatening us wordlessly.

      The whimper Kalli’s baby dragon let out finally cut through the worst of Artemis’s anger. The sparks vanished and the goddess shrank to normal size and sank to the lounge chair. I sucked in breaths when it no longer felt like I was standing in the middle of a nuclear reactor.

      Aislinn cried out and reached for Kalli as she flew from her arms and landed on Artemis’s lap. “I’m sorry, little warrior. I didn’t mean to hurt or frighten you. Your mama and aunties are another story. They aren’t doing what they’ve been told.” The goddess ran a hand down one of Kalli’s wings. Kalliopi bared her sharp dragon teeth at Artemis, making her laugh. “I don’t think she likes me besmirching you three. Adults have differences, little warrior.”

      Fiona glared at the goddess. “Especially when one party doesn’t live up to their end of the bargain.”

      Irritation at the goddess because Fiona was right warred with my desire to live. We were alive right then because Kalliopi had been there to calm the goddess down. She’d flown off the handle as her anger took over. We were damn lucky Aislinn and Argies had such a cute little baby.

      I reached for Fiona’s hand. “Can we all take a step back? Tensions are high. It’s obvious you feel strongly about us placing the key as priority, Artemis. However, Fiona is correct. We have a binding magical agreement. And even if we didn’t, I would like to think you can see why finding Grams is our priority.”

      Artemis glared at me. “Why is that? Because she’s your grandmother? We’re talking about the safety of the world. There is a long and bloody history connected to the Fountain and I don’t want to see any of it revisited on mortals. I’m not the one that will be at risk should it fall into the wrong hands.”

      Fiona snorted. “Are you sure about that? I doubt your father knows you stole the key to the Fountain and I bet he’d be pissed at his princess if he discovered it. You’re trying to save face and keep your secrets hidden.”

      I squeezed my friend’s hand, wanting her to curb her sharp tongue. I understood her anger, but we needed to approach Artemis with care. Fiona dipped her head subtly letting me know she would back off. I let out a breath and focused on the goddess. “Let’s set that aside. Family is complicated. But each one of us loves Grams and will not be in any shape to do much while we are worried about her safety. Surely, you don’t want ineffective huntresses on a mission for you. If you help us locate Grams, we can get to the Fountain that much faster. Besides, we’ve been thinking about why she was taken. There’s a reason she was targeted.”

      Aislinn nodded. “Whoever is behind this might be using Grams as a way to get to you, Artemis. Stop and think this through. You and Thanos both insist none of the gods would be behind her kidnapping. Yet, there is evidence that Priapus and even your brother, Apollo are the ones responsible.”

      Artemis narrowed her eyes on Aislinn and her hand stilled on Kalli’s wing. “Who would have the nerve to try and come after me? You eliminated one witch already. There’s not a god or goddess dumb enough to make a run at me. This is about you three messing up someone’s endeavors.”

      Fiona lifted one shoulder. “That’s one possibility. However, it’s just as likely that you are being set up or lured out to be a potential victim to elevate a witch or even demigod. Are you saying demigods have never shown an interest in achieving god status?”

      Aislinn picked Kalli off Artemis’s lap when a string of curse words left her mouth. “If there is someone after me to take my powers it’s your fault. You let the information out on how to drain a god and steal our powers.” The goddess waved a hand and a table of wine appeared next to her. She grabbed a glass then got up and started pacing the patio and resumed cursing.

      Ais held the baby close while we watched the goddess. None of us said anything while Artemis ranted about us allowing the information to get out there. My nerves were wound tighter than piano wires. How did we convince the goddess we had nothing to do with that?

      I caught the flash of Kalliopi’s shift. She’d relaxed being back in her mother’s arms. Aislinn was holding up her naked baby with a frantic look. Oh hell. I glanced around for anything we could fashion as a diaper as we gave the goddess time to gather herself. The handmaidens were heading back across the lawn, so I got up and approached them. “Do you have any towels we could possibly use for a diaper for the baby?” I gestured behind me.

      A handmaiden with short red hair nodded her head and hurried up the stairs to the outdoor seating section. She went to a long, low box and lifted the lid. “The goddess stocked baby supplies after your first visit here.”

      “Huh?” I said as I noted the modern disposable diaper along with tiny chitons and onesies. Grabbing a diaper and chiton, because there was no way to resist seeing the baby in one, I brought them back to my wide-eyed friends.

      Aislinn mouthed, “What the hell?” I shrugged in response. The goddess loved Kalliopi. And that had saved our bacon. I wasn’t going to question it.

      “Oh good, you found the chitons,” Artemis said as she paused to refill her wine.

      “Thank you,” Aislinn replied to the goddess who seemed much calmer.

      Fiona grabbed another glass off the table and poured herself a glass of wine. “You do realize we stopped the Dark One from killing you. Any information that is out there is because of her, not us. We aren’t enemies yet this conversation feels like it has sparked animosity between us. That’s not what we intended. We came here because we were concerned and knew you would have information.” That was one hell of an olive branch Fiona threw out there.

      I’d felt things unraveling and all I could do was try not to panic. Fiona had given us a way to maintain the good relationship with the goddess. We had no choice but to work with her. It would be so much easier if she remained on our side.

      Artemis dipped her chin and looked right at Fiona who was sipping her wine. “There are certain topics that tend to set me off. The Fountain is one of them. I know finding Grams is important to you. And I have tried to find her. I can’t.” The goddess sank back down on the lounge chair she’d be on.

      Fiona dropped the glass she was holding and her knees gave out. I caught her before she hit the marble floor and set her next to Aislinn. I turned to look for something to clean up the mess but the red-haired handmaiden was already there sweeping it up. I smiled gratefully then sat on the table where Fiona had been perched as my mind whirled with what the goddess’s comments meant.

      How was it possible for a goddess not to be able to find Grams? I’d thought of Artemis as all-powerful. Thanos had explained every being had limitations, even the gods and goddesses, but I hadn’t experienced it until this moment.

      “Do you think that means she’s dead?” The utter devastation in Fiona’s voice as she asked that broke the damn on my grief.

      Shaking my head from side to side, I grabbed her hands. “Grams is alive. Your magic brought her back, Fi. You would know if she wasn’t. We all would.”

      In an uncharacteristic move Artemis crouched in front of Fiona and placed a hand on her knee. “I believe Violet is right. I’m certain your Grams is alive. She’s just out of my reach which is infuriating. There should be no way to block me from finding her when I have your DNA to use.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “Is that how you find people? Using DNA?” Skirting around her powers and directly asking what she could and couldn’t do was dangerous. Fiona had just calmed her down. It would suck if I set her on edge again. She wanted no one to know her weaknesses. I understood why. Until recently I had no real reason to consider keeping a close guard over my handicaps.

      The goddess titled her head from side to side as she turned and reached for the baby. Kalliopi giggled and tugged her long blonde hair. Aislinn let Artemis pick Kalli up and take her to a chaise lounge. I could see the battle Ais waged about whether to let her daughter go or not. It was clear Kalliopi was the only being truly safe with the goddess but that was easily forgotten by a worried mom when dealing with a powerful being that was prone to overreacting. It was a mom’s job to worry, no matter what.

      “I have to have something to start my search for an individual. There are too many witches in the world for me to use her magic. Through our connection I am able to locate anyone that shares your genetics.”

      “How did you find the relic keeper then?” Aislinn asked.

      “The traces of her magic. She’s a witch, but a special kind of one. Like Fiona. However, there are more nicotisa than Relic Keepers. Nylah and her daughters are the only people alive with a trace of relic keeper powers.”

      Aislinn nodded her head. “Makes sense. But it makes me wonder why you can’t find the key by searching for its power. Shouldn’t it work the same way?”

      Artemis was refastening the shoulder of Kalli’s chiton so it draped over her differently. “Not at all. Any Object of Power has an inherent spell protecting it from being found. It’s a natural part of the creation process. No one wants their precious items to be stolen. People can also block a search, and I considered that your grandmother had such a thing in place, then dismissed it. She would want you to be able to locate her.”

      When I thought about making an Object of Power, my mind immediately wanted to close ranks so no one was aware. Having never made one, I was fascinated that happened automatically. A witch wouldn’t even have to add it to their intent. It was like Artemis had said.

      “Which is why you need us,” I observed. “The Fates must have had fun putting us in your path.”

      Artemis chuckled. “Those three get bored so easily and like to shake things up. But I really think they brought us together because they've had a problem with Objects creating problems in the world for mortals. They can take lives out of their hands and they don’t like that.”

      “The Fates.” Aislinn tapped her lips. “Why did Monty come to us when we were already looking for Grams?”

      A shiver raced up my spine from the way she said that. “What are you thinking, Ais?”

      Aislinn glanced from me to Fiona to Artemis. “What if the search for the Fountain of Youth and the artifact could be connected to Grams’s disappearance? I don't believe it’s coincidental that Monty triggered Fiona. What if he was behind Grams’s disappearance?”

      My eyes widened at the same time Fiona was nodding. “That actually makes complete sense. My gut says the two are connected. However, if he’s a warlock how is he keeping Artemis from finding Grams? He shouldn’t be able to pull that off.”

      Artemis handed Aislinn the baby and stood up. “I should be able to lock onto her through a warlock’s spell. We’re wasting time conjecturing. You need to return home and locate everyone who has knowledge of how to siphon a god’s power, eliminate them, then find the key to the Fountain of Youth. We cannot have the gods and goddesses hunted for their power.”

      My head was spinning as she placed yet another task above finding Grams. “Why would you even ask that?” It made absolutely no sense. It was an impossible task.

      Artemis paced back and forth in front of us. “I refuse to allow anyone to hurt a member of my family just so they can become something they were never meant to be.”

      Fiona chuckled and shook her head from side to side. “I’m glad you care about your family. However, we are not spending one second on those who might have knowledge about how to become a god. You should consult the Fates, or anyone else that can give you the information you need. Not only do we have plenty on our plates, but there is also no way for us to hunt down those with the information. We told you that before. You can’t even read minds, Artemis.”

      Artemis stopped pacing to glare at us. Her eyes were swirling silver again and glowing. My stomach knotted again, praying we weren’t going to devolve right back to where we had been moments ago. The goddess snapped her fingers and the world around me vanished as I was yanked away from her patio.
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      FIONA

      I stumbled when the world solidified around me as suddenly as it had vanished. My heart was racing as I wondered where I was and where my friends were. "Thank the gods,” I blurted when I saw Violet and Aislinn a few feet away. We were standing near the pond at my house.

      Aislinn looked like she was going to be sick. I hurried forward and took Kalli from her shaking arms. “What do you think that means?” Obviously, we’d pissed Artemis off. What I wanted to know was what she expected of us now. Was she firing us from being her hunters? Or just tired of having the same conversation? I know I was exhausted by going around and around with her.

      Violet ran a hand through her blonde hair. “That was Artemis having a fit. Whether or not she thinks we are doing anything aside from searching for Grams is the real question.”

      Aislinn braced herself on her knees. “Is it asking too much to think she won’t call on us again?”

      A laugh burst out of me, making Kalli giggle in response. “She has a love-hate relationship with us. Mainly because of this cute little thing.” I tickled Kalli’s tummy and was rewarded with her belly laugh. The sound caught Kairi’s attention because the mermaid swam to the surface of the pond.

      “You guys are back. Where’s the Pleiades? I thought you were returning with her,” Kairi asked as she lifted herself out on the opposite side of the water where we kept a cabinet filled with clothing for her.

      Kalli watched the mermaid raptly as she laid her tail on the pond’s edge and flapped it up and down to dry it. It was a fascinating process to watch. Kairi used her hands to move moisture away from her scales. It didn’t take long before she had two legs and she was pulling a dress over her head.

      “We had an odd visitor at the book store and paid Artemis a visit,” Violet explained. “She got upset and sent us here. Do we have any new information?”

      The roller coaster we’d been on since I discovered Grams was missing was making me tired. We’d had seemingly unrelated events thrown at us one after another. Aislinn’s idea that the Fountain might be related was bugging me. My gut told me they were and it involved Apollo too, which made zero sense. And it made locating Grams even harder.

      Kairi shook her head and gathered the long locks over one shoulder. “No one has found anything new. We’re all too weak to do much good when you need it most. I for one, feel like I’ve let you down.”

      “You haven’t let us down at all, Kairi. No one has. We’re all doing our best and that’s all we can ask,” I said with a smile. Warmth filled the diaper beneath my arm, drawing my attention away from the mermaid. “I am so glad you waited until we got back to do that,” I cooed at Kalli then looked at Aislinn. “Little miss needs a diaper change.”

      Aislinn took her happy daughter from my arms with a laugh. “Let’s go find daddy so he can change you.”

      “What time is it?” I asked after Aislinn left. It was hard to tell how much time had passed while we were with the Goddess. It didn’t move differently in Artemis’s realm like it did in Eidothea, but I had no idea how long we’d been there.

      Violet pulled her cell from her back pocket, making me want to smack my forehead. I was not thinking straight. I could have checked my phone. “It’s a little after four in the afternoon. What time did Lucia say she’d be here?”

      I lifted one shoulder. “She didn’t. We should ask Bas to go pick up the car and stroller and leave a message for her to come here.” As I was heading for the back door, Bas and Thanos came outside.

      Sebastian’s gaze ate me up. “Aislinn told us a little about what happened. You okay?”

      I held my hands out to my sides. “I’m good. Can you and Thanos do me a favor and go pick up the car and the stuff we left at the book store? And leave a note for Luciana to come here? I need a minute.”

      “Of course.” Bas’s lips descended on mine and he kissed me briefly but passionately. By the time we came up for air, I noted Kairi was looking at the herb garden and Thanos and Violet were still kissing. “Can I get you anything while I’m out?”

      “Grams?” I gave him a sad smile.

      The way his big hand cupped my cheek made my insides melt. Bas wasn’t a touchy-feely guy. He was gruff and had never treated me with kid gloves, yet he loved me with all he was. “I would tear the world apart to bring her back to you, Butterfly. We’ll be back shortly.”

      He let go of me and was getting into his truck a second later. A sigh left me. The things that man would do for me were frightening. And I loved him for it. Nothing in my life had prepared me for a life with a man like him.

      Kairi joined Violet and I with a crease between her forehead. “What happened to your clothes?” She gestured to my top. “I noticed it when you held your arms out.”

      Glancing down, I plucked the fabric away from my skin. That explained the concern on Bas’s face. He didn’t always ask for details because it was difficult for him to hear about me being hurt. He tended to become overprotective after incidents where I was injured and it would cause us to argue.

      “Let's just say that Kalliopi saved us from being electrocuted and burned up by Artemis,” I said with a shrug.

      Kairi’s mouth formed an o before she nodded. “I thought perhaps that was the case, but then I doubted she did something because the holes are so tiny. What's it like being around a goddess?” There was hero worship in her tone.

      Violet snorted and waved a hand through the air as Aislinn returned with Kalliopi and Argies. “It’s not as fun as you’d think. They’re capricious and powerful. They’re also used to getting their way and don’t take being denied very well.”

      I gestured to Kalliopi. “There is only one soft spot for Artemis. Otherwise, we’re only useful to her if we are giving her what she wants. I don’t know what her other hunters do, but she’ll eliminate us if we don’t perform.”

      Kairi sucked in a breath. “Good to know. Did she at least give you a direction to look for Grams? Or is she going to help us?”

      My shoulders slumped and my head dropped. “She tried to locate her but couldn’t lock onto her. And she isn’t going to help. She wants us finding another artifact before we continue looking.”

      Kairi gasped and her hands flew to her mouth. Aislinn held up a hand. “There’s a chance it could be related to Grams’s kidnapping, but we told her our priority was Grams regardless.”

      The sound of tires on the gravel brought our heads around. We moved closer to the garden’s gate and out of the way as Thanos drove up with Bas behind him in his truck. Behind that were three more cars. I waved to the black-haired beauty behind the wheel of the first vehicle and pointed to the spot behind my Mustang. Luciana parked the dark sedan behind mine and I gestured for the other drivers to park behind Thanos and Bas. It crowded us up against the house, so I moved closer to Kairi’s pond.

      Bas was at my side as the Pleiades got out of her car. A black and white cat jumped out before she shut the driver’s side door. That had to be Zephyrus, Luciana’s familiar. I took a step forward with a smile. “Luciana. I’m glad Bas and Thanos managed to catch you.” She was even more beautiful in person than she was over the video call. Her black hair was silky smooth and her skin was flawless. The pearls at her ears spoke of wealth. The diamond necklace was small and said she didn’t feel a need to flaunt it. The silk top she wore with the wide-legged pants and low heels finished her sophisticated look.

      And then it went up a notch as the Pleiades’s power filtered out and reached us. I hadn’t been around Phoebe so I had no idea precisely how potent witches of their status were. She could blow my wards down with a flick of her finger. Yet her energy was gentle. She was feeling things out while being respectful.

      As one of the seven queens in the witching world, I would have expected her to treat the situation like she owned the place rather than as a visitor to someone else’s home. Boy, I really didn’t have a very high opinion of those in positions of power. My bias was based on people like Artemis who had barreled her way into Eidothea even though it wasn’t her realm. Phoebe was nothing like that.

      “We were there looking through the bookstore and talking to Mari. I have never spoken with a siren using a charm to dampen her song. The ones I encounter have been injured and no longer have their songs. She told us you’d gone to talk to the goddess Artemis so we figured we had time.” Luciana turned after she responded and gestured the other dozen or so women forward and introduced her entourage.

      I hadn’t expected her to come alone, but this was a bit much. Phoebe never traveled with this many people. Then again, Phoebe was mated to a god. “Would you care for anything to eat or drink while we chat?” I was going to have to keep everyone outside. Pymm’s Pondside wasn’t big enough to accommodate all these people.

      Luciana shook her head. “We had a caffè at Mug Shot. I’m going to miss that most while I’m here.”

      I chuckled knowing what she meant. The English drank coffee but it wasn’t an art form to them like it was in Italy and in many places in the US. “Now I wish I’d invested in that espresso machine. It was a waste when I was the only one drinking it. I am so grateful you are here. Although, Pymm’s Pondside can’t house everyone. We do have a cabin in the woods that will sleep some. And Aislinn and Thanos have houses nearby.” I knew my friends would offer up their homes without hesitation since they wouldn’t be leaving my side until Grams was home.

      Lucia lifted her hands at her sides. “We will remain in the property. The cabin will be enough. Given the problems Phoebe has been having and the concerns about Isidora, I didn’t want to take any chances with our safety so I brought the coven’s strongest. I worried someone would come after me and Zeph. Based on your wards, I can see why you called Phoebe. They do reassure me.” She faced her witches. “While we are on the property, we don’t need to have eight on patrol throughout the day and night like we anticipated.”

      “Before I would have told you none were ever needed." Sebastian growled the words with his fists clenched at his sides and a scowl on his face. “As it stands, you won’t need any patrols during the day while everyone is awake. Thanos, Argies, and I will join nightly patrols.”

      Lucia inclined her head. “We welcome the assistance. Tell me everything that happened and what you have discovered.”

      I leaned into Bas as I recounted the events with Violet and Aislinn filling in the details. The collective gasps from the Italian witches when we told her about scrying for the person behind the drachma made me break out in goosebumps.

      “And you’re certain it was the god Apollo?” Lucia asked after I finished.

      I nodded as fatigue started dragging my eyelids down. I don’t know if the day was catching up with me or if it was having the Pleiades there to help, but the adrenaline that had been fueling me dried up, leaving me shaky and tired.

      “I’m certain of it. I grew up spending time with him,” Thanos interjected. “He was pissed about being called out. I have a feeling he was checking on his sister’s latest obsession. He has been known to be protective over her.”

      Luciana inclined her head. “Are you certain he wasn’t upset because one of his children, or worshippers, messed with his sister’s newest hunters? Phoebe has shared how much you three have stirred up Olympus.”

      I looked at Thanos whose eyes widened. “That’s entirely possible. If that’s the case Apollo will take swift action against the person responsible. He learned better than to ignore shit like that thousands of years ago when his people killed one of his lovers.”

      “I recall reading about that story.” Luci’s gaze remained on Thanos while she talked but Zeph had his eyes trained on Kalliopi. It was clear the familiar was curious. I wondered if he was thinking of Tarja and their babies. “It’s what made me think of the alternative. He hasn’t been all that vigilant in the past,” Luciana finished.

      Kairi nudged my shoulder. “Tell her about your last visit to Artemis and how the goddess can’t locate Grams with her power.”

      Luci’s gaze narrowed on me, making me uncomfortable. I lifted my hands when the feel of her power sharpened. “I didn’t leave it out on purpose. My mind feels like it’s mush right now. And I'm not sure how the Fountain of Youth fits.”

      Violet nodded. “I forgot too.”

      Aislinn’s cheeks turned pink. “I mentioned the salient points in my head. They just didn’t reach my lips.”

      Luciana laid her hand on my forearm and looked from me to Violet and Aislinn.  “It’s okay. Is the damage to your clothing from her or a training exercise gone wrong? You know what? Just explain what happened.” She gave me some of her soothing energy and it perked me right up.

      Sebastian moved to the side and looked me up and down with a more critical eye. I patted his chest. “She got pissed and her energy burnt us. She calmed right down when she realized she’d hurt Kalliopi.”

      “What?” Argies bellowed.

      I slapped a palm to my head as Aislinn tried calming her mate. He was still bristling but stopped cursing when she assured him it was more like being stung by a bee. The three of us gave a quick rundown of the last visit and Monty and the Fountain of Youth. We left out that it was located in another realm. I didn’t want the witches knowing that. It was best to keep something that powerful under wraps.

      Luciana was pacing as we finished. “That was a good connection, Aislinn. I'm not sure I would have made it myself. However, I do find it curious it would spark any interest for you, Fiona, when your Grams is missing. I know how important finding her is to all of you, which does give that issue a new significance. What do we know about the Fountain of Youth?”

      I lifted my shoulder. “I know it was created by a witch named Cyrene Morelli. Violet knows more.”

      One of Violet’s eyebrows lifted to her hairline. “It is said Cyrene hexed the Fountain when her family was killed. Some stories say she was killed and others say she escaped.”

      Ais lifted a hand. “Mari mentioned something about feeling a unique power in the ocean off the coast of Spain near the city it is said Cyrene escaped to.”

      “There could be something there. I’ll make some phone calls and have some witches reach out to mer in the area,” Lucia replied.

      Kairi cleared her throat then tucked her hair behind her ear when dozens of pairs of eyes landed on her. “I’d be happy to swim down there and do an investigation.”

      Luciana cocked her head and looked at Kairi sideways. “You’re a mermaid?”

      Kairi nodded. “I don’t know much about the world, but I’ve been studying maps with Grams. She’s encouraged me to get out of the pond and experience more. She’s like a grandmother to me and I feel guilty that I didn’t hear anything when she disappeared. If I had, I could have gotten Fiona and Sebastian and she might not be gone right now.”

      Luciana set Zeph down and wrapped an arm around Kairi. “You cannot blame yourself. There is nothing you could have done. And if you had heard you would likely have ended up dead. The fault lies in the asshole that took Isidora. We will get her back. You going down to Spain will help. Do you have contacts there on land? We will need you to report back.”

      Kairi chewed on her lower lip. “I've been living here since Fiona allowed me to cross the portal. I’ve been too afraid to go anywhere else.” Kairi had been attacked by the Fae king Voron and was almost killed, so I wasn't surprised she refused to leave. It also told me how much she loved Grams that she was willing to take this trip.

      I placed my hand on Sebastian’s arm. “Bas, can you get her some cash along with Grams’s cell phone? We can get her a waterproof bag to carry it all in while she’s underwater.” He nodded and headed into the house.

      Luciana cupped her hands around her mouth. “Bas, if you can grab any canvas handbag, I can spell it to be waterproof.”

      Bas turned his head as he paused in the doorway. “Will do.”

      My heart was suddenly in my throat when I thought about Kairi leaving Pymm’s Pondside to search the ocean around Spain. I pulled out my phone and opened a map of the coast and showed Kairi where she would be going. Violet chimed in and told her safe places to stop and look for a hotel to rent. Aislinn went over to Kairi’s cabinet and grabbed some clothes for her.

      Sebastian was back by the time we were done and handed the handbag to Luciana. Power flared around the powerful witch as she held the bag and cast her spell. She didn’t say a word as she did it, but I felt the magic explode out of her. Clearly, she didn’t need words. I knew Phoebe spoke when she cast, so it wasn’t a Pleiades thing. I’d have to ask her about it later.

      Luciana handed the bag to Kairi. “Once you zip the top and fold it over no water will get inside.”

      Kairi took it and Ais stuffed the clothes and flats inside. Kairi’s fear was written all over her face when she looked at me. I grabbed her in a hug. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Kairi shook her head. “I want to. I can’t let my fear stop me. I will call you soon to check in.”

      I let her go. “Be careful.” Aislinn and Violet hugged the mermaid then she headed down the driveway. I stood there watching her go for several seconds praying she was alright during this journey.

      Luciana clasped my hands, breaking my gaze away from Kairi. The Pleiades power trickled through my skin and it felt like champagne bubbling through my veins. It was crisp and invigorating. “Would you show my colleagues to the cabin while I look over the house and property. Zeph will help me examine the area for things you might have missed. Then I will make homemade pasta for dinner.” That sounded delicious to me.

      One of the witches dipped her head. “We will handle the food if the Backside of Forty doesn’t mind us using their kitchen.”

      “We don’t mind at all. We haven’t eaten since having some of a scone this morning. It’s been that kind of a day,” I said.

      Luciana picked up her familiar Zeph. “I can understand why you’re so upset. It’s worse than I thought. It would have taken an extremely powerful person to take Grams from here without obliterating the wards.”

      Those words made my stomach turn and my heart race. Pasta didn’t sound good after all. I didn’t think I could eat one bite. Grams was missing and we still had no lead to find her.
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      AISLINN

      My nerves were strung taut and my gut was in so many knots I doubted I would ever be able to untangle them to eat the homemade pasta. Hearing Luciana say it would have taken a powerful being to take Grams shouldn’t surprise me. We had known that from the beginning. Hearing a Pleiades confirm it made it sink into my bones.

      “We will head to the grocery store to purchase food,” one of the witches told Lucia before turning to face us. “Is there anything we can pick up while we are there?”

      Fiona inclined her head. “We don't have any espresso, so if you prefer a strong cup of coffee in the morning, you should pick some up. Feel free to check the pantry inside. We should have supplies for a couple of days to feed all of us. And pick up anything Zeph needs. Cat food or needs a litterbox.”

      The witch laughed. “Zeph eats what we eat. And he uses the toilette like the rest of us. As far as I know anyway.”

      Lucia chuckled and shook her head. “Zephyrus isn’t like any house cat. He’s a magical being, capable of things even I don’t fully understand. And his favorite meal is Vitello Tonnato. I'm not a big fan of the veal dish myself.”

      Hearing that a cat used a loo and ate what the rest of us did, didn’t surprise me in the least. Yet, I could see Fiona’s surprise. She was expressive and didn’t bother hiding what she was thinking when around friends. Nodding, Fiona smiled as Luciana said something to her witches then turned and headed into the garden.

      I shared a look with Fiona and Violet, both of whom shrugged. “I say we follow in case she has questions,” I added in a whisper.

      Violet tilted her head to the side and gestured to the open gate. “Sounds like a good idea. Pymm’s Pondside is unlike any other house. The magic of your ancestors is far stronger than is normal for witch residences and you have Fae inhabitants all over the place.”

      One of Fiona’s eyebrows arched to her hairline. “Is there a chance that Luciana will discover what I am?” Fiona spoke in a regular tone drawing attention.

      My heart skipped a beat when one of the witches that remained behind looked over at us. I chuckled and nudged her shoulder. “No one cares that you’re a Fae-witch hybrid, Fi. You’re part of both groups.” I knew she was referring to the fact that she was a nicotisa. That fact had prompted Grams to bind Fiona’s powers when she was young to keep her safe and hidden from detection. Otherwise, she would have been hunted relentlessly by Tainted witches. I didn’t know these witches well enough to trust they wouldn’t spread word about what she was and I had no idea what Lucia could tell.

      Violet smiled and lifted one shoulder before she entered the garden. Lucia and Zephyrus were walking through the plants and herbs. The familiar went right for the gate on the far side that led into the Shakleton family cemetery. The hair along the back of my neck stood on end when I watched Luci’s gaze snap over and land on his. It seemed as if they had a silent conversation before the Pleiades met him and opened the way.

      Fiona grasped my hand as she watched them walk throughout the gravestones. I squeezed her hand then tugged her along, following behind. I wanted to reassure her that their venture into the graveyard meant nothing. Grams was not dead. We’d already decided on that. And I did believe it.

      The sound of Kalliopi babbling made me look over at Argies who was holding her. My baby, my mate Thanos and Sebastian were all watching the Pleiades closely. I could tell by the set of Sebastian’s shoulders that he was bracing for the worst. He would be prepared to help Fiona through whatever happened next. I used to envy their love, wishing I had the same with Argies. My gaze connected with my mate’s. I saw the love and devotion I’d dreamed of having in his expression. I was a lucky woman.

      Turning back to the Pleiades, I watched her and her familiar head right for the mausoleum that housed the portal. I should have known she would be drawn to the magic of the portal. Or was she following Grams’s magic?

      Lucia titled her head to face Fiona. “I’d like to see inside this burial chamber.”

      Fiona put her hand on the door. “The portal to the Fae realm is inside this building. It’s what my bloodline has been tasked with guarding for generations.”

      Luciana’s forehead creased with her confusion. “I wasn’t aware it was located in a cemetery. I always thought it was located in the house.”

      Fiona chuckled. “It’s an odd choice for sure.” She pushed the door open and she entered with Luci.

      Violet and I remained outside looking in. “Was grams taken to Eidothea?” I blurted the question as I scanned for any sign of a struggle.

      Lucia shook her head from side to side as she took in the bones of Fiona’s ancestors that made up the foundation of the portal. “Isidora did not disappear from here. The last people through here were the seven of you. This is fascinating.”

      “You haven’t seen the half of it.” Fiona lifted her hands and she chanted the spell to open the portal. A glowing oval hovered in the middle of the room, with light surrounding the area. The familiar Fae world of Eidothea was visible in the center of the light. It was obvious that seeing a scene of another world in the middle of a crypt where dead people were buried was new to the Pleiades.

      “That’s the Fae realm?” Luciana glanced back at Fiona as she asked the question. The wind from the active portal sent their hair flying around their faces.

      Fiona nodded and pointed at the trees and cave entrance. “Yes. That’s the Fae realm of Eidothea. That entrance is where the underground movement was housed.” Fiona sliced a hand through the air and chanted the spell closing the portal under her breath.

      I took several steps back as Fiona and Luciana exited the crypt. “Could the Dark Fae be behind Grams’s disappearance. I know they appeared in New Orleans not long ago. Perhaps they can cross freely now and are pissed at us for killing their king.”

      “I highly doubt they are behind this,” Sebastian said from the fence ten feet behind us. He, Argies, and Thanos had walked over and watched from there.

      Argies nodded and shifted Kalli in his hold. She had fallen asleep. “The Dark Fae were brought through to New Orleans after a convergence of magical energies in the area poked a hole in the fabric between realms,” Argies explained. “A new portal was not established in Louisiana. That was a one-time thing.”

      “I’m going to search the rest of the property,” Luciana said before she and Zephyrus walked away.

      I was about to follow when Fiona shook her head. The sound of tires on gravel signaled the return of the other witches. “Let her do her thing. I’d rather watch them cook.”

      A chuckle escaped me. “You want to see how they create pasta from a volcano of flour.” I was teasing Fiona, but was more than fine with that. I could use the break.

      Argies handed the baby back to me as he, Thanos, and Sebastian grabbed bags of groceries as the witches got out of the car. Thanks to the number Luciana had brought with her, the bags were unloaded in no time.

      Fiona gaped at Bas as he carried in a box with a picture of a coffee machine on the outside. “Is that a Creatista Pro? Please tell me it’s staying here when you leave.” Fiona took the box and hugged it to herself.

      The witches laughed and the one that had spoken the most to Luciana placed a hand over the top of the box. “Consider it a gift for housing us while we are here. But really Luciana is grumpy if she doesn’t have her caffe in the mornings. You would be willing to pay anything for one of these after two days of her going without.”

      Fiona giggled and set the item on the table then started opening the machine. “I might resemble that. I have been meaning to get one but have been so busy.”

      Violet sat at the table to watch the activity while the guys went into the living room. Argies took the baby back from me before he joined Thanos and Bas. I took a chair beside Violet and helped the witches find spots to place the mounds of food they’d purchased. Violet smirked at Fiona. “Do you want some alone time with your new toy?”

      Fiona sighed and placed a hand over the top of the sleek, silver machine. There were two ports on the front, one dispensed the liquid and the other had a spout to heat the milk. The water reservoir was on the back. It was much smaller than the one I’d used at Mug Shot. “Maybe. Who wants a cappuccino?” Fiona asked as she carried it to the counter next to the fridge.

      “I’ll take one,” Bas called out followed by Thanos and Argies. Several of the witches asked for one as well. I got up and helped Fiona figure out how to froth the milk to create the perfect drink. It was familiar work and got my mind off of the trouble at hand. We’d just given the last witch her drink when the back door opened and Lucia walked in with her black and white familiar.

      “Ah, fantastico. You found one,” Lucia said as she noticed what we were doing.

      Fiona gazed at the Pleiades with love in her eyes. “Want one?”

      Luciana nodded and paused by the island where two witches were making the pasta. Another was helping make a sauce that smelled like garlic, tomatoes, and onion. It made my stomach grumble. Gods, it was good to know I was going to be able to eat dinner.

      “What did you find?” Violet asked as she took a sip of Fiona’s drink. She hummed in appreciation and looked down into the cup.

      Lucia rubbed the back of her neck as she accepted the caffe. “After a thorough search of the land I can say that Grams was taken by a powerful being from the edge of your property. The energy rivaled that of mine and Thanos’s. That being said, I’m not convinced it was a god. If it was, they weren’t as powerful as Artemis.”

      How the hell did she know about Artemis’s power? Lifting one eyebrow in question, I peered at the Pleiades. “How do you know what her power is like?”

      Luciana set her mug down. “I can feel the goddess’s power coming off of the marks on your bodies. It’s immense even though it’s not direct from the source.”

      As if she’d conjured the goddess by mentioning her, Artemis appeared in the space between the kitchen and living room in a flash of raw power. The witches making dinner paled and moved away from the goddess. Kalliopi shifted into her dragon form and flew over to Artemis. Violet shot up out of her chair and Fiona glanced over her shoulder.

      With a smile for the goddess, Fiona asked, “Would you care for a cappuccino, Artemis?”

      The goddess looked around the room with an assessing gaze while she caught Kalli. “I’d like a glass of wine, please. We need to talk.” It felt urgent when she arrived, but now that she was holding my daughter she had relaxed and was smiling. I sent a silent prayer of thanks to the gods that it was impossible not to love Kalliopi. My daughter had saved our asses more than once.

      I reached into the cabinet where Fiona and Grams kept alcohol and grabbed a couple bottles of red then opened the fridge for some white. Holding one of each in the air, I asked Artemis which she wanted. The goddess selected the merlot and moved into the living room without looking back.

      Luciana gestured to the unfinished pasta. “Finish making dinner. She might want something to eat too. And close your mouths. She’s just a goddess.”

      Artemis pursed her lips from the rocking chair where she was playing with Kalliopi who was still a tiny purple dragon. “The disrespect had better not be growing in this house.” The goddess punctuated her warning with a blast of painful magic.

      I winced as I hurried to uncork the wine and grab a glass. Fiona rolled her eyes as she wiped off the nozzle for frothing the milk. “No disrespect was meant. Luciana was telling her witches it is rude to stare.”

      Violet sat next to Thanos who was watching his aunt with curiosity. I imagined seeing her bounce a tiny purple dragon on her knee was foreign. After pouring a glass of merlot, I decided to bring the bottle with me. Handing the drink to Artemis, I went to grab Kalli but the goddess waved me away. “She’s fine where she is at.” Artemis then twirled a finger in the air and a dozen dandelions floated in front of Kalliopi.

      A gasp left me when I sat on the arm of Argies’s chair. What I’d thought was a simple fluffy white flower was a being. They had faces, arms, and legs and the green leaves were actually wings. They started doing aerial acrobatics, making Kalli giggle and clap her talons together. That was new. And fun. I’d have to ask Fiona and Violet to try and recreate it for Kalli later. She was trying to copy the plant-like creatures and thoroughly enjoying herself.

      “This is Luciana Umbra,” Fiona introduced the Pleaides as they joined us in the living room.

      “Pleased to meet you, goddess. And Fiona is correct. I meant no offense,” Lucia said as she watched the goddess closely.

      Artemis ignored Lucia as she met Fiona’s gaze. “I have new information that will convince you to place finding the artifact above searching for Grams.”

      Fiona clenched her jaw as she stared right back at the goddess. The tension in the room amped up and made it feel as if ants were crawling under my skin. From the way the witches in the kitchen squirmed, it was clear they were feeling the same thing. Zephyrus jumped into Luciana’s lap and rubbed against her arm.

      Fiona exhaled the breath she had been holding and inclined her head. “What did you learn? And why do you think it will lead to us running off immediately to find the Fountain of Youth.”

      Artemis ignored the gasps from the Pleaides and her witches as she focused on Fiona. “You really should be more appreciative of how I have done your job for you. I spoke with my brother,” she went on, making my heart stop in my chest as my breath caught in my throat. Had Apollo told her about what we’d done? Was she here to punish us for going against her orders? “And he told me to speak with the Goddess of Foresight. Themis assured me Grams’s disappearance and the hunt for the Fountain of Youth are related.”

      I sagged into Argies’s side when I realized Apollo hadn’t ratted us out. Or if he did, Artemis wasn’t here to punish us for it. My brow creased as I played the goddess’s comment back through my mind. “How does that help us? We still don’t know where to begin with either task,” I said.

      Artemis gave me an exasperated look. “Not going after the artifact first could mean the death of someone you love. It’s enough that I looked into this. You should be focused on the fact that, according to Themis, if whatever plan has been set into motion succeeds you will suffer a loss.”

      "Did she give you any indication who we would lose? Is there a way we can protect them from this fate?” Fiona asked.

      Artemis sipped her wine as she looked from Kalli to Fiona. “It’s implied that it’s Grams and you can save her by finding the artifact.”

      Thanos shook his head as he leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. “All due respect, Aunt Artemis but that’s not implied. It Themis didn’t mention Grams specifically, it could mean anyone. Not to mention, if all you asked about was the Fountain of Youth she was only referring to that object and not Grams at all.”

      Artemis growled, the sound and power making the house rattle ominously. “I asked about both the fountain and Grams, Thanos. You know better than to ignore a warning from Themis.”

      Fiona nodded and sat forward. “Have you discovered anything more about when the key went missing? Or who might be behind the theft?”

      Artemis shook her head back and forth then set her glass aside. “It was some time ago. All clues about the theft have been erased by time. You’re going to need to work your magic to locate the key.”

      “What do we do with the key once we find it? Will it lead us to Grams?” I asked as I started to think about websites we could look on for information about the Fountain of Youth and anything related to Artemis’s missing artifacts.

      The goddess rolled her eyes. “If I had the answers, I wouldn’t need you three. Do your jobs.”

      Luciana lifted her hand and looked at the goddess. “I hate to interrupt. But I have a question. Can you give us a place to start looking for the key and the Fountain of Youth? Hunting for an Object of Power like the fountain has numerous stories connected to it. It would help if we knew which to believe and which to ignore.”

      Artemis’s silver eyes started swirling like a tornado of mercury. Uh-oh. I braced myself as the goddess stood up and glared down at Luciana. Artemis liked to tower over people when she got pissed. “I would smite you for questioning me, bitch, but I can’t without causing the end of the world. That doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you in some way,” Artemis snarled at Luciana before she disappeared in a shower of sparks.

      Luciana shook her head as the silver sparkles from the goddess’s departure danced in the air. “Artemis invented the term drama queen. She is something else.”

      That made a laugh burst out of me. “You aren’t wrong about that,” I agreed. I half listened to Violet add the goddess also coined the term self-centered. My mind was busy going over the information Artemis had given us and how it could help us. I also had to ask myself if the goddess was being honest. This information upgraded the priority of finding the artifact which fit with what Artemis wanted in the first place.
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      VIOLET

      The exhalation in the kitchen was loud enough that it echoed to the living room. I looked over and saw the witches clutching their chests and panting. They were red-faced and covered in sweat. “Are they okay?”

      Luciana turned then jumped to her feet. “Did the goddess cast a spell I didn’t feel?” The Pleaides directed her question to the three of us. The others would have no idea.

      I shook my head. “Not that I felt. She tends to leak magic like a middle-aged woman with bladder control problems when she’s pissed off. I doubt she directed anything toward them. Did you feel anything?” It would have affected her too. She might be a Pleaides but she wasn’t impervious.

      Lucia cupped one witch’s cheeks and was looking into her eyes as she lifted one shoulder. “I felt her anger and power surges, but the only time I felt her use her magic was when she created those fairies for Aislinn’s daughter.”

      I glanced over and was surprised to see Kalli still playing with the dandelion people. They were the cutest creatures ever. And their energy was fun and buoyant. “Do you think they’re going to stick around? Artemis made them and they’re alive, so it seems as if they aren’t going to die without her presence.”

      Fiona got up and approached Kalli and her new friends. She extended a hand, palm up and one of them landed on it. “My guess is that they will go wherever Kalli does.”

      Argies crossed his arms over his chest and scowled at the fairies, as Luciana had called them. They weren’t Fae, but they were the closest thing in mundie mythology to what they called creatures by the same term. It was clear Argies didn’t like what Fiona said. I wasn’t sure why. They weren’t dangerous.

      “They cannot follow Kalliopi everywhere. Mundies will notice a bunch of flying flowers and say something. My daughter will not be the subject of an investigation because the law was broken. And she will not become a curiosity to the mundies,” Argies complained.

      Aislinn chuckled and placed a hand on his shoulder. “That’s not going to happen, love. I’m thrilled Kalli has someone to play with. It’s refreshing to see her like this. She’s seen too much with all of our attacks. We will figure out a way to get their cooperation when outside of the house.”

      My heart thumped with Aislinn’s comment. Kalli was no innocent baby. We wanted to shield her from the dangers of life, but the Fates had other plans and kept drawing her into things. The scene before us was entirely innocent and full of light. Precisely what Kalli needed.

      Argies’s expression softened. “You’re right. It’s easy to get caught up in the nasty side effects of Artemis’s involvement. I’m going to have to take back all the curses I spewed at her.”

      Fiona stood up and grabbed the bottle of wine. “Before we get into what the goddess said, I need some wine. Anyone else care for a glass?”

      “I’d like some white, please,” I called out then thought better of having my friend serve me and got to my feet.

      Fiona waved me down. “I can get it.”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “Stop caring for everyone else, Fi. I can help.”

      Luciana chuckled as she watched us. “I can see why you're close with Phoebe. I’ll take a glass of red.”

      Fiona went to get several wine glasses while I grabbed another bottle of red and one of white. Fiona held a glass out to each witch in the kitchen. Half of the witches wanted some wine. Together, Fiona and I served everyone their drinks.

      “I love Phoebe,” Fiona said. “And speaking our minds gets us in trouble with Artemis most of the time. In fact, I’d bet she left like that to avoid me badgering her more for direction.”

      Fiona paused by the stove and inhaled deeply. “This sauce smells delicious. I can’t wait to eat. They’re looking better. Can you explain what happened? It doesn’t seem as if Artemis did something to them.”

      Luciana sipped her wine as she watched her witches. “My best guess is that the amount of magical energy flowing through the house was too much for them. They’re used to being around me and that’s it. What was it like being around the goddess the first time?”

      I winced when I thought back to her appearance outside the dragon birthing caves in Eidothea. “Uncomfortable.” Fiona and Aislinn voiced similar sentiments to mine.

      Lucia nodded her head and gestured with her hands as she spoke. “And there was no Pleaides around to amplify that effect. Not to mention several demigods. Is that something the goddess did for you three? You’ve got the same level of power as Thanos but, at the same time, you aren’t the same as him. I can feel your witch halves.”

      Fiona drained the wine and cradled the empty glass in her hand. “When Artemis made us her huntresses, she imbued us with various skills and that changed us. She needed us for her more dangerous missions, so she turned us into demigods. It’s nice being harder to kill and having accelerated healing abilities. However, we don't understand precisely what it means for us.”

      That was an understatement. Thanos had told me we had knowledge about weapons and how to use them. He also theorized that we had the ability to heal others when facing extreme circumstances. He also thought we might be able to grant fertility. He was guessing based on Artemis’s powers. I believed him because he’d been right when he told us we were more powerful at night since Artemis was the goddess of the moon.

      The last of the tension Artemis caused dissipated and I was finally able to take a breath and enjoy my wine. While she hadn’t done more than prove Monty’s visit and Grams’s disappearance were connected, I didn’t feel as lost as before. We had a Pleaides on our side. That was double the power than we usually went into a case with. Not to mention we had all of these witches helping. It made me miss being involved with the Cottlehill Wilds coven. I’d been a member all my life. They’d been instrumental in my magical education when I was younger. I wasn’t as involved as I got older and that had only gotten worse since Fiona moved back to town and got her magic. I couldn’t imagine the coven wanting to step up to the plate to help us. They hadn’t when we’d brought the Dark One’s actions to light.

      "Can you grab the rolling pin from that drawer, Vi? They’re ready to roll out the pasta,” Fiona asked with a wave of her hand. I bet she’d been trying to get my attention for a few seconds while I was lost in thought.

      “And a pizza cutter if you’ve got one. That’ll help them cut the dough,” Luciana added.

      I nodded and rooted through the drawer in front of me until I found both items. Fiona’s was far less organized than mine at home. I had slots for each type of instrument where hers were tossed.

      “What’s the best way to approach this mission?” Aislinn asked as she lifted her shirt to feed Kalliopi. The dandelion people were sitting on the coffee table watching the baby eat. “We need to get that key so we can get to Grams.”

      “We don’t know that we need to find it to find Grams,” I pointed out as I leaned against the counter.

      Ais lifted one shoulder in a partial shrug. “I think it’s best to assume that’s the case. Nothing else makes sense if the two are connected.”

      Fiona looked up from chopping garlic. “What if whoever took Grams did so because they wanted her to find the fountain. You said it was cursed and would kill someone who was unworthy.”

      I sent my best friend a look that said we couldn’t think the worst. “You’re right, I did. However, that’s one of the myths connected to the Object of Power. No one really knows anything about it. Mundies have muddied the information pool for centuries which means we can’t say for sure what is accurate and what isn’t.”

      Luciana’s brow furrowed as she leaned against the island. “There is one place we can go to get accurate information on the Object of Power.”

      “Where’s that?” There was no mistaking the doubt in Sebastian’s sharp tone as he asked it. He’d been with us as we searched endlessly for reliable data.

      Luciana tilted her head to the side and regarded Fiona’s powerful Fae mate. “The Library.”

      My eyes bulged out of my head as I grabbed hold of Luciana’s shoulders. “As in Omniscientia? That’s a real place?”

      Fiona’s gaze flew to me. “Isn’t that what you mentioned the other day?”

      I nodded as Luciana tugged my hands off of her. With a patient smile, the Pleaides took a step away from me as spoke. “The Library is a real location. And it holds more knowledge than you can imagine.”

      Fiona shook her head from side to side. “How come Phoebe never mentioned it? How does it work? And when can we go?”

      Luciana chuckled as she held up her hands. “Those are all good questions. The Library isn’t a very popular destination because only authorized people can gain access. And being allowed inside requires a test or a tribute. It used to be only the seven Pleaides were permitted to visit there.” Luciana added the pasta to the boiling water while the other witches prepared a salad.

      “There are beings called knowlharvesters who are tasked with gathering information about events, people, Objects of Power, and anything else they want documented. The one time I visited the Library I discovered the danger posed to the librarians, which is what we call the knowlharvesters working at the Omniscientia. Tainted witches hunted their kind to near extinction and now the only ones alive reside in the pocket realm the librarians created to keep themselves and the knowledge safe. It’s not an easy place to visit. And I assume the reason Phoebe doesn’t know is because her familiar has not informed her.”

      “Why would Tarja keep that from her? I know there have been several times she’s needed information. Being able to go to the Library might have changed the outcome of some things for her,” Fiona pointed out.

      “Advising your Pleaides to visit Omniscientia is not advisable.” A voice said into my head.

      I gasped and scanned the area. “Who was that?” I blurted at the same time Fiona barked, “Get the hell out of my head.” Aislinn’s mouth had dropped open and she had jumped out of the rocking chair, making Kalli lose her suction on her nipple. Sebastian and Thanos were growling while Argies was covered in scales with talons for fingers.

      Luciana waved her hands frantically, throwing a noodle from the tongs in her hand across the kitchen. “No, it’s okay. Zephyr should have announced himself. Not everyone is used to having someone speak directly in their minds, Zeph. Be mindful please.”

      The black and white cat shook himself and leaped onto the island that was now cleaned of food. “Familiars cannot travel to the pocket realm with their witch, which leaves them unprotected. The librarians decide on the test or the tribute which, as you can imagine, is not something to be taken lightly. Not to mention they are not omniscient beings and they have no central database where the information is stored. That makes it challenging to search for something. You could spend years looking for an answer you may never receive.”

      There went that idea. I smoothed the hair that had stood up on my arms from Zephyr talking to us. “It doesn’t sound like it’s worth it. They might not have anything and if they do, we might spend forever looking.”

      Fiona paused typing on her phone and looked up at me. “I’m more concerned about what test or tribute the librarians will ask for access. Can you share what they’ve asked for in the past?”

      “You must go with something in the form of a rare book, manuscript, or other artifact that contains valuable information. This tribute will be added to the Library's collection, and the knowledge contained within it will be shared with future visitors. Tests are designed to get at your wisdom. And they have cost previous Pleaides limbs. They’ve also removed the ability to cast protection spells. Most return battered and bruised and in need of healing. The tests are physically demanding.”

      Luciana poured the pasta into a large serving dish and looked at her familiar. “That does not mean we shouldn’t go. It is our best bet at this point. What is important to focus on when we visit is a promise of respect. The knowlharvesters hold the knowledge stored within the Omniscientia in high esteem and they expect all visitors to show the same respect. We must vow to treat the knowledge and artifacts within the Library with the utmost care and reverence.”

      My entire body was twisted up at this point. It sounded far too dangerous to risk it. But Luciana was right. There were no other choices. Sebastian crossed to Fiona with his mouth open. Likely to tell her that he didn’t want her going. She put her fingers over his mouth. “Stop. I am going with Luci, if she will take me. We literally have no next steps without paying these librarians a visit. I know how it sounds, but honestly, it can’t be worse than facing the Dark One or some of the other shit we’ve had to do lately. Besides, we’re demigods now and harder to kill. What would help me is if you can find an old book we can part with.”

      Bas glowered at Fiona for several seconds. Thanos took the silence as a chance to speak up. “I might have a book that will suffice. I’ll go get it and come back.” He approached me and pressed a kiss to my lips.

      I cupped his cheek. “Thank you. I know you don’t like us going, but we have to. Grams is counting on us.”

      Thanos nodded and jogged out the door. Sebastian watched him go then focused back on Fiona. “I don’t like this at all. Promise me you’ll wear the butterfly I made you.” He pointed a finger at Aislinn then me. “You two as well. Your charms will offer you some protection.”

      I pulled the butterfly out from beneath my shirt. I wore it most days and never really thought about it. Violet and Aislinn would have to get theirs. “You’re always close to my heart.” Fiona smiled as Bas’s scowl deepened then she turned to face Luciana. “What do we need to do to go to the Library?”

      “We need to create a potion that will allow us to travel there. And we need to take it in the crypt near the portal. It’s the spot with the most power on Pymm’s Pondside.” Luciana placed the tongs on the noodles as one of the other witches set down some plates. “Cognitio elixir is a powerful potion that unlocks the secrets of the Library and allows the drinker to travel there. It is made from a rare blend of herbs and spices. The recipe is guarded closely by those who possess it, so I will be making it while you eat dinner. I just need to know where your sacred space is located.”

      Fiona pointed above our heads. “It’s in the attic. However, I might not have the herbs you need if they’re rare.”

      Luciana smiled as she extended her hand behind her. One of the witches entered through the back door with a small suitcase in her hand. “I came prepared. I brought all of my rare herbs figuring you would have anything else we needed. Turns out it's a good thing I did.”

      Fiona showed Luciana to the attic while everyone started serving themselves. Fiona returned and soon everyone had food. Silence descended over the downstairs while we ate. Thanos returned as I was picking at my food, with a stack of books in his arms. “Everything alright?” He asked as he looked around. “Where’s Luciana?”

      “Making a potion in the attic. We’ll be going when she’s done with that and eats something.”

      Aislinn and Argies were having a quiet conversation about him not wanting her to go. She acknowledged his concern and promised to be careful. My stomach was squiggling like the noodles I’d eaten were alive so I handed Thanos my food. Luciana returned shortly after as we were cleaning up the kitchen. The Pleaides opted not to eat and before I knew it, we were headed through the gate into the cemetery.

      The witches hung back with one of them holding Zephyr. Luciana handed each of us a vial with a tan liquid that had a darker brown swirl of glitter throughout it. “I will cast the spell as soon as each of us has consumed the potion. We must be holding hands for it to work.”

      Thanos held up the books. “Do you need one for each of you?”

      Luci’s eyes widened. She’d forgotten about the book. Damn, that could have bitten us in the ass. The Pleaides shook her head with her cheeks turning pink. “We just need one. I will put it under my arm since I’ve been there before and know what to expect.”

      Thanos nodded and handed her the one from the top. I kissed him briefly and broke away, noticing Fiona and Ais had done the same with their mates. I uncorked the bottle and drank in the middle of the circle the four of us had formed.

      “Ugh,” I blurted as I swallowed the musty tasting potion. It was almost like drinking water that had old books in it. It made no sense, but that’s what it reminded me of with the faint taste of dirt, leather, and parchment. My stomach started churning dangerously.

      Electricity zapped me when my flesh met Luci’s. The power coming off of the Pleaides was more than I had ever felt from Fiona. Not that Fiona wasn’t still incredibly strong. Her magic didn’t cut through my skin, like Luci’s, as she held my other hand. The reason I was holding the hands of the two most powerful witches alive came back to me. I never imagined I would be allowed into the Library. It was reserved for the upper echelon of witches. Between one second and the next all I could think about was holy shit, I’m being ripped apart.

      I couldn’t catch my breath as a magical wind picked up around us, stealing the oxygen from the air. That was okay because my heart, lungs, and spine were being yanked from inside my skin. Thank the gods I hadn’t eaten much or it would be coming back up. Next thing I knew my various parts were being pulled separately through space and time. I got the distinct sensation of traveling, anyway. It could all be in the brain that was no longer inside my skull.

      The powerful hands holding mine were ripped away and my heart was beating like a humming bird’s wings outside my chest. I’d lost the only tether I had to our destination. I was floating in pieces to only the gods knew where. Or maybe they didn’t because they didn’t have knowledge of the Library. I was never going to see Thanos, my kids, or my friends again. I was going to remain like this. Forever suspended in this liminal space between realms.
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      FIONA

      My heart hammered and my lungs felt like they were on the outside of my chest as I struggled to take in air. Traveling to the Library hurt like a son of a bitch. The second we left the crypt it was as if the process turned me inside out.

      The sensation of traveling through space and time vanished as suddenly as it had started and my stomach revolted. I bent at the waist and threw up the delicious pasta I’d eaten before we’d left Pymm’s Pondside. The sound of retching beside me was comforting. My friends had arrived with me and were alive. Although, we weren't in the best shape.

      When my stomach stopped heaving, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and straightened. My eyes widened when they landed on Omniscientia. It was exactly what I expected the Library of All Knowledge to look like. It was immediately obvious the place was a vast and sprawling complex with seemingly endless shelves filled with books, manuscripts, scrolls, and other ancient artifacts. The air was thick with the scent of old parchment and the faint aroma of ancient incense. It was arranged into a series of interconnected wings and chambers, each containing a different collection of knowledge if the titles above the archways were anything to go by. The shelves themselves were made from richly polished wood and stretched from floor to ceiling. My favorite part were ladders and staircases allowing access to even the highest volumes.

      The architecture of it was a wonder to behold, with towering stacks of books and elaborate murals that depicted the history of knowledge. The walls were also lined with carvings. I noticed the carving of a dragon in one of the beams. My gaze was too busy taking everything in to look at any one thing for very long.

      I saw all of this despite the subdued lighting inside the Library. The glow of ancient lamps cast a warm, golden light on the shelves and the books. Oddly enough, there was a hint of the faintest breeze that seemed to whisper through the halls.

      “This place houses the accumulated knowledge of the knowlharvesters,” Luciana announced. It was awe inspiring to think that the items all around us contained information on every subject imaginable.

      “You should have led with how uncomfortable it is to get here,” I told her. “How does this work? Is there a slot for the book? And what about the test?”

      Luci’s gaze skittered to the right a second before a being appeared. The aura the being gave off screamed wise and ancient. Its eyes glowed with a golden light that signified those traits more than anything else. As did his bald head. At least it did to me. I don’t know why. Perhaps it was the intricate patterns and symbols covering his head.

      It had a human like form with elongated limbs and fingers. I pictured it reaching for something from afar with those long digits. Its skin was a deep, rich color, like the pages of an old book.

      “Is that a knowlharvester?” Aislinn whispered.

      Luciana inclined her head to us before bending at the waist in a low bow. “Greetings, noble Knowlharvester, keeper of the keys to the fount of knowledge. We seek your wisdom and guidance in our quest for understanding. May the light of your knowledge guide us through the shadows of ignorance and illuminate the path to enlightenment.”

      The knowlharvester extended a hand, making the sleeve of the cream-colored robe he wore slip back, revealing more patterns and symbols. As if sensing my curiosity about the markings, he gestured down his torso. “The insignia represent the knowledge I have accumulated.” His voice was deep and resonant. It was soothing and gave off confidence that made you trust what he was saying. There was definitely something magical about it. “Why have you brought the Backside of Forty coven to the Library?”

      Lucia clasped her hands in front of her body as she met the librarian’s intense stare. “We seek information on the Fountain of Youth. The safety of the world hangs in the balance. We are looking into the disappearance of Isidora Shakleton which is connected to this quest.” Luciana extended the book she’d managed to keep hold of during our travel. I barely held onto my sanity. She was a serious badass and I was glad she was with us on this one.

      The Knowlharvester exuded an aura of power and knowledge as it looked at Luciana. I wondered if he knew about Grams’s kidnapping. I wanted to shake his shoulders and force him to tell me what he knew. The violent impulse made me pause. That was no way to treat a being that was revered as a guardian and protector of the accumulated wisdom of the ages.

      I took a deep breath and dipped my head in reverence. “We know what a privilege it is to be here, in the Library of All Knowledge. Isidora is my grandmother and we have no desire to find the fountain for personal benefit. Our goal is to find my Grams and ensure the Fountain of Youth cannot be used for ill benefits.” My hands flew to my mouth as my eyes bulged. I hadn’t meant to talk, but something made the words spill from me. I would have said magic made me do it, but I didn’t feel anything loosening my lips.

      The knowlharvester smiled at me and lifted a hand. His finger tips started glowing the same golden light as his eyes. Between one heartbeat and the next, five more knowlharvesters appeared. They all resembled the first. There were minute differences in the depth of color in their eyes and fingertips. Otherwise, they were identical.

      The head librarian took the book from Luciana and looked over the cover then read over several of the pages before looking up. “Where did this tome come from? It’s ancient and contains information we have not been able to access. This is most valuable.” His comment made his colleagues gasp and reach for the book. Excited chatter started to flow between the others as they looked it over. I heard someone say the Underworld but couldn’t make out what was being said.

      “A demigod gave it to us for our offer of knowledge,” Luciana explained. “We are prepared for the test.” I tensed, wondering if we would lose something in the process. I had no desire to return without an arm. Or without my magic.

      Violet held up her hand as if waiting to be called on. When the head librarian looked at her, she added to Luci’s explanation. “My mate, Thanos, is the demigod in question. He is from the Underworld and so is the book. It’s possible the book came from Hades as Thanos is close to Hades’s son.”

      “The offering is a priceless treasure for us as we cannot operate within the Underworld. It is my pleasure to welcome you to the Omniscientia,” the head librarian replied. “We are here to help you find the information you seek.”

      My brow wrinkled in confusion. “What about the test?” I’d been worried about what we would need to do to access the information.

      The marking on head librarian moved over his head and neck. “You passed the test before I accepted the offering.”

      “Is that why I told you what we wanted from this mission?” I clarified.

      The head librarian inclined his head. “It is. The power of the Library always verifies the heart of a person. Knowledge must be protected at all costs. We cannot afford to allow someone with darkness to enter our realm.” He moved away from the entrance, where we arrived, and into the middle.

      I glanced back, pausing to clean up the mess I’d made, to find the light grey marble floors clean. I’d love to have whatever magic automatically cleaned that at home. Housework was my least favorite thing to do.

      “Do you know who kidnapped Grams?” Aislinn asked as we stopped in the middle where a table sat with what looked like a computer screen built into the top. So much for the place not being automated. I made a mental note to update Zephyrus.

      The head librarian’s skin took on a glow as he regarded Aislinn. “We are not omniscient beings. Unfortunately, we are behind current events by months at all times. But, we are triggered when big power is used and we are able to document those instances almost instantly.

      My head tilted away from the images playing across the screen in the middle of the table to the librarian. “You should have been triggered by Grams’s kidnapping. They had to use incredible power to get past our wards.”

      Luciana shook her head and gave me a sad look. “Only a hand crossed the wards. They snatched her from the edge, remember? They were using a cloaking spell that revealed their arm as they acted.”

      “Wait, what?” Violet blurted. “You never mentioned that. All you said was that she was taken from the edge of the property by the road.”

      Luciana’s brow creased then her eyes widened. “The goddess arrived and distracted me. When Zeph discovered Isidora’s fear, I replayed the events in that spot and saw a hairy arm shove its way through your wards and grab hold of her robe before she could cast a spell. Your wards split the skin down to bone.”

      I noticed two of the other knowlharvesters were talking quietly to one another and tapping their fingers against the screen. I gasped and pointed when I saw Grams wearing her favorite blue robe as she did what I called her Black Friday mall walk through the trees. She was clearly following something she sensed or heard. There was no sound, so I couldn’t be certain.

      A few seconds later she came to a stop along the road, careful to remain behind our wards. Her head was turned to the right when the hand shot through the ward with a bright flash and latched on to her. Luciana had been right about the ward splitting the asshole’s skin apart. My hand went to my chest as she clawed at the hand holding her hostage. She suddenly went flying away into the street and disappeared when she landed on something. She never reappeared in the vision.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. “We have to find her.”

      Violet’s hand squeezed my shoulder. “We will. We’re in the right place to get some answers.”

      “Where can we find information on the key that unlocks the way to the realm where the Fountain of Youth is hidden?” I asked the head librarian.

      My question got the attention of all the knowlharvesters. “Would you like information on just the key? Or on the witch that created the fountain and the Object of Power itself?”

      “We need all the information possible. We won’t have time to return and have no idea what we will need to know during our search,” Luciana replied.

      Each of the librarians crossed to a different section of the Library. The head librarian remained in place and pointed to the closest knowlharvester. “In that section you will find information on the witch that created the Fountain of Youth.

      Aislinn lifted her hand. “I’ll take that section. I’ve wanted to learn more about her since I heard the story.” She headed over to that librarian and they disappeared down one of the aisles.

      The head librarian pointed to another of his colleagues. “That section contains information about the artifact that will unlock the realm containing the fountain.” Luciana took that one. The head guy gestured to the next knowlharvester. “You will find information about the properties of the water there.” Violet took that one.

      “What does that leave me?” I asked.

      The expression on his face didn’t change as he said, “General information about the fountain. You will find the various location’s it has been held and anything else pertaining to it. Including its current hiding spot.”

      “Thank you. I am grateful for the chance to save my grandmother and keep an Object of Power out of the wrong hands.”

      The librarian in front of me was silent as we walked past shelves of scrolls and various artifacts. He moved to a section and pointed to a wall of books. “The Fountain of Youth is in the dark blue books numbered one through three hundred-fifty-six. I will be here should you need more assistance.”

      I thanked him and selected a book randomly from the middle to end of the volumes. With over three hundred, I didn’t want to get bogged down in the beginning and I didn’t want to skip to the end in case there was pertinent information we needed to know. The first book talked about the pirates that carried the object from France down to Spain. There was talk of hundreds dying as they drank from the waters.

      After scanning through it, I replaced it and selected another. I settled on the floor as I read. After the tenth volume, I had a good idea about the bloody history of the Fountain of Youth and how difficult it was to move the massive marble item. It produced its own water and killed more people than it saved, but it did help some. That one had been a shocker. It seemed to me that hunting for an OOP was selfish and that selfishness didn’t deserve help.  Even my motives were selfish.  I wanted my Grams back.

      I stood to replace the latest book I’d been reading through and paused to stretch my back. I had no idea how long I’d been sitting there, but I was getting sore. The librarian set a chair in front of me then added a small table. I shot him a grateful smile. “Thanks. This is much better.” I settled in with volume three-hundred-fifty-five when the entire Library rocked.

      I yelped when I was knocked out of my chair. My gaze flew to the knowlharvester who was looking around with wide eyes. His fingertips were glowing along with his eyes and the markings on his body moved like they were caught in a tornado. “Something is here,” he warned.

      I shot to my feet and started back to the entrance. “We need to find the others. What enemies do you have?”

      Books and priceless artifacts tumbled from shelves and smashed to the floor. I winced when a stone figure broke into pieces. The knowlharvester was right behind me, panting like it was his job. “We don’t have enemies. Tainted witches hunted us. You brought this upon us.”

      I stopped and whirled around to glare at the guy. “I did no such thing...ahhh!” I pulled him away from a stack of books that caught on fire. Smoke started to surround us as I pushed him down the main aisle. Using my power over the elements, I extinguished the flames.

      Luciana was there with the head librarian tapping the table in the middle. Her guide and mine both went to help their boss. At least that was how I saw them. I didn’t know the hierarchy, and didn’t need to.

      “What’s happening?” Luciana asked as I continued to an aisle with smoke rising above it.

      I extinguished the fire there then moved on. “We’re under attack. I have no idea by what and it doesn’t matter. We need to keep the fires out.”

      Violet and Aislinn ran in with their librarians then. Violet’s gaze was on the far wall by the entrance while Aislinn went to another aisle where there was a fire. “I thought this was supposed to be a secure place,” Ais called out as she extinguished another fire.

      All five librarians stood around the table tapping away with the others. Aislinn ran past me to another aisle, glancing over as she worked to put the fire out. “Do you sense what’s causing this? I can’t find the source of the flames.”

      I shook my head as I darted away from a basket of scrolls that burst into flames. I didn’t move fast enough to avoid significant damage because I was trying to save the scrolls at the same time. “I have no idea.”

      We continued the dance with Lucia and Violet joining in the battle with spells. We’d been battling for several minutes when the charge in the air intensified and changed. It felt darker and more malevolent. It made the hair on my arms stand on end and gave me heartburn. It also got the attention of the librarians. They all put their backs to the table and scanned the area.

      “What the hell is that?” Violet shouted when demons dropped from the sky. They stood about six feet tall and were a cross between human and animal.

      “Maltharax,” the head librarian replied in a voice laced with shock. “Maltharax is a demon of chaos and destruction, delighting in the pain and suffering it causes. It is said to be particularly fond of dissolving its victims slowly and painfully, relishing their screams as they are consumed by its acidic venom.”

      “Can you force them out?” I shouted as I got between one of the creatures with its sickly yellow-green skin and red glowing eyes. The sharp claws and teeth completed the terrifying look. I conjured my bow and quiver, grabbing one of the arrows.

      “We need to cast a spell to protect the Library!” Luciana’s voice rose above the sound of growling and fighting. “We can’t let the knowledge be lost.”

      I tried to focus my intent while trying to keep one of the maltharax demons away from me. I chanted with her but wasn’t sure how effective I was given the acidic spit I was dancing around like my life depended on it.

      The knowlharvesters were grabbing books and rushing them to the table. It was protected somehow and repelled the demons when they got close. The head librarian had his back to one of the maltharax. The recent battles we’d been in had honed my reaction time and I was running to intervene before I blinked. My hand closed around a leathery arm and I yanked the demon off course.

      The head librarian shot me wide eyes before continuing to save books. I tried to keep up with using my elemental powers to put out flames but it was spotty thanks to the fighting. The maltharax snarled at me, raking its claws down the back of my arm, leaving burning furrows in my skin. I still had the arrow in my hand and stabbed it through the  eye. I let go as it crumpled to the ground.

      Racing around the table I kicked another maltharax going after Aislinn. I stabbed it in the eye and moved on to help Luciana. She was using precise magical bombs to blow the creatures up. It created a gory mess in the middle of the Library. I was using the arrow far less effectively. The leather like skin was tough and not easy to pierce.

      My heart leapt into my throat when Aislinn screamed out in pain. I looked over in time to see a maltharax spit acid at Ais. Her arms flew up to protect her face at the same time I chanted a protection for her. My magic flew out of me but not fast enough for Aislinn to get away unscathed. A glop of acid landed on her wrist right over Artemis’s mark. Her skin bubbled and started bleeding right before she looked up and met my terrified gaze. We stared at one another for a second before her green eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed.
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      FIONA

      My feet carried me to Aislinn’s side. I couldn’t catch my breath and my heart was broken as I looked at her laying there without moving. My mind raced through a thousand questions, beginning with what would happen to Aislinn’s connection to the goddess if demigods were particularly susceptible to maltharax venom. After Aidoneus was dosed with the venom of some demon, Phoebe had to take him to the Underworld and venture into Tartarus to save his life.

      I dropped beside Aislinn and ducked when I felt the hair on the back of my head stir.  I rolled over and laid on top of Aislinn as I stabbed the arrow in my hand in the thick hide of the demon that came after me.

      “Is she alive?” Violet cried out.

      I finally stabbed through its chest and pierced the heart. “She’s breathing and her heart feels like it’s racing.” It was the best I could give her. I couldn’t stop to press my fingers to her throat because I was under attack.

      Rolling off of Ais, I dropped the arrow and grabbed her arms and pulled her toward the table in the middle. The energy field around it was keeping the books safe. It could protect my unconscious friend. I had to keep fighting to save the knowlharvesters, books and scrolls, and my friends.

      Flashes of blue burst in the corner of my vision. Turning my head, I saw flames licking their way up an intricately carved column. The lights came from something keeping the fire from the books. It was distracting enough that a demon managed to hit me from behind and send me stumbling away from the table.

      I ducked into the mouth of an aisle and stood there, hidden between a pair of bookcases, to get a better look around at the demons, librarians, and my friends. We needed to move the maltharax away from Aislinn and the central section where the knowlharvesters remained.

      Waving my arms above my head, I shouted at the demons. “Hey, assholes. You want a piece of this? Come and get me.”

      Violet’s curse followed me as I turned tail and ran down the aisle. I conjured my bow again as I went. I still had the quiver of arrows on my shoulder. The bow itself returned to my pocket realm when I set it down. It was the best thing about the weapon. Artemis didn’t want her god-created items in the hands of anyone other than her hunters.

      A snarl sounded too close to my back for comfort. Seeing a break in the shelving units up ahead, I darted to the left and thrust my arm out. The arrow stuck into the demon’s chest an inch or two. It slowed him enough that I was able to turn fully and shove it the rest of the way in until it reached its heart. Unfortunately, the maltharax didn't die before tossing me over its head, slamming me into a shelving unit.

      The blue forcefield bounced me across the aisle where I hit another shield protecting those books. I ping-ponged back and forth several times on my way to the ground. I was glad the books were protected but I felt like I’d gone through the cotton cycle in the dryer.

      I bounced off the ground and was stunned for a couple of seconds. Seeing a fire about ten feet ahead of me had me jumping up and running. Books that contained the gods only knew what, were burning to ash. In my hustle, I wasn’t concentrating and accidentally made the breeze around us pick up speed which made the flames double in size.

      “Shit,” I muttered as I changed elements and put the fire out.

      Once that was done, I cast fireproof shields over the bookshelves that would repel anything that touched it. Extending a finger slowly, I touched it to the barrier and got dizzy when it shoved me away. The action jolted my wrist and shoulder, making them hurt like hell.

      Shaking my head, I moved to the aisle I’d come down initially. The smoke was thicker back here, making me wonder how demons that spit acid managed to create fire at all, let alone in various spots across the Library from where they arrived. Keeping up my elemental power I extinguished every fire I saw. I was tempted to venture further into the bowels of the place but had no desire to get lost.

      Growls caught my attention. I plastered my back to the book shelf closest to me and slunk toward the opening ahead of me. When I reached it, I stuck my head around the end. My heart was pounding against my ribcage and my elemental magic faltered when I caught sight of three maltharax demons. They were sniffing the air as saliva dripped from the corners of their mouths. The sizzle as those droplets hit the marble floor churned my stomach and redoubled my worry for Aislinn. I hadn’t been fast enough to save her. Get your head in the game, Fi! You can berate yourself later.

      Reaching for an arrow, I knocked it and readied the shot. Slowing my breathing and diverting my focus to the demons, I stepped into the opening and let the string go. The projectile soared through the air and slid right through a demon’s throat. It roared and turned to face me.

      I froze for a split second like a deer caught in a pair of headlights. The injured maltharax took several steps toward me before faltering and falling to the ground. The other two demons leapt over their friend and charged me. Yelping, I took off further down the intersecting aisle. The ends of the bookcases bordered each side all the way down and contained relics that were obviously very old.

      My bad knee protested the way I was pounding through the Library but didn’t stop me. The best thing that had happened to me, since my magic was unlocked, was how much of the damage in that knee had healed.

      One of the demons behind me latched onto my hair and yanked me to a stop. Burning pain lanced through my scalp. My hands flew up, reaching for a weapon or the demon’s hand. I didn’t care which I landed on until the arrows flew from the quiver, hit the ground and vanished instantly. I didn’t like being without a weapon.

      Was my magic precise enough to cast a magical bomb and hit these guys without damaging more of the books and artifacts? Deciding to risk it, I pictured magic forming into a tiny grenade then pulled the pin by casting the spell. I then lobbed it over my head and dropped to the ground.

      The action yanked even more strands from my head, but my spell managed to hit the demon behind the one that had me. When wood splintered and flew through the air, hitting me in the side, I knew there was more than one casualty. A second later the creature holding my hair growled something and tugged me toward the middle of the Library.

      My heart lurched when I didn’t see Aislinn lying under the table where I left her. Had one of them taken her? I scanned the area and saw the librarians as they were casting spells on the books while Lucia and Violet fought several maltharax demons.

      “Let go of my friend, arsehole,” Aislinn cursed. Her voice had come from behind me where the demon was located.

      I cast a spell around my hair the second I heard her voice knowing she was going to attack the maltharax that had me. The sound of something hard smacking flesh filled my ears at the same time my spell took effect. I moved away from the demon and turned to see Ais stabbing an arrow through its eye.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as I reached for her quiver.

      She lifted her arm and looked at her wrist. There was a two-inch circle of burned, bloody skin. All of her flesh had been damaged so the muscle and tendons beneath were showing through. “I’m not sure. These things pack a punch.”

      I wanted to wrap my arms around her and reassure her that everything was going to be okay. I couldn’t do that though. New maltharax demons were dropping from a portal about seven feet off the ground.

      “We will get a healing potion in you as soon as we deal with these demons. We have to close the portal or we will never be done fighting them,” I told her as I lunged forward with the arrow poised to slam into the demon’s chest. Reaching their eyes was harder given their height.

      “Shut down that portal,” Aislinn called out. She had to be talking to the knowlharvesters.

      Luciana replied before one of the others did. “I don’t want know enough about the magic of this place to do that. I don’t want to damage the portal Omniscientia has in place for authorized visitors.”

      The maltharax demon I was trying to kill was moving out of range, so I cast a spell freezing him. It worked like a charm and I was able to shift the angle of my approach and force the arrow through his tough skin from the side. It turned out to be easier for me to hit its heart that way.

      “The portal for the Library is not in the sky. You can blast that out of the sky without worry of causing more damage,” the head librarian called out. He’d paused at the end of an aisle to my right. His skin was covered in soot and minor burns. His robe was sliced in various places and he had a black eye.

      I looked over at Luciana and jerked my chin at the spot where another group of demons were perched to jump down. “Blow it up,” Lucia instructed. There was no time to ensure my intent was dialed in. I pictured the portal exploding and cast the spell. I felt the Pleaides power intertwine with mine right before it slammed into the magical construct.

      The portal blew up in a shower of dark grey sparks. The energy ripped the demons in it to pieces and managed to injure the three that had landed a second before. We were down to four demons.

      I used the magical grenade and lobbed it at the group of three. It hit one on the outside, tearing a hole in its chest and injuring the demon next to it. I bent, yanked the arrow from the dead maltharax in front of me, and was ready to get another when I noticed Aislinn shoot an arrow into its chest. Luciana cast a spell at the third, taking it out.

      Wiping the sweat from my eyes, I turned to check on Violet and noticed she was coming our way. “Are you two alright?”

      I lifted the arm that had been cut open and sucked in a breath when I saw the darkened edges of the wound. That might be infected. “I will be okay. We can have Zreegy come and heal us.”

      The knowlharvesters stopped running up and down the aisles and approached the table. They began tapping at the screen. The head librarian went to join then but faltered. He braced himself on his knees as Violet moved forward to help him.

      He shook as he straightened and held a hand out to her. “You brought danger to us. You caused the loss of life and knowledge.”

      My gaze skittered to the side wondering what he was talking about. My stomach dropped to the ground. One of the knowlharvesters was lying there with sightless eyes staring at nothing. The golden glow was gone and his skin had turned grey. What had happened to the guy? I hadn’t seen him attacked.

      Luciana braced her hands on her hips and glared at the guy. “We did no such thing. The Library deemed us worthy. We passed your test.” I was surprised by her vehemence. However, I appreciated it. There was no way I would tolerate being blamed for such a heinous act.

      The head guy pursed his lips. “The initial question was only part of the challenges from the Library. The fires were the rest of it. And you did indeed pass that part. No creature has ever located our realm until today. It’s not a coincidence.”

      Something occurred to me as he spoke. “You’re right about that. I bet the shields around your realm and this building were lowered as the magic of the Library was diverted to testing us. Its power is finite, so it couldn’t do everything at once.”

      “And whoever kidnapped Grams has been trying to find information on the Fountain of Youth for a while,” Violet added. “When it finally got pinged, it launched an attack so it could steal whatever it needed.”

      Aislinn turned in a circle and gestured to the stacks. “Is there a way to check and see if they got anything?” The information was scattered and I hadn’t been paying attention closely to the fluctuations in power as we fought against the demons. It was possible the battle lowered the Library’s power even further.

      The head librarian’s confusion was obvious. “When the fires went unchecked, it caused damage. There is no way to know if it was stolen or destroyed. We’ve lost so much today. Information we can never get back.” The collective sorrow made my chest ache and had tears forming in my eyes.

      “We will do whatever we can to help,” I offered.

      The head librarian shook his head. “You are no longer welcome here. Omniscientia needs to be at full power while we clean up, catalog the losses, and make repairs.”

      “Can we come back?” Violet asked.

      “Not at this time.” The response from the head librarian was not what I wanted to hear. Luciana grabbed our hands and chanted the spell to return us home before he managed to ban us forever. Well, that hadn’t turned out like we’d hoped.
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      AISLINN

      “Aislinn!” Argies called out as we stumbled from the crypt where we’d taken the portal to the Library. “Are you alright?” His eyes scanned me from head to toe.

      I'd told myself to hide how horrible I felt. It would only make Argies worry and there was nothing he could do to help me. I would heal. “I’m okay. Traveling there felt like I was pulled through space by my intestines. We’re lucky we didn’t throw up and leave a mess in there.” I hiked my thumb over my shoulder not wanting to talk about my obvious injuries.

      Fiona pinned me with her we-are-not-going-to-ignore-this look before she turned to Sebastian. “Call Zreegy, Bas. We’ve got injuries and Ais needs her wrist looked at.” I felt the concern flowing from her and Violet like waves hitting the shore. They would be relentless with this. They understood precisely how confusing and painful this was for me.

      Argies narrowed his eyes as he looked down at the burned and mangled flesh where Artemis’s mark used to reside. “What the hell happened? Was that the cost of accessing information?”

      I glanced over as Zephyrus wound around Luciana’s legs. Sighing, I leaned over and kissed the top of Kalliopi’s soft head. Her dark red hair was getting longer as she got older. “Let’s go inside and start the kettle. I think we all need to sit down.”

      “Zreegy’s on her way,” Bas announced as he looked down at the furrows cut into one of Fi’s arms. The flesh hadn’t started knitting together but it was no longer bleeding, although the edges looked red and inflamed. “When you return bleeding and bruised, you make it impossible not to worry about you every time you leave the house.”

      Fiona patted his chest then twined her fingers with his as we left the cemetery. “We aren’t trying to make you worry. Just keep focused on the fact that we always come back. Sometimes worse for the wear, but we fight like banshees to get back home. We all have a lot of motivation to beat the assholes that keep attacking us.” Fiona was referring to our loved ones and I had to agree with her. I’d never had more to live for. No way was I going to lay down and let some demon take me away from Argies and Kalliopi.

      Luciana shook her head. “Banshees aren’t as vicious as you three. Their shriek isn’t even as frightening. You made those demons quail. Very impressive.”

      “Banshees are real? Do they really announce the death of a loved one? And are they from Eidothea?” Fiona was obviously trying to distract Sebastian from the comment about demons. She shouldn’t have bothered. He wouldn’t let it go that easily.

      Sebastian gave her a knowing smile as he held the door open for her and explained. “Banshees are very real and yes, they are from Eidothea. Before you ask, it is a female spirit that wails and screams as an omen of death, or a coming tragedy in a family. It’s not always about the individual they appear to. And no, they don’t have corporeal bodies.”

      “What do they look like?” Fiona asked. She was genuinely curious and not just trying to distract him. I filled the kettle and put it on the stove, while Fiona fixed herself a coffee.

      “Banshees are often described as old women with long gray hair, pale skin, and red eyes. They can appear as young and beautiful women, especially to men, to lure them to their deaths. Some stories say they have the ability to shape-shift into various forms, like a raven or hare. I’m not certain how accurate that is because they aren’t really a part of society,” Bas said as he leaned against the island.

      I set the tea selections on the counter and nodded in agreement. “They wear long flowing robes or cloaks exactly as you would think of a spirit,” I continued. “And they often carry a lantern or candle to guide them through the darkness. The most important thing is that they’re known for their eerie and mournful wails. My mom has always said they can be heard for miles around.” Recalling my mother’s description sent shivers down my spine.

      Sebastian grabbed some biscuits from the pantry and set them on a plate. “Now that you know everything there is to know about banshees, tell us about the demons and what happened at the Library.”

      A knock at the door saved Fiona from responding. Zreegy popped her head in and called out for us. The healer stopped in the middle of the entry and gaped at the witches standing around. Her gaze stopped on Luciana and her mouth opened and closed.

      Fiona clasped Zreegy’s hand and tugged her into the kitchen. “This is Luciana Umbra, the Pleaides from Italy. She came to help us find Grams. And these are members of her coven.”

      Zreegy smoothed one hand down her silk top and set her bag on the table. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all. Although, if you are here then things are serious. I guess I should be grateful you are all conscious and standing. Or am I missing the patient?” She stood on her tiptoes as she tried to look past everyone and into the living room.

      “There is no other patient. Aislinn is in the most urgent need. And it seems as if things are always dire for us,” Fiona replied.

      Bas put a hand on Fiona’s back. “Fiona was just going to tell us what happened when the three of them went to Omniscientia with Luciana.”

      Zreegy’s eyes went wide. “The Library is real? It’s not a myth?”

      One of Luci’s eyebrows rose and a smile lifted one corner of her mouth as she looked between Zreegy and Violet. “Yes, it is very real. Only certain individuals have permission to visit there. It seems as if I am now off that list.”

      Fiona explained what happened while we were searching the books for information about the Fountain of Youth as Zreegy led me to the living room so she could examine my wrist. The others followed behind us.

      “You say maltharax demons did this?” Zreegy clarified as her focus widened. I could almost feel her flipping through her mental rolodex of creatures to find what she knew about them.

      Lucia nodded as she stroked her familiar. “That’s what the head knowlharvester said when they arrived. They have acidic spit. I’m sure their blood is venomous as well but he didn't mention anything about it.”

      Fiona held up her arm. “Their claws are filthy. It doesn’t seem to be as toxic as what hit Aislinn.”

      “How did they get into a location most believe does not exist?” Bas asked as he sat next to Fiona with his arm draped over the back of the sofa.

      Fiona and I shared a look. I lifted a shoulder and said, “We aren’t sure, but Fi had a theory.”

      “She’s usually right,” Bas pointed out before he looked down at Fiona. “What did you come up with?”

      Fiona pulled her lips between her teeth then let them go. “I figure that whoever kidnapped Grams has been trying to find information about the fountain and they were able to find something in the Library when the place focused on testing us.”

      Zreegy opened her bag and removed a poultice and a cream. “They tested you guys? I don’t understand.”

      Luciana explained while Zreegy sent her healing magic into my wrist. I sucked in a breath as pain made dark spots appear in my vision. It felt as if she was digging the flesh from my body. Argies’s hand on my shoulder was comforting and gave me the strength not to pass out. Zreegy peered closer at the wound as Lucia spoke. I held my breath when the healer grabbed a long, thin needle from her bag. “The acid has continued to eat away at the flesh and is now working its way through your bones. My healing ability isn’t able to remove it.”

      “What does that mean?” Argies barked. He was standing beside me holding our daughter and watching what the healer was doing. “Is she going to lose her hand?”

      Fiona and Violet’s horrified gasps made the lump that formed in my throat grow barbs. Zreegy held up her hands, the needle narrowly avoiding Argies’s thigh. “I will not let that happen. I need some baking soda to counteract the acid before I can heal the damage. Did you have a protective charm on your wrist? Something slowed the acid enough that it saved you from losing it.”

      Artemis’s mark. It was the goddess’s mark. Emotion choked me at the question of whether or not I was still connected to the goddess. We might not have chosen to be one of the goddess’s huntresses, but I had come to enjoy the work we were doing for her. Yes, she was a bit much at times and was demanding and testy, but we were a part of something bigger than our small coven. We’d helped the mundies hurt by Professor Stanelis. And we found a way to keep powerful artifacts from the gods and goddesses. Something like the fountain would be safe in the hands of the Relic Keeper.

      “It was a mark the goddess, Artemis gave me to visit her realm. And it’s gone. I might not be bound to her anymore.” A sob broke free as Fiona handed Zreegy a box.

      Fi crouched in front of me and put a hand on my leg. “You are still her favorite huntress. We will get this all figured out as soon as we can. For now, all we need to worry about is Zreegy healing you.”

      I shook my head. “We need to figure out our next steps. What did we learn from the information about finding the fountain? Grams is counting on us.”

      Fiona sat on the table and took Kalli as she was reaching for me. “There was a lot of information about the fountain being in Spain,” Fi said as she bounced Kalli.

      Violet joined them on the coffee table. “I was able to confirm that the water is cursed.”

      Luciana cocked her head to the side. “That makes no sense. It would never have gotten the reputation as something that restores a person if that were the case. People would avoid it like the plague. And the gods would not have created a realm to keep it for their personal use.”

      “Perhaps curse isn’t the best description. The water has the reverse effect on anyone with darkness that drinks it. There were countless stories about how people aged rapidly until they died. It wasn’t pleasant,” Violet replied.

      I sucked in a breath as Zreegy dumped some of the baking soda on my wound and used the needle to spread it around. It hurt like hell and I had to clench my jaw closed for several excruciating seconds until the pain lowered from nuclear to thermal. “What about the key? Did you find it, Luci?” I asked needing to be distracted. The spots in my vision grew and the darkness crept in at the edges.

      “I discovered something about a demigod stealing the key from Artemis’s hiding place. Which, can I just say, wasn’t very creative? I mean she stuck it in King Tut’s tomb, expecting it to be safe.” Luciana’s voice and Argies’s touch grounded me.

      “I’ve almost got it neutralized,” Zreegy said as she set the needle aside. I cringed when I saw how the tip was eroded and it was now blunt.

      I made the mistake of looking down at my arm. There was nothing but bone and pink froth in the hole that was now twice as big. I tried to lift my arm but I couldn’t feel my hand. “Oh, gods. That looks bad. Will you be able to heal it now?” If not, I wouldn’t be able to use it. There were no nerves and tendons left to control my fingers.

      Zreegy placed her hand over the top of my wound and her warmth soothed the pain immediately. “Now that the acid isn’t a problem, I will repair the damage.”

      Fiona’s grimace echoed my sentiment as she watched Zreegy work. Violet had gone pale and looked like she was going to be sick. My wrist was taking all of our focus and I needed to change that. “Hey,” I told my friends. “It’s going to be okay. We need to decide on a place to start the search for the key.”

      Fiona nodded and shot me a smile. “Did you see who stole the key, Luci? We need to find it and the fountain.”

      Luciana shook her head as she stroked Zeph. “There was no information on who currently has it. I think a better approach is to find the fountain itself.”

      Thanos furrowed his brow as he looked at the Pleaides. “Another question to ask is how it got into the hands of the gods in the first place.”

      I could help with that. Now that the pain was better, it was easier to handle. “The witch was so upset about what the king’s men did to her family and the number of people trying to steal it, that she begged the gods for help. Initially, she tried to blow it up. That failed and every attempt she made to destroy it after that backfired on her. She lived over a century and spent every day asking for them to hide away her creation. She traveled to Spain where she hid from the world until the day she died.” I felt nothing as Zreegy spread the poultice, then the cream, over the area.

      Fiona handed Kalli to me when she started rooting around her boob. “Those won’t give you what you want, love. Most of what I read about the location of the fountain said it was in Spain. That doesn’t help us since we know it’s in a realm created by the gods.” As Zreegy wrapped my wrist, Argies helped me get Kalli to my breast to nurse.

      Thanos’s brow furrowed and he got up and started pacing. “It might be just what you need. There are often portals to the gods’ realms on the Earthly plane. The hellmouths are a perfect example. They’re locations where we can access the Underworld. Before that, there was an entrance in the tube. You can’t get there without knowing where to start looking.”

      Excitement bubbled through the room. Fiona pumped a fist in the air. “It’s damn good to have a direction to start seriously looking. There was mention of some church or another in the last book I read through, but we can hunt it down once we get there.”

      Violet grabbed the tablet from the desk and returned to the coffee table. “Where in Spain do we go? Should we try and reach out to Kairi?”

      “We should definitely leave her a message that we are headed there. She might have found something,” I added. “I say we start in the capital city of Madrid. I read that the churches there might be more likely to have more information about the fountain lore. Unless you recall the name of the church.”

      Fiona blew her breath out as Zreegy slathered the poultice over the wounds on her arm. Thank the gods we had such a talented healer because the edges of those were darkening. “I can’t remember what it was. The fires, then the shaking and fighting, started not long after I read about it. I didn't read enough to get more details.”

      Luciana clapped her hands. “Madrid it is then. When do we leave?”

      I lifted an eyebrow in question. “We?”

      The Pleaides inclined her head. “Yes. I’d like to assist you.”

      Fiona’s confused expression likely matched mine. “Why would you want to risk your life with us? You've seen what happens when we are handling a case.”

      Lucia smiled at us. “I started this journey with you guys and want to see it to the end. I want to meet the woman that has so many loved ones willing to die to find her.”

      Fiona nodded. “We’d welcome the help then.”

      The thought of Luciana helping us on this mission set me off. It wasn’t that I didn’t want her assistance. I just didn’t know how to feel about it. It had always been the three of us during these investigations. We worked well together and knew how to predict each other’s moves. Not to mention I had no doubt that I could count on them having my back. Like when I passed out at the Library. Fiona had gotten me to safety while Violet ensured none of the demons could reach her while she did. I knew the two of them would do whatever it took to protect me. I would protect them. It was unclear if Luciana would do the same.

      As one of the most powerful witches in the world, it felt like we had an obligation to go out of our way to look after her and ensure her safety. That was a lot of pressure when we were stumbling around in the dark half the time and muddling our way through things. In some respects, having her there felt like more of a burden than an asset. I sucked in a breath and banished those thoughts from my mind. She’d proven she was ready to jump in and do the work with us. As powerful as she was, that was only going to be helpful.
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      VIOLET

      I crossed my arms over my chest and stared out the window at the dark sky, ignoring Thanos. He had decided to join us on the journey to Spain. A couple hours after Zreegy finished healing Fiona and Aislinn we were sitting in the small seats at the back of the plane with Aislinn, Argies, Sebastian, Fiona, and the baby.

      “You feeling alright, Lightning? I wish you had let Zreegy heal those bruises. I can tell they’re still bothering you,” Thanos said as he buckled his seatbelt.

      I kept my face turned away, so he couldn’t see my expression. “Is Luciana alright up in First Class?” As a Pleaides, I assumed she would have her own jet, but she didn’t. Her area wasn’t as big as Phoebe’s and she said she could fly commercial just as easy when she needed to travel.

      “She’s fine but Zephyrus is driving Leigh up a wall. He keeps telling the witches they need to be more vigilant like me.” My jaw clenched when he mentioned how much he’d been checking on the Pleaides. I wanted to punch her in her beautiful face.

      I sucked in a breath when I realized why I was in a foul mood. I was freaking jealous over the leggy black-haired beauty from Italy. She had a sense of style I couldn’t match and skin like porcelain. Not to mention she had a figure most men loved. You know the one with big boobs, a tiny waist, and full lips. Compared to my extra roll of fat around my middle, smaller breasts, and stretch marks she was perfect.

      But it wasn’t just her good looks that had me in a snit. It was the fact that my mate had decided he was coming with us to Spain. He hadn’t been able to come with us before because he couldn’t leave the hellmouth that long. Suddenly Hutcoth and Roscock were perfectly capable of holding down the fort for a couple of days. Sure, he’d told us he couldn’t stay longer than a couple days but did that matter? Not to me it didn’t. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was coming because of Luciana. She was more powerful than I was. More in line with what a demigod had.

      Dropping my head against the tiny window, I took a deep breath. I was being ridiculous. I had never been jealous where Thanos was concerned. It was stupid to start now. He loved me more than anything and had never given me a reason to doubt him. I jumped when his hand landed on my shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      I turned my head and looked at him sideways. His eyes flared and he reached to unbuckle me. I slapped his hand away knowing he wanted to pull me into his arms. “Stop. It’s nothing,” I told him.

      Thanos narrowed his eyes at me. “Silence us, please.”

      I would rather avoid this conversation like a plague but I couldn’t. He wouldn't let it go. Besides, if he loved me I could tell him and it wouldn’t change anything between us. Nodding, I cast the spell and grabbed his hand.

      He brought my hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. “Are you worried about Grams? We will find her. I’m sorry I can’t stay more than a couple days.”

      My throat was tight and the urge to leave it at that was strong. Instead, I pulled up my big-girl panties and faced it head-on. “It’s not about Grams. Why did you come with us?”

      Thanos’s forehead wrinkled and the corners of his mouth turned down in confusion. “I know you three prefer to handle things on your own, but I worry. You’re my everything. I can’t be there all the time and I know I’m taking a risk being here now, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      My heart swelled hearing his words. “So, it isn’t because you wanted to spend more time with Luciana because you’re seeing how much prettier she is than me? And how much more powerful.”

      Thanos cupped my cheeks as he stared into my eyes. “You are the only woman for me, Lightning. I could care less about her except that if something happens to her it would end the world. That’s why I have been checking on her. Trouble follows you three. We don’t need the worst happening.”

      “Oh.” It wasn’t eloquent but I was unable to formulate a better response.

      “I can’t believe you thought I wanted her. From the moment I met you, other women have barely registered on my radar.” He claimed my lips then, pouring everything he felt for me into the kiss.

      My heart swelled and my desire for him ignited. I was being ridiculous, yet I was relieved to hear him reaffirm his love for me. I moaned into his mouth as his hand roamed up my side to cup my boob. I was ready to rip my top off and have my way with him when someone tapped my shoulder.

      I broke away panting and looked up at an amused Fiona. “We landed. It’s time to get off the plane. You can continue in the hotel.”

      My cheeks heated as I looked around and noted that we were the last ones on the plane. “Thanks, Fi.” I would have embarrassed myself by stripping down if she’d been a second later.

      The four of us grabbed our carry-ons and hurried down the aisle. The others were waiting for us in the airport terminal. We picked up our baggage and went to the car rental counter. The lady behind the desk was working so slow I wanted to go back there and do things for her. Or maybe I was just anxious to get to the hotel and continue what Thanos had started.

      Thanos threaded his fingers with mine to stop me from tapping my leg. “We will meet you guys at the hotel. We’re going to take a taxi.”

      Aislinn’s head swiveled around and she asked what the rush was but Thanos had already pulled me away. I looked back over my shoulder and saw Ais start laughing after Fiona told her something.

      “That was rude,” I chided Thanos.

      I lifted our hands and waved to one of the airport taxis. “I don’t care. I need to show my woman she owns my heart.”

      I laughed and got into the backseat as he opened the car door. Thanos told the driver where to take us then leaned over and started kissing me. One of his hands found its way under my sweater and teased my nipple while his other traveled up the inside of my thigh. The jeans were no impediment to me feeling the pleasure his touch elicited in me. It was a challenge to remain aware of our surroundings when he turned me on like this. This was not the time to let things get too far. But boy did I enjoy the teasing.

      I was breathing heavy by the time the taxi pulled up in front of our hotel. I was in a lust-filled daze as we made our way inside. Given the late hour, there were few people in the lobby. I noticed the high-end furnishings and décor, but barely paid it any attention as Thanos checked us in.

      His lips were on mine the second the elevator doors closed. It felt dangerous when he pushed me against the wall and lifted one of my legs around his waist. His tongue tangled with mine as he ground his erection against my core. I moaned and practically climbed him like a mountain.

      I cried out when he released my leg and grabbed our luggage. “We need to get into the room, love.” He was laughing at me.

      I gave his erection a pointed look. “As if you aren’t just as disappointed for the delay.”

      “Why do you think we left the airport when we did?”

      I unlocked the door and pushed it open. The room was luxurious with a bedroom, large bathroom and small dining area. Thanos bolted the door and I backed up into the entryway table as he stalked me like I was his prey. His movements made me shiver.

      Thanos's expression quickened my heart rate. “I need you to understand something, Lightning. I was drawn to you even when I had no memories. And when we mated, I knew I was whole for the first time in my existence. I no longer had to live with the pain of missing half of myself. I didn’t know what I was missing or that I was seeking something until I found you. And it’s not just about sex. It's about having a partner. A gorgeous, intelligent, badass one who makes me want to be a better man.”

      And now, it was official. I had never loved Thanos more than at that moment. His words were from the heart and settled any hint of doubt that had crept into my mind. I glanced up at my sexy mate. “You’ve rendered me speechless. You came into my life and saved something in me I had no idea was slowly dying. None of this would mean as much to me without you. I was walking through life seeing everything in black and white and you brought in color. I love you too.”

      Having both said what we needed to, I shot him a knowing look. Thanos’s pupils dilated and he licked his lips in response. I had to catch my breath. This sexy demigod was mine. Of all the women in the world, he’d chosen little old me. The thought was humbling.

      “Do you want to be in charge tonight?” Thanos didn’t say that out loud, his expression did it for him. It was helped along by the emotions I was picking up through our mating bond. We shared a deep level of intimacy without words. I knew how anxious he was to get me to bed and he hadn’t moved a muscle.

      “I thought you promised to show your woman how much you wanted only her.” It was a lot for an expression but his responding laughter told me he’d understood.

      His lust was evident by the bulge in his pants. I ran my hand down the front of his pants. The quiver of my body made his erection jerk behind his fly. I squealed when he wrapped an arm around my waist and hefted me over his shoulder.

      I smacked his backside. “I take it back. I want to be in control.”

      He growled and nipped my hip through the fabric. “Too late. No need to be worried. I’m about to romance the fuck out of you. You're going to enjoy every inch of my cock.”

      I shuddered and groaned from the pleasure of it. He almost dropped me when I palmed his ass. His resulting groan was loud in the hotel room as it vibrated through my abdomen and down to my core. It was such a huge turn on that I made him crazy with need.

      “You’re playing with fire, Lightning. You wouldn’t want me to take you right here against the wall, would you?”

      I pushed my torso up with my hands on the small of his back. “Is this how you prove your desire for me?”

      He chuckled as he crossed the room in seconds. I laughed breathily at his eagerness. I began squirming when he pushed a hot hand under my top.

      “Gods, I love your sharp tongue,” he told me as we reached the bed.

      Desire had me squirming in his hold. Enough of the foreplay. I wanted him to get on with it, but held my tongue. I wanted to see what he had in mind.

      He wrapped me in his arms and pressed his mouth to mine. Smoky bourbon from the drink he’d had on the plane exploded across my tongue when it slipped between my lips. He responded to my moan by grabbing hold of my ass. I pushed my hips forward and rubbed against his hard cock. I couldn’t help myself.

      “More.” I hadn’t meant to make demands like that, but he was teasing me to the brink.

      His hands were urgent as they trailed to the back of my bra. It took him two tries to unhook it. I waited impatiently as he lifted my sweatshirt over my head.  I let him handle my bra. I expected him to pull it off. Instead, he lowered it until it was barely covering my nipples.

      He stared at me for a second then let it go. His mouth moved to my nipples before the bra even hit the ground. He breathed hot air against my pebbled flesh then took the hard tip in his mouth. I arched and pulled his head against my flesh.

      He sucked and nipped my turgid peak while using one hand to unzip my pants. I let my hands roam up his chest so I didn’t give into the urge to help him along. I was rewarded with a caress over my hip while he paid homage to my breasts. He didn't make me wait long for him to push my jeans and panties down my legs. He stepped back, admiring the view while I removed my shoes and stepped out of my clothing. I was so aroused I had no doubt my sex glistened with it.

      Impatient to move this along, I reached out and grabbed the bottom of his shirt then pushed it up and over his shoulders. When he didn’t protest, I moved lower. My fingers were deft as I unbuttoned his pants. He sucked in a breath when my hands worked beneath his boxer briefs. Wanting to make him burn with need, I bent and licked his flat nipple. I sucked and licked and ran my hands up his sides.

      “Forget playing with fire. You got a fucking blow torch in your hands.” He cupped my cheeks and made me lift my head and kiss him.

      Teeth and tongues collided as our kiss escalated quickly. He palmed my breast with one hand while also kicking off his shoes. His pants followed next and he was gloriously naked a second later. I felt his hard, hot length against my abdomen.

      He had me in his arms and was walking to the bed before I knew it. My legs wrapped around his waist and I rubbed my core against his shaft making his erection pulse against me. I needed my mate to be inside me.

      He set me down on the bed then turned me around. Oh, hell yes! One of his hands cupped my sex from behind while the other pushed between my shoulder blades. The breath I sucked in was his undoing and my inner sex kitten was doing the happy dance.

      “I can’t go slow tonight, love. I had this whole plan of taking my time and worshipping every inch of your body, but you go and stick your ass up at me.” He slid his fingers through my folds to emphasize his point. My arousal coated his digits. Thank the gods he would know I was more than ready for him.

      Just in case he didn’t get the message, I ground against his hand and pushed my ass along his shaft. The head of his cock became slick and he lowered it to tease my opening.

      “Yes! Don’t stop.” I widened my stance to give him better access. “I ache all over, Thanos. I need you.”

      He drew back slightly then pushed inside my body without stopping. I cried out and was swiveling my hips before he could withdraw again. he grabbed my hips and pushed back in. His rhythm went from zero to sixty and I loved it.

      “You okay?” He was the most thoughtful lover, checking on me, as he thrust in and out of me ruthlessly.

      “Couldn’t be better. Keep going.” I rocked my hips to emphasize my desire.

      “Holy fuck, Lightning.” His fingers dug into my flesh as he pushed deeper. “You feel so fucking good.” My heart soared hearing how I turned him on.

      He pumped in and out of my body. I turned my head. The sight of Thanos lost to his desire for me as he pounded in and out of my body was a fantasy come true. He was the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on, and he belonged to me.

      I was bucking into him and mewling at the same time my body tightened around his shaft. He reached around and fingered my clit making me go wild. He rubbed faster on the engorged nub as he pumped in and out of my body. Sweat broke across our flesh and panting sounds filled the room, fueling my desire.

      I threw my head back, making my blonde hair sway across my shoulders. “More. I need more.

      “So, demanding,” he teased. I paid him back by clenching down on his shaft which sent his need spiraling out of control. At least that was how it felt as he pulled out of my body, flipped me to my back, and shoved back inside. I gasped and grabbed hold of his shoulders as I bucked beneath him like an out-of-control steer.

      “Gods, yes.” I panted and lifted my pelvis to meet his thrusts.

      Our coupling wasn’t gentle and easy, but urgent and hard as he pounded into my welcoming body. It was unlike anything I’d felt before. I swear I experienced both his pleasure and mine. It amped the experience up to a different level. I even felt how deeply he loved me.

      “I can’t hold out much longer,” he told me.

      I grabbed his ass. “I’m right there with you.”

      He clamped his teeth over the spot where my neck met my shoulder. It made me instantly squeeze his shaft before my body tensed. Pleasure lanced through me as our bodies continued the mating dance of panting, sweating, and grinding while we chased our release.

      He lifted his head and his intense grey eyes captured my blue ones. “That’s it, love.”

      He roared at the exact moment I clamped down on his cock again. We climaxed together. Our joined pleasure made my toes curl as I milked him and shouted his name. I clutched his shoulders while his fiery seed shot out and filled my womb. As our release thundered on, I sent a prayer of thanks to the gods and the Fates for giving Thanos to me.

      “I love you, Lightning. More than life itself.”

      “I love you too, Thanos. Life hasn’t been easy since we became Artemis’s huntresses but you have filled it with love, laughter, and the best orgasms possible.”

      He placed his mouth over mine, sending all the love he felt through his kiss. He also silently told me that he agreed with me completely. Life was pretty damn great at the moment. It didn’t matter what we would face in the future because we would handle it together.
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      FIONA

      “You look better this morning. You have this certain glow about you.” I teased Violet as we walked down C. de Bailén toward La Almudena Cathedral.

      Violet tore off a piece of her bizocho and tossed it at me. I smirked and sipped the best cafe cortado I’d ever had. Not that I had much to compare. Just the one I had at the hotel earlier this morning. I loved trying the different coffee drinks in the countries we had traveled to. The steamed milk had a different texture from the frothy I was used to, but it was still delicious.

      “As if you and Bas weren’t doing the same thing,” Violet fired back. “This city is beautiful. I love the architecture and history you can feel all around.”

      I nodded in agreement as I glanced around. “Greyson would love it here. He’s always been into history. Two of his favorite places to visit are Washington DC and New Orleans for those very reasons.”

      Aislinn, pushing the pram with Kalliopi, paused as we reached the stairs leading up to the magnificent La Almudena Cathedral. It was the seat of the Archdiocese of Madrid and one of the most important religious buildings in the city. It was connected to the Royal Palace of Madrid by a covered walkway. The walkway, known as the Royal Staircase, led visitors directly from the palace to the cathedral, so we had discovered as we researched the churches in the area. Luciana figured this was a good place to start given the political power the priests here would have to have. In the mundie world that power translated to access to information that might not be public knowledge.

      “I think there’s a ramp somewhere,” I told her, thinking she was concerned about how to get the pram to the entrance.

      Aislinn tilted her head back and took in the granite exterior. “It’s hard to believe they began building the cathedral in 1879 but didn’t finish it until 1993.” She was right about that. It was bonkers that it technically made it one of the most recently constructed cathedrals in Europe. “With all these mundie tourists taking pictures of the towering spires and intricate carvings, this feels like a wild goose chase.”

      I looked at the people around us on the sidewalk then to the cathedral. I was caught for a second by the mix of different styles which included neoclassical, gothic, and baroque. It was easy to get caught up in the tourist atmosphere like I had at the Greek temple ruins.

      Turning to Luciana, I shieled my eyes from the sun. “Is your gut still telling you this is the best place to start?”

      Lucia waved her arms in the direction of the church. “This is the pinnacle of the churches in this country. It’s a placement the priests strive to attain, which means they’ve made connections all over the place. Being here they will have access to information others do not. And even if they don’t have what we need, they are the most likely to know who would.”

      “That makes sense,” I replied as I caught movement from the corner of my eye. When I turned my head, there was nothing in the trees to our left. Thanos was crossing the street and heading up the grassy incline with Violet right behind him.

      I glanced at Bas, then Aislinn. Sebastian pointed to Argies. “Stay with the Pleaides and your baby. We will check it out.”

      Aislinn’s grip tightened on the handle. “I’ll stay with them in case it’s a demon attacking or something.”

      My gut lurched, making me wonder if whatever had drawn Thanos was a distraction. When my instincts remained silent, I nodded to Aislinn and grabbed Bas’s hand before heading across to follow Thanos and Violet.

      “Do you sense anything?” I asked my mate. He picked up on things before I did. It was the years of experience he’d had over his life. Not to mention living in Eidothea had been treacherous until I had led the battle that killed the Evil Fae King, Vodor.

      Sebastian scanned the area all around us. “There’s definitely something nearby.”

      A shiver worked its way through me as we reached a thicker cluster of trees and found Thanos and Violet. “Is it evil?”

      Bas’s eyebrows furrowed. “It doesn’t feel malevolent but we all know how easily that can be hidden.”

      Thanos and Sebastian’s eyes scanned everything while I looked for any hint of what they’d seen. “Why did you come up here? It could be a pixie or wood nymph minding their own business.” We didn’t have time to hunt down some random supernatural creature.

      “I felt something drawing energy from a source in either the cathedral or the Royal Palace. Given how things tend to go off the rails around you three I decided not to take the chance and be caught off-guard while we’re in a building filled with mundies,” Thanos explained.

      My heart started racing as we stood there looking around. I yelped when Sebastian’s hand shot out and snatched something out of the air. I gaped at what he was holding by a pair of small, iridescent wings that shimmered in the sunlight filtering through the trees. They were attached to a delicate looking creature with pale skin that was almost translucent green. My heart cracked when I saw the terror in its eyes which were a bright, piercing blue.

      Sebastian gentled his hold which jostled it, making the creature’s delicate strands of silver and gold hair fly around its frightened face. “This is what Thanos felt drawing energy from the cathedral.”

      I couldn’t tell if the being had a gender or not. It seemed like it had breasts under the dark green tunic it wore but I couldn’t be certain. “What is it?”

      Bas’s hand closed around the creature’s body slowly then he released the wing. I felt his desire not to harm the delicate membranes through our bond. “It’s a chronosprite," Bas said. “They’re mystical Fae with a deep affinity for ancient things. They thrive on the power and energy that these objects contain.”

      “Is it dangerous? How does it live? Do they fight for the ancient things they set their sights on? Do they destroy what they feed off of?” My mind was churning with so many things at once as I fired them off to Sebastian.

      He smiled down at me. “They aren’t dangerous. Their diet consists solely of ancient things, which it consumes through a process of absorption. It seeks out ancient artifacts, such as old tomes, ancient coins, or forgotten relics and absorbs their energy to sustain itself. The more ancient and powerful the object, the greater the energy it provides. They weaken objects but don’t destroy them.”

      Thanos tucked Violet into his side. “Do they consume people?” I hadn’t thought of that. Both Bas and Thanos could be considered ancient.

      Bas shook his head. “They don’t absorb from live beings. They have innate protections. And although they’re peaceful creatures, they can be fiercely protective of what they consider their territory and sources of energy. They have the power to manipulate the energy they absorb, using it to create powerful illusions or to defend itself against intruders.”

      Sebastian opened his hand and flattened his palm. The chronosprite bristled and shook itself as Bas continued, “Despite its small size, they have a powerful presence that can be felt for a distance which is why you felt it.” Bas dipped his head to the chronosprite. “We mean your territory no harm. We are here to talk to the spiritual leaders, nothing more.”

      I looked at my mate sideways. I’d never seen him show such deference to anyone. He smiled at me and explained, “It is said that those who are lucky enough to catch a glimpse of this elusive creature will be granted good luck and protection, but only if they approach with reverence and respect for the ancient things that the chronosprite holds dear.” The tiny creature nodded in response to his words then took off into the trees.

      I grabbed his hand and tugged him back down the hill. “I hope I never stop being surprised by new things in the magical world. It makes up for having to fight for my life constantly.”

      Bas smirked at me. “That’s what makes up for it?”

      My cheeks heated as I shook my head. “One of the things. My sexy mate and best friends are the biggest factors.”

      Bas looked ahead but his expression was satisfied. “Are you ready to convince some mundie to give you information on what they think of as a mythical fountain?” Gods I loved that man for getting my head back in the game. I was still thinking about the chronosprite.

      Letting go of his hand, I bounded forward then turned around and walked backward for a second. “As long as they speak English. I spent most of my life living as a mundie, so I know what to say without giving away too much.”

      “What was it?” Argies asked as we crossed the street.

      Sebastian told them about the chronosprite as we passed the intricately carved door commemorating consecration and went into the cathedral. My inner child stared around in wonder and reverence. I could feel the energy the chronosprite fed on. This place seemed like it could feed the tiny creature for decades to come.

      Inside, the cathedral was as impressive as outside with a soaring nave and a stunning altar. The stained-glass windows were gorgeous, with their vibrant colors and intricate designs. There were also countless beautiful works of art and sculptures throughout.

      Luciana pointed to the Chapel with the Nun. It was an intricate sculpture of gold with Jesus on a cross at the top and a woman inside an arch beneath that. It was behind an iron fence and had sculptures of angels on the side walls. “That’s gorgeous. The mundie passion for their religions produces some of the world’s best works of art. I read somewhere there are works by famous Spanish artists such as Francisco de Goya and Mariano Benlliure in here. I’d love to see them.” It was nice to see the Pleaides appreciated art as much as I did.

      Thanos led us down one of the hallways. This one was lined with marble columns. The place was so big, I got lost within seconds. Between trying to look at the beauty of the artwork all around us and keeping an ear out for danger, I lost track of where we were.

      An older gentleman wearing long white robes with colorful embroidery along the edges waved his arms and called out to us in Spanish. Luciana said something back to him. I felt a thread of her power flow from her as we stopped at his side.

      “Welcome to Cathedral La Almudena. I am Padre Javier Garcia. You’re here to learn about the Fountain of Youth?” He asked in heavily accented English as he glanced around at us.

      Luciana inclined her head. “Yes, we are researching the stories around the artifact for a project. Do you have documentation you can share?” Once again, I felt her magic flow from her as she spoke to the priest.

      The priest stuffed his hands under the sleeves of his robe and shook his head. “We have many scrolls that are too fragile to handle. However, they aren’t more knowledgeable than Padre Basilio Álvarez. He is the authority on all lore related to the fountain. Seek him out at La Sagrada Familia Church.”

      Luciana opened her mouth to ask something else and I put my hand on her arm. “Thank you for the information.”

      The priest inclined his head and continued his path down the hall. Lucia looked at me with a scowl. “Why’d you do that? I could have convinced him to give us the scrolls.”

      “My gut told me it wasn’t necessary. The padre he told us to visit has the answers,” I replied with a shrug.

      Lucia looked from me to the others. “Are you a seer?”

      "Nope. But I trust my gut. It hasn’t steered us wrong yet.” I grabbed Bas’s hand and headed back the way we’d come. “Before we leave we should stock up on supplies we might need.”

      Aislinn chuckled and walked outside as Argies held the door open. “You just want to visit the magical market here.”

      I shot her a knowing smile. “Don’t you? The one in Greece was so cool. It’s how I imagined the markets were hundreds of years ago.”

      “La Plaza Encantada is a stunning blend of old world and new. You’ll love it,” Luciana said, as she pointed to the left, once we were on the sidewalk. "It’s not far and it’s one of my favorites.”

      I asked her if they sold cafe contado there. I was craving another cup. It was the small serving size, not my coffee addiction. Until a couple of days ago, I’d been drinking mostly tea since moving to England.

      Luciana turned down an alley off a bustling street that could only be found if you knew where to look for it. I thought she disappeared into thin air. Bas turned sideways before he realized he had enough room to follow Luci. The entrance was marked by a small, unassuming door that opened to a winding staircase. I could feel the powerful spells and enchantments that kept it hidden from mundies. We took it down to an underground marketplace.

      La Plaza Encantada existed beyond the realm of the ordinary in Madrid. The marketplace was filled with small stalls and shops, each run by a different magical vendor, selling their unique wares. The air was thick with the scent of herbs and incense, and the sound of spells being cast could be heard in the background. The buildings were all made of stucco in a burnt orange color while the stalls had bright, colorful canopies covering their wares. Coupled with the cobble stone streets, it was similar to the market in Greece but fit the culture of Spain.

      “Let’s visit Esperanza first,” Lucia suggested as she pointed to a shop in the middle on our left.

      “She sells herbs and spices?” I asked as I looked at the large plate glass window that said El Jardín Mágico de Esperanza. I recognized the words for magical and garden and if my Spanish was right the name of her shop was Esperanza’s Magical Garden.

      Luciana pulled open the door. “She does.”

      I turned to Bas and lifted pleading eyes to him. “Would you find me a...”

      “Cafe contado?” Bas cut me off with a smile.

      I nodded then lifted to my tiptoes to give him a kiss. Argies and Thanos went with him and they took the baby. The four of us entered the shop and I was struck by the shades of deep green of the interior. There were wooden shelves lining the walls, and small pots of plants and herbs placed throughout the space. Vines cascaded down from the ceiling and the air was filled with the sweet scent of rose petals and lavender. The shop's dim lighting was provided by flickering candles, which cast shadows on the walls giving the space a mystical atmosphere.

      A middle-aged woman with long, dark hair in a loose braid greeted us with a warm smile. Her deep, warm eyes were the color of honey and sparkled with a hint of magic. “Luciana! Welcome back. What brings you here?”

      Luciana smiled as she embraced the woman. “Just picking up some supplies. How have you been?” I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the dichotomy between the two women.

      Lucia wore fancy designer clothing while Esperanza had on a long, flowing brown skirt that brushed the floor, paired with a loose-fitting blouse made of linen. She also had a beige shawl with intricate embroidery around her shoulders. The leather belt at her waist was the best part of her outfit. It was decorated with small pouches and loops for storing herbs and small tools. That would be handy if I made potions more often.

      Violet and Aislinn were wandering around the shop, so I left the women to catch up as I wandered with my friends. I picked up a jar of what looked like dried wings. “Those are the preserved wings of a dragonfly. They’re great for blessing new beginnings.”

      I set the jar down. “You have a lovely store.” And she did.

      Her shelves were filled with a range of herbs and spices, each with its own unique properties and uses. And she knew each one as I picked them up. She offered everything from the familiar, such as sage and thyme, to the more exotic, such as mandrake root and moonflower. She also sold pre-made potions and elixirs, each with a specific purpose, such as healing or protection.

      We grabbed several of her healing potions along with some for protection. We had no idea what we would walk into when we finally found the fountain. The guys were waiting with drinks for everyone by the time we paid and left the store. We meandered through the stalls and shops. I found a gorgeous teal top I thought Grams would love and a couple of dolls charmed to chase demons away. We needed a life sized one of those. I almost asked the woman if she did custom orders. After this I would keep it in the house to keep Grams safe. Shopping with Luciana was a blast. She knew a lot of people there and the stories behind their wares. We were laden with bags as we headed up the stairs.

      I put a hand on Luciana’s shoulder as we reached the street. “We haven’t visited a market without incident in months. You might just be our lucky charm. We should keep you around.”

      Lucia laughed and shook her head. “Perhaps I can join you from time to time. Life is definitely not boring with you three.”

      I laughed as I said a silent prayer that things stayed this calm until we found Grams. The chances were slim, but I was going to keep hoping. Sometimes hope was all you had to carry you through.
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      FIONA

      “I’m not sure if I need a nap or a walk after la comida.” Violet patted her stomach as she leaned back. The table was a mess of scraps and empty dishes.

      I chuckled as I finished the reply letting Kairi know we were in Barcelona. She’d messaged back last night after dinner saying she would try to catch up with us in Madrid. Unfortunately, we caught a train this morning and missed her, so I sent her a text telling her to join us here.

      Aislinn grabbed another grape and popped it in her mouth. “We need the recipe for that paella. Best I’ve ever had.”

      Luciana leaned forward as she sipped her coffee. “It’s because the shrimp are fresh. Makes all the difference. Are we ready to go? Or are we waiting longer for the mermaid?”

      I shook my head and waved my screen as the others. “We’re ready. Kairi is on the train. She should be arriving tonight or early tomorrow morning. She missed the earlier one that I had bought her a ticket for. Speaking of tickets, should we buy them for La Sagrada Familia?”

      Thanos pulled his phone out. “I have them. We will need you to use your mind magic, Luciana, so we can get close to Padre Basilio Álvarez. Otherwise, it will be difficult to find him. It is one of Barcelona's most visited attractions. Plus it has been under construction for over a hundred-fifty years. There could be a lot of shit everywhere.”

      During our train ride, we looked the basilica up. “The Sagrada Familia Church is a massive Roman Catholic basilica and is one of the most iconic and unique buildings in the world. Its construction began in 1882 and will not be done until approximately 2026. The plans were done by the infamous architect Gaudi and the church was still using it to guide them. What shocked me most was the fact that the work relies solely on private donations,” Violet read to us.

      Lucia inclined her head as she got to her feet. “I’m surprised you aren’t able to manipulate mundies, Thanos.”

      I tensed when Thanos’s power blasted out of him. “I’m more of a blunt instrument. This requires needlepoint precision. I’d wipe out the person’s memory while trying to convince him to cooperate.”

      Luciana extended her hand, reaching for Thanos. “I can see what you mean. Your power is immense. And you’re not a god?”

      Thanos shook his head as we left the restaurant and headed down the street to the church. “No, I’m not. It wouldn’t be a problem for me if I were.”

      Luciana frowned as we walked. “You have enough power to hone the skill to hair thin precision. Have you tried practicing?” The thought of him using innocents to hone his skills made me sick to my stomach. I couldn’t believe she was so cavalier about it.

      “No.” Thanos’s reply was clipped as we walked. I was offended too.

      Violet nudged his arm. “You should. Like you said, we get into enough battles with demons and other vile people. They’d be perfect.”

      Thanos’s eyes widened as he shot his mate a smile. “You’re brilliant. And I change my mind on hoping we find Grams without issue. I want to start practicing.”

      I turned my face up to the warm late afternoon sun, letting it wash away the lingering bitterness from the thought of Thanos hurting others. Violet really was a genius.

      “Are there any ugly churches in this country?” I asked as we approached the building.

      Aislinn snorted. “How about any normal sized ones.”

      The Sagrada Familia was a massive and unique basilica with a Gothic and Art Nouveau style. Its most striking feature was its towering spires. I swear they could be seen from miles away. The exterior of the church was adorned with intricate stone carvings, depicting various religious scenes and motifs.

      Kalli cooed and reached for one of the statues to the right of the large intricately carved bronze doors of the church. I tickled her tummy before we entered the building. The interior of the church took my breath away. The nave soared to a height of over 200 feet. The columns and arches that supported the structure were intricately carved and featured a range of natural forms, such as tree trunks and branches. The stained-glass windows made a kaleidoscope of colors across the interior.

      Luciana approached one of the guards monitoring the tourists milling around. I assumed she was asking him to speak to the Padre. I was busy taking in what was the focal point of the church. The altar had a large crucifix suspended above it, and a series of smaller chapels and alcoves located around the perimeter, each with its own unique theme and decoration.

      The guard disappeared into one of the smaller chapels. “This place has to be one of the most iconic buildings in the world. Like Notre Dame in Paris.”

      Violet nodded in agreement. “You’ve got that right. Most churches have spires, but this place turned them into a work of art.”

      “It doesn’t have the same ancient energy as the last church and it was started not long after,” Sebastian observed.

      I smiled up at him. “That’s because they’re still building this one. Those sculptures on top of the spires looked new. That has to change the energy of the building.”

      Before we got lost in a discussion about that an older gentleman returned with the guard. He had a friendly smile and a peaceful expression as he approached us.

      “Ciao. I am Padre Basilio Álvarez. I am told you are here to talk to me.” He looked like he was close to one hundred with his white and weathered face. The wrinkles around his mouth and eyes were carved deep from a life of service to the church. He was wearing his traditional clerical attire in black and carried himself with an air of dignity and grace.

      Luciana dipped her head. “Padre Javier Garcia sent us to learn about the Fountain of Youth from you. He indicated you were the expert on the topic and had the information we would need.” As it had with Padre Garcia, Luciana’s power flowed from her and surrounded the priest.

      His wise eyes reflected a deep knowledge as he held Luciana’s gaze. “Let me tell you a story about the fountain. It will help you understand that which you seek.

      “Once upon a time, there was a wise old priest who lived in a small town nestled in the foothills of the Pyrenees Mountains. The people of the town respected him greatly for his kindness, wisdom, and his unwavering faith in God.

      “One day, a young traveler came to the town and asked the priest about the legendary Fountain of Youth. The traveler had heard that the fountain was hidden deep in the mountains and had magical properties that could restore youth and vitality to anyone who drank from its waters.

      “The old priest smiled knowingly and told the traveler that he had indeed heard of the Fountain of Youth and knew where it could be found. He explained that the fountain was hidden in a cave deep in the heart of the Pyrenees Mountains, and that only the most determined and courageous seekers could find it.

      “The priest then shared a story of a young man who had set out on a quest to find the Fountain of Youth. The young man had journeyed for many weeks, braving treacherous mountain passes and fierce storms, until he finally came to the entrance of the cave where the fountain was said to be hidden.

      “The cave was dark and foreboding, but the young man summoned his courage and ventured inside. He navigated the winding tunnels and treacherous passageways. He passed numerous tests until he finally came upon a small chamber with a pool of crystal-clear water in a marble basin in the center. The water shimmered and sparkled in the dim light, and the young man knew that he had found the Fountain of Youth at last.

      “But the journey was not yet over. The priest warned the traveler that the journey to the fountain was fraught with danger, and that those who sought the fountain had to be strong of heart and pure of intention. Only those who were truly worthy could hope to find the fountain and gain its miraculous powers.

      “The young traveler thanked the priest for his guidance and set out on his quest, determined to find the Fountain of Youth and unlock its secrets. And, although he faced many challenges along the way, he never lost sight of his goal, and eventually found the fountain and drank from its waters, forever changing the course of his life.”

      “So, the entrance is in the mountains?” Luciana clarified.

      Padre Álvarez clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace. Luciana and I followed him. He didn’t speak for several seconds. “You aren’t humans.”

      My gaze jerked to his. I couldn’t help it as I gaped at him. “How did you know?” I wasn’t worried about him discovering the existence of paranormals. It was clear he already knew we existed.

      He placed a hand on my arm. His skin was soft and silky like Grams. Time did that to a person. His smile was serene as he looked at me. “I’ve been around a long time and seen more than you can imagine. I vowed to protect the fountain’s location with my life. And I’ve trained the next generation. I can feel someone that is other. And I suspect you eight are something even more.”

      “What do you mean?” Did he mean that we were demigods? I was suddenly very confused.

      The padre continued pacing. “Why do you think I shared that story with you?”

      “Because you know we are trying to use the powers of the fountain for personal gain,” I said.

      He shook his head. “That isn’t the main reason at all. I know you are the protectors that will ensure the world’s safety from this relic.”

      I gestured to Violet and Aislinn. “My friends and I have been tasked many times in protecting the world from the dangers of the magical world. And we will do the same with the fountain.”

      He pinned me with rheumy eyes. “Will you move it from its current hiding place? The Keepers of the Sacred Spring have kept it safe for hundreds of years.”

      “You’ve kept the location in the Catalan Pyrenees hidden from the records. And you’ve steered others away from there,” Luciana interjected. “We will move and secure it if it is safe to do so. We have a hiding place not even the gods can see through.”

      Padre Álvarez shoulders lowered and a smile bloomed over his face. It looked as if a hundred pounds was lifted from his shoulders. “Then go in peace.” With that he turned away, leaving us standing there.

      “Let’s get back to the hotel so we can scry for a more precise location in the mountains. That’s a vast area to search at random,” Luciana said as she typed something into her phone.

      The number of visitors inside the church had doubled since we’d arrived, so we remained quiet until we reached the sidewalk. “We tried scrying for the fountain and got nothing. We should split up and cover different areas.”

      Luciana approached a couple vehicles that pulled up to the curb. “We aren’t scrying for the artifact. We are scrying for the winding tunnels and treacherous passageways.” She opened the passenger door and said something to the driver then gestured to the inside. “They’re taking us to the hotel.”

      Nodding, I climbed in the back with Bas and Violet while Thanos got in the front. Aislinn, Argies, Kalli, and Lucia took the other vehicle. Violet leaned close to my ear and whispered, “Do you think her plan will work? How do we scry for something so vague?”

      I chewed the corner of my lips. “I highly doubt there are more than one set of winding tunnels and treacherous passageways in the Pyrenees mountains.”

      Sebastian twined his fingers with mine. “Stop worrying about it. It hurts nothing to try. If we get nothing then we’re no worse off.”

      “You’re not wrong. I’m just ready for this to be done. Grams is still missing and in danger. Every day that passes without us finding her, makes it harder for me to sleep.”

      Bas pulled me into his side, giving me comfort and letting me know he was there for me. We drove in silence the rest of the way while I fought not to break down and start crying. We arrived at the hotel and went right to Luciana’s suite. Zephyrus greeted Lucia as we entered. The witches from her coven were in the kitchen making what smelled like scrying water. I should have known the Pleaides would have it ready to go.

      I took a seat in the living room area with Aislinn feeding the baby next to me. Violet sat on the floor at the end of the coffee table, leaving the chair opposite us open for Luciana. When the Pleaides sat down, she had a piece of paper with something written on it and a bowl.

      “Are you clear what we are looking for?” Lucia asked.

      I shook my head. “Not at all.”

      Bas sat down in front of me with my iPad. “I have images of the Pyrenees here and a map on the next tab. Check these over. We want to find the cave in these mountains.”

      Violet and Lucia both looked at images as Bas scrolled through them. After a few seconds Vi sat back with a nod. “Having images helped. I’m ready.”

      I clasped Violet’s hand and reached over for Luci’s. “Me too.”

      Luciana waved a hand to light the candles, then set the paper on fire, holding it above the water. When the sheet was ash, Lucia took Violet’s other hand and we chanted the spell. Within seconds mist formed in the water followed by images of the mountains. I kept silently chanting we wanted the foreboding passages in the mountains. They changed several times before stopping on one with a pine tree covering the opening of a cave. I would have missed it if it wasn’t glowing neon green in our image on the water. Now that I looked at it, the tree itself was unique as well. It resembled a giant gnome with its gnarled branches and wide trunk.

      “Search for that section,” Luciana said as she pointed to the scrying bowl.

      I leaned over Bas as he zoomed in on the map. Everyone in the room looked for the location on their personal devices while I helped Sebastian. Luciana ordered room service at some point. We ate and worked. There wasn’t much we could do

      “There!” I shouted over Bas’s shoulder. He pinched his fingers, getting a look at the wider area until he noted a landmark that we could use to start our search.

      “It’s near Sant Valentí de Salarça, a church in Girona. It says here that Sant Valentí de Salarça is situated nearby the buildings El Mulladar and El Tubert,” Sebastian said.

      “I will make travel arrangements for us to get there tomorrow,” one of Luciana’s witches offered.

      “Please include a room for Kairi. She’s supposed to arrive before we leave for the mountains,” I replied. If she didn’t make it for some reason I would leave her a note here at the front desk along with a key for our room.

      Sebastian stood up from the couch breaking me out of thought. “Now that we have a plan for tomorrow. I’m taking Fiona to bed.” After that announcement, he picked me up and carried me to the door. I looked over his shoulder and laughed at the way Violet, Aislinn, and even Luciana hooted and hollered at us. Yeah, I was going to get lucky. My body tingled and I started kissing Bas’s neck. We had a big day ahead of us tomorrow.
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      AISLINN

      Violet turned a circle, searching for a cave hidden by a pine tree. “This is the right area. That’s the church ruins over there, but I don’t see the tree anywhere.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Once Fiona pointed out that the tree looked like a giant gnome, I had to agree. I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. “It didn’t seem that far from the old church when we looked at it on the computer.”

      Fiona chuckled. “It never does. It’s actually longer than you think. I’d bet we have another fifteen minutes. I doubt you can see the ruins from it. The gods wouldn't want mundies to wander across it.”

      Luciana narrowed her eyes as she glanced around. “We will be able to feel power when we get closer. What do you think we will encounter? I'm not the best at offensive magic. I haven’t had to use it all that often and I don’t think using my fire in this setting will be very smart. I remember how easily it got away from me in the Library as those demons kept coming.”

      I snorted as we continued walking. “How can you say that? You lobbed magical bombs with precision. It was a sight to see.”

      Thanos cocked his head to the side. “Keep to the magic that doesn’t involve flames. Smoke filled tunnels will only put us at a disadvantage. To answer your question about what we’re going to find, the gods will have some kinds of creatures guarding the portal to the realm where the Fountain of Youth is located.”

      I winced. “They’re going to throw as many claws as possible in our way. And we won’t be able to use our ace in the hole unless we want to bring the mountain down on us.” I nudged Argies’s shoulder.

      Argies gave me his exasperated look as he twined his fingers with mine. “We might not get very far unless we find that key. I hope this doesn’t take long. I’m not sure how long your witches can handle Kalliopi.”

      Luciana took a drink of water before stowing the bottle back in the handbag she had across her torso. “They’re having the time of their lives. It's nice to have the little one around even if it reminds me I’m running out of time to find a mate and have one of my own.” The Pleaides looked like she was my age.

      I placed my free hand on her shoulder. “It’s hard having a baby at our age, but I wouldn’t change it for the world. The mundies developed ways of helping a woman conceive. I bet there are paranormal doctors out there who have learned that skill. You don’t need to have a mate to get pregnant. Although, it is easier.”

      Sebastian rubbed his chest. “Can we focus on the matter at hand? Talk of babies is a distraction we don’t need. While it’s a trekker’s paradise out here, we shouldn’t assume the danger is relegated to the caves.”

      It was tough to tell what Bas was upset about. I knew he and Thanos both wanted a child of their own, but Violet and Fiona felt they were too old now. I wondered if that would change now that we were demigods. Presumably they wouldn’t age like normal witches which was slightly longer than mundies.

      Fiona patted Sebastian’s arm. “We’ve got this. Worrying so much about what we are going to face won’t be helpful for anyone. However, I do have a question about the landscape. Will the magic of the gods change it somehow?”

      “You mean will there be more gnome trees?” Luciana asked.

      Fiona lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug. “That or perhaps a field of ambrosia blowing in the breeze.”

      Thanos snorted as we walked. “Neither is likely. The magic is inside the caves which is where we will see the changes.”

      “And I don’t have my pickaxe,” I quipped. “We could use some precious gemstones to start an account for Kalliopi.”

      Violet’s steps picked up. “It’s there.” She was waving to her left.

      Following her finger, I noticed the gnome tree, then met Fiona’s gaze. Her wide eyes were excited as we hurried to catch up with Violet. “Slow down and quiet your steps unless you want to warn them that we are coming,” Thanos said.

      That slowed our steps instantly. Fiona pursed her lips. “We should cast a silencing spell.”

      Luciana waved her hand through the air. “Done. No one will hear us now.”

      “Damn that was fast,” Violet said.

      Lucia blew on her fingers and buffed them on her shirt. “What can I say? I’m good.” That made us all laugh. A few seconds later, we were moving slowly and ducking behind trees.

      Bas poked his head around a tree. “The cave opening is unnaturally dark. I can’t see a thing inside of it.”

      Fiona squinted as she glanced in that direction. “I could cast a sunlight spell in there.”

      Argies moved around the gnome tree. “Don’t worry about it. There’s nothing inside the entrance. Feel the magic to make sure it isn’t spelled to shock us or something.” We all trusted Argies’s keen shifter sight and were moving forward a second later.

      Luciana, Fiona, and Violet had lifted their hands in the air as they approached. The crackle of electricity traveled between the darkness and Luci. The rest of us hung back and watched the witches work. A moment later, I watched the shadows drop away and I was able to see the rocky ground a couple of feet into the cave.

      My heart hammered in my chest as we entered the caves. The cave had a distinct and unusual smell. It was different from what one would expect in a typical cave. The air had a certain otherworldly quality to it. It was slightly metallic, almost like the scent of ozone after a thunderstorm. That was thanks to the magical energy radiating from the portal. The air was also thick and musty, with the scent of damp earth and minerals which was from the cave's natural environment. If I recalled my University classes correctly, that was moisture and minerals seeping through the walls.

      As we moved further into the tunnels, it got darker and an additional scent tickled my senses. It was faintly sweet or possibly floral. There was so much input coming at us that it became confusing. We were forced to travel single file at some point and I was sandwiched between Fiona in front and Violet behind. Luciana bravely took up the front of our motley crew.

      We turned a corner and the atmosphere became supercharged with sparks flying off the wall when my arm brushed it. The sound of rock rumbling made me scream out and reach for my friends. I yanked Fiona into me when my other hand landed on stone rather than Violet.

      “They aren’t there,” I shrieked.

      Luciana was at my side with a ball of light hovering above her hand. I tried to calm my erratic breathing as we scanned the wall that had cut us off from the rest of our group. I patted the wall, searching for an opening and looked sideways at Fiona. “I bet Argies and Bas are freaking out right now.”

      Fiona nodded her head in agreement then dropped her arms. “No doubt they’re ready to burn down the entire cave system. Do you recognize the power that separated us? It doesn’t feel as strong as Artemis’s does.”

      Lucia swiveled around with magic burning in front of her before Fiona stopped talking. I followed suit, as did Fiona. I had my bow and an arrow cocked almost as fast as the Pleaides had reacted. “What is it?”

      Luciana pointed down the tunnel in front of us. “Whoever did that is down that way. Let's go kick their ass and find your mates and Violet.”

      The passage was much wider here and we were able to walk side by side. Fiona blew out a breath as her bow appeared for her. “I don’t like this. We can’t get through the portal and Grams isn’t here.”

      Skittering ahead of us made me drop into a crouch. “What was that?”

      Luciana extinguished her light, plunging us into darkness. I could see nothing, so I was surprised when the Pleaides responded to my question. “There are groups of drogul, ursog, and skallax in a cavernous space ahead.”

      “What? Where? What they hell are those monsters? I can’t see a thing,” I said as I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear them.

      “You’re lucky, Ais. One of them is this giant, mutated scorpion,” Fiona shared, making me shiver and want to run away. She was right about that, I hated bugs. I almost wished my sight would remain hindered.

      “That’s nothing compared to the ursog’s massive bear-like form or the skallax which is a cross between a dragon and a giant bat,” Luciana said.

      “What?” Fiona and I shrieked together. Fiona moved closer to me and images started coming into focus for me. “I didn’t look up at the ceiling,” Fiona explained. “One of us should focus on those things so they can’t swoop down on us.”

      Luciana nodded her head. “I’ll get them. Less chance of my magical bombs hurting you two in the cramped space. Be careful. I feel a surge in power in there. I think it’s the portal.”

      My gaze scanned the interior, landing on the bears and scorpions but I didn’t see any sign of a magical passage. I pulled the string back on my bow and let an arrow loose. It soared through the cavern and pierced a bear through the chest. Its roar shook the skallax on the ceiling and made rocks tumble to the ground.

      I yelped when one of the drogul burrowed into the ground. I had another arrow in my hand as I raced inside the cave after Fiona and Luci. The room was full of sharp claws, teeth, and pincers that just crushed a rock. One of the scorpion creatures popped out of the ground right of front of me. It sent dirt and rocks flying while I froze with wide, terrified eyes. I hoped they didn’t get turned on by my fear.

      I lifted the arrow and stabbed it into the creature’s tough exoskeleton. I used the air in the space to help push the weapon into its chest. A light blue glow from my right made me look away. Claws sliced down my back as I gaped at the portal that had opened up in the wall. There was a dark cone embedded in the side of the glowing oval.

      “The portal,” Lucia called out. “Get through it.”

      “We need to grab the key on the way out in case we need it.” I pointed to the cone. I ducked and grabbed another arrow. I used air to create a breeze to knock one of the bears over right as a drogul was attacking me. The bear got stabbed with the large stinger. My back was on fire and tears stung my eyes as I dodged another scorpion. The way the ursog was shaking and foaming at the mouth, I wanted nothing to do with that scorpion toxin.

      Furry bear arms wrapped around my sides, pinning my arms in place and making me drop my bow. I bucked and kicked and tried to use the wind to batter the ursog until it let me go. The fur was thick and scratched lines into my skin. It stung like a bitch. Fiona had fought to my side and tried to grab me, but missed. So I redoubled my efforts to get free. When it got close to another ursog, I used its body to kick off of it. The move was enough to make the bear-like creature lose balance and fall backward. I landed on top of it and got my first glimpse of the dragon-bats on the ceiling.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered as I saw the skallax head right for Luciana. The quiver on my back was crushed in the fall, but it still held my arrows. I grabbed one and threw it as hard as I could, using air to propel it into one of the skallax.

      Rolling off the creature beneath me, I grabbed a rock and smacked it over the head. That had been a mistake. It pissed the ursog off. He kicked me, sending me stumbling across the cavern. Fiona tried to grab me but couldn’t. I ended up next to the portal. Keeping my back to the cave wall., I used another arrow to fight off a drogul. The tip was pathetic against the large stinger.

      A high-pitched screech disoriented me and made me lose my balance. My hands flew to the wall, but I couldn’t help from tumbling into the scorpion in front of me. Sensing the danger, I rolled, narrowly avoiding its fat stinger. Fiona grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet. Luciana was next to her. “Let’s get through that portal.” Fiona muttered a spell and my head cleared.

      “Thanks.” I reached out and put a hand on the cone then yanked it with me as we crossed through to the other realm.
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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 demigods gathering around a marble fountain that had the face of a young man or woman that caught my attention. It was hard to tell what sex the visage was because it was surrounded by Celtic symbols on a vertical column. There was water pouring from its open mouth. That was the Fountain of Youth. How the hell did Cyrene escaped with that massive thing? Damn, she had some impressive magic.

      I ran to the side, pulling Fiona and Luciana with me, when 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 and started shouting something in a foreign language. I couldn’t understand them as I was busy running away from the drogul chasing us. A woman cursed near the demigods then called out to Fiona and me. The two of us stopped and looked over at her. She was about five years younger than my forty years, with brown hair and lighter eyes.

      Fiona frowned. “Grams?”

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

      Lucia grabbed Fiona and pushed her out of the way. “Watch out. I’m going to blow this asshole up,” the Pleaides 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. Unfortunately I managed to lift a foot, but couldn’t move more than that.

      I turned my head and glanced 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 for Luciana, who was also frozen in place, I scrambled for how 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 came through. It slammed into an invisible wall and sent lightning spreading out from the point of impact. The demigods grabbed hold of me a second later and I was thrown inside with Lucia and Fiona.

      Grams was running toward the cell. The determination was clear on her young face. It was clear she’d drank 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 what it allowed the demigods to do.

      “Leave her alone,” Fiona shouted, making all of 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 our key to figuring out how to harness the power of the Fountain of Youth.”

      Grams seemed to break free of whatever 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 of the demigod’s notice and pointed a finger at Grams. Fiona screamed when a bolt of electricity hit Grams in the shoulder. Her back arched and she cried out before collapsing to the ground.

      I still couldn’t believe she was fifty years younger than when she was 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’s 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 echoed around the chamber 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’s throat. “She’s alive. We need to find out 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 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 work around for her magic. We just need to keep the Fountain safe until she’s ready to take it.” I prayed that was soon. The idea of giving the fountain to Artemis, when she has such a twisted history with it, turned my stomach. We would need to figure out a way to get it to the new Relic Keeper.

      

      ***

      

      
        
        CHAPTER TWO

      

      

      Violet

      “Can you feel them yet?” I asked for 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 follow the path we were taking. There’s going to be another way inside that cavern.”

      Argies slammed a fist against the wall, smashing a hole 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 save our friends.

      We turned a corner and this unique scent reached my nostrils. It was musty like the cave combined with sweet flowers and the sky after a rain storm. 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 tripped to a stop inside a room where the scariest creatures were fighting each other and several were dead on the ground. Thanos was right behind me. The sound of Argies and Bas not far behind. Across the space there was a light blue oval lighting the entire room. It had to be the portal to the realm with the fountain.

      Argies growled and leapt into the air. He snatched a bat that had dragon features and ripped it in half. Bas was fighting a bear while my mate was fighting 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 there ripping it apart. He started tearing wings off and dropping them to face my arrow. The god created tip sliced through their hide 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 there and get them back.”

      Thanos went before me, then Bas and I, then Argies was last. 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. The symbols on the thing looked Celtic from where I was standing. The water was so blue it glowed.

      I turned my eyes away from the artifact and 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 and 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. 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 blue flames. They hit him in the chest. I coaxed the blaze to cover his entire body then extinguished it when he fell to the ground. I had no desire to turn this beautiful realm into an inferno.

      I hurried to Fiona and Luci’s side and looked them over. “Are you both okay?” They nodded as they slashed at a demigod in front of them. 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 had been long enough that it exploded before it was close enough to take our limbs. We landed on our backs. I was behind them and ended up at the bottom of a pile of the Backside of Forty.

      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 that burned us. Aislinn yelped and was off the pile first with Fiona behind her. I was fresher to the fight and bounced up quickly. Seeing the energy it was taking Fiona and Aislinn, I moved to the side and ducked behind a shrub.

      Luciana was taking on a demigod by herself. The battle was evenly matched. I bet if the Pleaides was better rested, she would have put the guy on his ass. I grabbed an arrow and threw it to the side at Fiona and Aislinn’s attacker. The guy turned 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 went 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 approached the three of us.

      We huddled close and the next thing I knew we were surrounded by a ring of bright orange fire. It burned so hot it felt like my skin was going to 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, prepared to take 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 was nodding at her until I saw the arrow puncture Aislinn’s lower chest. I screamed as Ais’s eyes went wide at the same time 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 in here.”

      The flames were 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 were 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. The guy was beating down on us.

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

      Luciana cried out as I got to my feet. The demigod she was fighting had stabbed her with a vine that grew up behind her. He got distracted a second later when he 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 the flames.” Nodding I waited as she lifted her finger then chanted it when her third finger rose in the air. The flames sputtered and died out. Our demigod cursed and turned to combat us. I had a magical bomb ready and rushed him. I could shove it into him if I was touching him, so I wrapped my arms around him and did just that. He fell screaming and I let go of him.

      I crouched down to help Aislinn and Fiona. She 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 couldn’t speak. 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 staff around. It was made of a dark wood and had a green stone like an emerald at the end. When it spun in my direction, I saw the carving of the tree of life at the end of it. I turned my attention back to Aislinn. “I don’t like the idea of leaving it in her. Lucia has a healing potion. I’ll help her and grab one.

      I was up and running for Lucia and her demigod while Bas and Thanos battled theirs. I dropped my arrows so they couldn’t be used against my friends, relieved when they disappeared. I prepared myself to conjure my witch fire and ducked behind the large tree trunk. My flames were leaving my fingertips before I’d even taken a step out from behind it. They hit the guy 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 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 that had had a hold of him then headed for the ones fighting Bas and Thanos. They took one look at him and nearly shit their pants.

      “This isn’t over,” said the one Bas had been fighting as he took off running for the portal back to our realm.

      Thanos grabbed him before he could take off. “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 days.”

      Thanos said something in ancient Greek and drew a rune in the air. The demigod in his hold stiffened a second later. Luciana approached Thanos and clapped him on the back then smiled up 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 Pleaides. I didn’t have anything to worry about. Thanos loved me. Luciana wasn’t used to dealing with anyone that had power close to hers. I could see why that would be highly attractive for someone in her position. What I needed to do is help Aislinn. 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 and 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 that.

      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 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 saw the thing. I gestured to the fountain then glanced down when Aislinn sputtered. She yanked the arrow from her chest before I could stop her. “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 I couldn’t talk.”

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

      Aislinn nodded. “We need to focus on how we are going to 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 been able to escape 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 and dipped his fingers inside and returned to Aislinn.

      Aislinn held 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 won’t turn back the clock on you. They poured several mouthfuls down my throat trying 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 that did 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. Coward wore a glamour and went to find more information. He was planning some big attack to steal it. I didn’t hear everything because I was being water logged.”

      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?”

      Lucia 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 clasped onto Grams. I focused my intent on our objectives and we chanted together when Luciana nodded her head. 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 you would have in your garden to one that would fit in the palm of your hand.

      “Good work, you three,” Bas said as he 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 safe keeping 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, or whatever, 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 had 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 seemed to be 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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