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      Being a forty-something, newly divorced, single mom can have its ups and downs, but discovering that I possess elemental witch magic has turned the downs deadly.

      Most days, I’m just trying to raise my kid and not die. So, when a troupe of randy pixies gather in my garden, demanding I protect them, I’m like, bitch, I can barely protect myself. On top of that, I have to worry about monster attacks from enemies new and old.

      My grimoire keeps talking in riddles. No help there. Linda the Gnome is more surly than usual. Even less help. Thank heavens for my hottie druid boyfriend, who has my back, front, and side, and a fat cat named Bob, who calms me better than a prescription mood stabilizer.

      Tru-craft has been nature’s midlife gift that keeps on trying to kill me.

      Earth nearly turned me to dust.

      Fire almost extinguished my flame.

      If I don’t master this new element, Air is going to blow me into the next life.

      Literally.
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      I blinked sweat from my eyes, cursing as I ran across my boyfriend’s backyard like I had a tornado chasing my ass. Mainly because a tornado was chasing my ass.

      “Knock it down,” Keir Quinn, my soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend, yelled unhelpfully.

      “If I could knock it down, I wouldn’t be running away,” I shouted back. Luckily, the tornado was small, only about six feet high, but I’d been tossed around like those flying cows in the movie Twister enough to know that I didn’t want to take another hit. “Do something!”

      Keir ran in my direction and fell in step next to me. “You created it,” he said. “Only you can dismantle it.”

      Again, not helpful. Two weeks earlier, while telling my son about tru-craft and what it meant for him and our family, I’d accidentally activated aero-craft, aka air magic, by blowing on my family’s grimoire, and I’d been trying to figure it out ever since. It turned out that learning magic had two basic outcomes, you either became one with the element, or it killed you. I was partial to living, so finding balance with the element was the only option I was willing to entertain.

      Keir Quinn, my soul’s companion who had been born two hours before me, had told me about tru-craft. He’d also told me that he’d felt my birth the instant I drew air. He’d been born into a druidic family, and he’d devoted most of his adult years to preparing himself to walk life’s path with me. His words, not mine. We’d become intimate after I’d taken on a fire god name Volres and smote his ass, and our magical bond had strengthened as a result.

      “Just collapse it,” Keir told me as if I hadn’t been trying to collapse the damn thing for fifteen minutes.

      I sent up a prayer of gratitude for my sister Rose, whose cross-fit training had given me some stamina, and another prayer of thanks for my terra-craft for making me hard to kill, thanks to a protection spell that had made my skin as tough as ironbark.

      “Just concentrate, Iris,” he instructed. “You have the power.”

      “I’m not She-Ra, princess of power. I’m just a girl, running from a tornado, asking it to stop!” I came to a halt, turned around and flung my hands up. “Stop!” I yelled at the treacherous swirling wind. “Just sto—”

      The tornado picked me up off the ground and threw me into Keir’s waterfall. “Son of a bitch,” I sputtered. The wet, icy chill made my ovaries shrink. “Not cool, dude.”

      Keir high-stepped his way across the small pool of water and helped me to my feet. The corner of his mouth lifted in a half-smile.

      “I will cut you,” I told him.

      “Sorry,” he said. “You’re really cute right now.”

      I quirked a brow at him. “You like the drowned rat look?”

      “On you? Yes.” He chuckled, then twirled his finger. “We better get this wrapped up if we want to make Michael’s game tonight.”

      It was early afternoon, and the football game didn’t start until seven. It was Michael’s first game of the season, and since it was his senior year, it was his last first game. This year would be a series of last firsts, and it made my heart squeeze. My kid was nearly grown, and in less than a year, he’d be off to college.

      My ex-husband Evan Callahan and his partner Adam Hauser had recently moved to St. Louis. Adam, who used to be Michael’s coach, had taken a job at a private high school. The happy couple was still settling into their new house, so Evan had dropped the bomb earlier in the week that he wasn’t going to be able to make it down for Michael’s game. Michael didn’t say a thing, but I could tell it hurt that his dad wouldn’t be there. Evan had never missed a game before.

      Which meant I couldn’t miss it. Come hell or high wind, I would be there tonight to cheer him and the team on.

      I looked at Keir. “I’m open to suggestions.”

      Keir shrugged. “Try to stay out of the water.”

      “Har har.” I thought about how funny it would be if Keir was the one getting dunked by the tornado.

      That’s when the base of the cone shifted its target away from me and barreled itself into the smirking druid.

      It proceeded to knock him down, and he fell into the water with a great splash.

      The look of pure shock and disbelief as he sputtered to the surface tickled me to my core, so I laughed. And laughed and laughed.

      Until the foul wind, once again, turned on me.

      “Plug your nose,” Keir shouted.

      I screamed as he lunged at me and dragged us both under the water. I held my breath, eyes wide and fighting the urge to struggle.

      Keir blinked at me, then pointed up.

      The tornado circled above us, looking for a target. Its deadly swirls slowed, and it started to shrink.

      The water around us began to swirl. Bubbles trickled out my nose as my eyes widened. The tornado had breached the surface and was creating a whirlpool.

      I damn near drowned when I tried to scream as the watery vortex of death yanked me from Keir’s grasp and threw me out of the pool and onto the grass.

      Coughing and wheezing, I rolled onto my hands and knees. The freaking tornado spanked my ass, knocking me face down into a puddle.

      “Enough!” I ordered the ill-wind.

      The ill wind ignored me and smacked me in the shoulder, sending me spinning.

      “Iris!” Keir shouted. “Look out!”

      I loved the fact—not—that he thought I wasn’t doing my very best to avoid getting pummeled. “Trying to,” I yelled as I spat out a clump of grass, got to my feet, and took off in a sprint with the tornado on my heels. “This thing won’t stop.”

      “You have to relax,” he instructed.

      “When should I relax? When I’m getting knocked to the ground? Or when I’m getting tossed like a rag doll?” I was huffing and puffing now. I couldn’t believe I’d conjured my own demise. “This thing isn’t going to stop until it kills me.”

      “Not on my watch,” Keir said. His scary black eyes peered at me as he used superhuman speed to swoop me off my feet to outrace the swirling death.

      Don’t get me wrong. Keir was fast. Really fast. Unfortunately, the tornado was faster.

      “Oh, shit,” he growled out as we both went flying.

      I grunted as Keir turned us so that I landed on top of him. Partially transformed into a puca, his hips were bonier, so it wasn’t a soft touchdown. Still better than having him land on top of me.

      He groaned. “This isn’t how I thought I would die,” he said.

      “Preaching to the choir,” I told him. The tornado had circled around for another run at me. “Son of a bitch.” I wrapped my arms around Keir, buried my face into his chest, and braced for the next blow…

      …that never came.

      There was a sharp “I-eeeeeee-yaaaa,” followed by a “Scheisse!”

      I opened my eyes in time to see Linda the Gnome shoot up from the ground and through the tornado’s eye. “Fire,” she demanded. “Hit it with heat, Kleinkind!”

      I’d been around Linda long enough to know that she usually knew what she was talking about, so I rolled off Keir and got up on one knee. Since my encounter with the fire creature Volres, I’d had the ability to call fire whenever I wanted without casting a spell. I could pull the flames from my blood at a whim. It had frightened me at first, but now I embraced the magic as if I were Johnny Storm, the Human Torch, going up against Doctor Doom.

      I held my hands out at the oncoming cyclone and yelled, “Flame on!” Fire flowed from my palms and off my fingers, creating a massive wave of heat that burned so bright it sucked the oxygen from the air.

      The tornado evaporated.

      I shook the flames creeping up my arms and was thankful my shirt was wet, or I’d have turned the sleeves to ash. “Ta-dah,” I said with zero enthusiasm. I glanced over at Linda.

      The stern gnome had her arms crossed over her chest. “Stupid, Kleinkind,” she muttered. “Whose bright idea was it to make der Tornado?”

      Keir’s eyes had reverted to their normal gray color. “I didn’t exactly ask her to—”

      I raised a brow at him. “Are you really going to throw me under the bus?”

      Keir grinned at me. “It was one hundred percent my fault.”

      Linda rewarded his honesty by pelting him in the head with a rock.

      “Ow.” He rubbed his forehead. “How did you know the heat would work?”

      “Oh, I know,” I said. “Because fire eats air, right?” A rock nailed me above my left eye. I gave the sadistic gnome a dirty look. “That freaking hurts, Linda.”

      “That’s how you know it’s working.” She pointed her tiny, pudgy finger at me. “You shouldn’t play with things until you understand them.” She frowned. “Der Tornado is made when cold air collides with warm air, but if you warm the cold air up, warm air and warm air….” She flattened her palms. “Poof.”

      “No tornado,” I said.

      “Ja.” She nodded. “Korrekt.”

      “Thank you for your timely arrival,” Keir said. “It was getting pretty dire.”

      I snapped him a look of betrayal but then softened my expression. He wasn’t wrong. I just hated admitting that I’d almost killed us with my terrible grasp of aero-craft.

      “Iris needs to be rescued a lot. I am used to it.” She tapped her winklepickers on the grass. “I think you should study wind patterns, cyclones, hurricanes, and how they are created before you try any more air magic. Next time, you might take out a house. Or the town.”

      That’s why I’d decided to practice at the top of the mountain. “Did you just show up to nag me?” I asked.

      “I showed up to save your life.” She raised her hands, palms up. “I thought we established that already.”

      Keir chuckled.

      “Are you sure you want to go there?” I asked him, my brow arched high.

      He shook his head, but he couldn’t quite get rid of his smirk.

      Linda tsked. “If you would only consult your grimoire, it will help guide you in your aero-craft.”

      She meant its cryptic, scary messages in the form of bad, rhyming poetry. On top of that, the damn thing kept changing me in frightening ways that were going to get me killed. “Nope,” I told her. “Aero-craft is the last element I’m dealing with. I’m not touching that grimoire ever again.”

      After the grimoire had activated air magic in me, I’d wrapped the leather-bound albatross in a newspaper, tied it up with twine, and used my earth magic to turn the bindings to steel before tossing it as far into the attic crawlspace as I could. Good riddance. As far as I was concerned, I was done with all the tru-craft elements trapping me in dangerous situations, not only putting myself in harm’s way but also my family. Not touching it, looking at it, or breathing in its direction was the only way I could see to prevent any more tru-craft trouble. Still, I’d spent a couple weeks playing with aero-craft, and while I hadn’t quite mastered it, like at all, nothing horrible had happened. Maybe my bad luck was over.

      “That is a mistake, Kleinkind,” she cautioned. “Your grim is your guide.”

      Hah! More like the bane of my existence. However, I wasn’t going to get sucked into this argument again. The gnome might throw more rocks to make her points. “Thank you, Linda, for your intervention.” I pressed my hands together and gave the gnome a bow. “I appreciate the assist, but I think I’ve got it from here.”

      She scoffed. “I’ve seen nothing so far that gives me confidence that you’ve got anything.”

      “You can go home,” I told her. “Don’t you have a bench to stare at?” Linda, when in her stone form, liked to position herself facing the garden bench. It used to creep me out. Still did a little bit, if I was being honest.

      “Can’t go home,” she said. “My home is gone.”

      “What?” I couldn’t keep the alarm out of my voice as my mind went to all the dark places. “Did something happen to my house?”

      “Your home is fine. It’s mine that’s been demolished.”

      “The garden?”

      Linda nodded. “It’s too horrible, Iris.”

      Oh, God. She used my given name. That was never a good sign. “Pestilence?”

      “Of a magical variety,” she said.

      I gasped. “Supernatural aphids? Is that a thing?”

      Linda harrumphed. “Not aphids.”

      “You’re killing me, Smalls,” I told her. “Just tell me what we’re dealing with, so we can fix it.”

      “There is no fixing this, stupid Kleinkind,” she snapped. “Once they infest your garden, there is no getting rid of them.”

      A horrifying thought jumped into my head. “Snakes?” I resisted the urge to crawl up Keir to get off the ground. “Please tell me it’s not paranormal snakes.”

      “Not snakes,” Linda said blandly.

      “Spiders?” Keir asked.

      “Don’t even joke about that.” I rubbed my arms to get rid of the goosebumps. “I would relocate to the top of Mount Everest if magical spiders moved in.”

      “Stop guessing,” Linda ordered.

      “Then spit it out already.” I was wet, windblown, exhausted, and in no mood for whatever Linda was pussyfooting around.

      “Heimchen,” she said without any fanfare.

      Keir made a grunt of surprise.

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      “Pixies,” Linda explained. “A troupe of them.”

      “Wow.” Keir winced. “A whole troupe?”

      Linda nodded. “They have taken over the entire garden.”

      “And why is this bad?” Pixies didn’t sound dangerous. “Aren’t they just tiny little fairies with wings?”

      “There are hundreds of them. All violent.” Linda gave me a piteous stare. “So, if you like your blood on the inside, I wouldn’t call them that to their faces.”

      “They aren’t generally a warring species,” Keir disagreed. “But they do hate being compared to fairies. They’re small, but the two races have little else in common.”

      “Got it. Pixies are assholes, not fairies.” I rubbed my lower lip nervously. “So, why do you think they’re here, and how do we get rid of them?”

      “You’re the reason they are here, Kleinkind,” Linda accused. “And the only way to get rid of them is to destroy them down to the last one.”

      “Whoa.” The idea of destroying a pack of tiny pixies, however brutal they might be, seemed extreme and a bit too much like genocide. We needed a less mass-murder-y plan. I shook my head. “Harsh, Linda. Way harsh. What’s option number two?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Fair Konig, the leader of the pixies, had requested an audience with me. Alone. He swore on his first-born son that I would be safe. Keir, who had watched his own father, a druid bard, negotiate terms with many species during his childhood, had told me that the pixie wouldn’t go back on his word. Still, it had agitated him that he couldn’t come with me.

      I swatted at a dozen pixies that swarmed me as I exited the kitchen door to the garden.

      “Stay back,” I rasped. “Or I will torch the lot of you.” I waved a flaming finger around until they all flew to a safe distance.

      Pixies, it turned out, were six inches of pure chaos. They wore leaves and flower petals in strategic positions on their bodies as clothing. With razor-sharp wings, skin a deep green like the color of bluegrass, glossy black hair, and tempers that rivaled Linda’s, I was beginning to think they were just as dangerous as the gnome had suggested.

      The pixies’ chattering sounded like a series of deranged clicks and squeaks as they escorted me to the bench in my garden. There, sitting on top of the backrest, was a pixie with hair that was tied back in a ponytail with a flower stem. He had a thick black beard and what appeared to be a permanent scowl.

      I stopped just short of the bench, crossed my arms over my chest—mostly to hide my shaking hands—and waited for the tiny bastard to speak. This was his show, after all.

      We stared at each other for a few minutes. I was about to say screw it and walk away when he finally said, “So, you’re Iris Everlee.” His accent was Germanic, much like Linda’s. It made me wonder if her grudge or vendetta against the troupe was even more personal than them taking over her garden.

      Was there a history between her and the pixie leader that she hadn’t told me about?

      “I am,” I told him. “Why are you here?”

      “Because you are the one responsible for our awakening.” He held up his hands as if surrendering. “So now you and your tribe must act as our der Beschützer.”

      “Your what?”

      “Our protector.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. You’re barking up the wrong witch.”

      “Your power carried the summoned die Fruchtbarkeitsriten.” He gestured around the garden. “Now, my troupe and I are at the mercy auf Staub Jäger. This will be our refuge until it is completed.”

      A series of clicks and squeaks from his family grew louder as they zipped around my late-blooming flowers I grew near the fence, the zinnias and lilies.

      I cleared my throat to quiet them. “No offense to you and your people, but there’s a gnome who has already claimed this garden. And she isn’t fond of sharing.”

      He narrowed his dark, beady eyes at me. “Then she’ll have to leave. You have ignited our quickening with your power before we could make arrangements for our protection.”

      “It’s not my fault.” But I felt a twinge of guilt. My aero-craft had been chaotic and unpredictable. Maybe whatever was happening to the pixies was my doing, even if it had been inadvertently. “But even if I did trigger your fruit bats to write, poor planning on your part doesn’t constitute an emergency on mine,” I said, using a quote my mother liked to use when any of us kids would come to her in a panic because we’d left an important school assignment to the last minute.

      Fair Konig’s frown deepened. “You have incited the die Fruchtbarkeitsrite eight-hundred years early. If not for you, we would have made other plans. Now, you must protect us until the rite is complete.”

      Well, shit. “Uhm, I can barely protect myself.” Not altogether true, but I didn’t have space in my life to add hundreds of pixies. “You’ll have to fruit-bite somewhere else, pal.”

      Before he could counter, we were interrupted by unnatural squeals and shrieks of fear. I whipped around in time to see a giant orange and white tabby with no tail jumping into the air, trying really hard to catch pixies between his paws.

      “Bob,” I scolded my familiar as he managed to grab ahold of one. “Put that pixie down.”

      “Annibish!” Fair Konig shrieked. His wings jutted out from his back, and he flew into the air, his movements darting like that of a hummingbird. He zipped back and forth, slashing at Bob with a tiny sword.

      Bob, who thought it was a game, let go of his captive, flipped onto his back, and started swatting at the angry pixie every time he buzzed by.

      “Stop,” I demanded as Fair Konig drew first blood by nicking Bob’s ear. I stepped in and grabbed Bob, hauling his fat butt into my arms to shield him from the onslaught of miniature psychos and took a few cuts to my arms in the process. “Don’t hurt him.”

      Bob, for all his flaws—and there weren’t many—was my cuddle monkey. Having him around was like taking Xanax with an edible. In other words, he was Zen personified, and I’d be damned if I was going to let any creature damage my Zen.

      Fair Konig’s ponytail was frayed, and loose hair floated out from his head. “I told you to come alone, Iris Everlee.” He pointed his sword at me. “You’ve broken our agreement by bringing this imp along.”

      “I did come alone.” This dude was giving me a serious case of the ass. “Bob came after. Agreement still intact.”

      The crotchety pixie looked disappointed as he shook his head. “It might be to the letter, but it violates the spirit.”

      I pursed my lips and shook my head. “Does not.”

      He zipped into the air until he reached my eye level. The wind from his beating wings blew on my face. “Does so,” he angrily declared. “Does so, does so, does so!”

      Wow. My first thought was that Fair Konig was having a meltdown to rival any toddler. My second thought, am I really arguing with a six-inch dude? And is this my life now? My need to flick him like a bug was intense. I tamped back the urge, seeing as how that probably wouldn’t end well for either of us.

      Instead, I held Bob tight and walked past the pixie leader, ignoring his cries of outrage.

      When I got to the kitchen door, I told him, “When you’re ready to talk to me like an adult, we’ll try this again. Until then, you can have your temper tantrum without me.”

      I hurried inside, then slammed the door behind me. I exhaled noisily as I sagged against the door. “What a shitshow.”

      “Now can we eliminate them,” Linda said, giving me I-told-you-so eyes.

      “Definitely not.” I touched the scratches Fair Konig had left on my arm and shivered. “They weren’t trying to kill me.”

      “Those aren’t love bites.” Keir frowned. “The pixies have broken the terms of their agreement.”

      “Pish.” I waved off his concern. “They’re just a little excitable. A lot like children, actually,” I mused. “I’ve put Fair Konig into a timeout.”

      “You’ve done what?” Linda sputtered. Then she began to cackle like a maniacal villain. “I can’t wait to tell my kin. It will be most entertaining.”

      “I’m glad you’re amused.” I rolled my eyes. “What are we going to do about these winged nuisances?”

      “I’ve already offered the solution,” Linda said.

      I shook my head. “We’re not killing them.”

      Linda spat. “Luftdämonen.” When I gave her a confused stare, she added, “Air demons. They bring nothing but trouble. It is too dangerous to allow them to stay.”

      “That seems about right.” I was more convinced than ever that she wasn’t telling me everything about her past with the pixies. “Still. Killing them is wrong.”

      “When you realize I am right about them, I expect a full and complete apology,” Linda declared.

      “This is a little far from where pixies usually live,” Keir said. “Did they tell you why they came?”

      “They said they came for me.” I sighed. “Something about barking fruit baskets.”

      “That doesn’t sound right,” Keir said.

      “They said I had to protect them against some stabbers who liked Jagermeister.”

      “Jager?” Keir asked, and it sounded like the way Fair Konig had said it.

      “Sounds more right,” I answered. “And a lot less like an alcoholic beverage. What does it mean?”

      Keir frowned. “Hunter.”

      “So, does the hunter part give you any hint about what the fruit basket rites are about?” I set Bob on the counter near the gnome. It seemed like she needed his good juju more than I did. “He said I had to protect him and the other pixies. What do you think he meant?”

      Keir was a professor of supernatural and all things occult. In other words, he was an expert, so I fully expected him to know.

      He shrugged. “I’m going to need more than a fruit basket.”

      So much for being an expert.

      The more we talked about fruit, the more I wanted some. I grabbed a clementine from a bowl on the counter near the sink as I tried to remember how Fair Konig had said the foreign word. “It sounded a lot like fruit bark eye or ite. Yeah, like rite. Rite of Fruit-bark-ite.” My voice had gone up an octave with my excitement.

      Keir’s brow dipped. “I’m going to have to do more research.”

      “Or I can ask the little dude after his chill pill kicks in.”

      “Oh, for zee love of sanity,” Linda said before she let out a string of curses. “It’s pronounced Fruchtbarkeitsriten.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Yes, that’s it!”

      Keir groaned.

      “I’m missing something, aren’t I?”

      Keir nodded. “You’re not going to like it.”

      “I already don’t like it.”

      “It’s worse than you think,” he said.

      Linda composed herself and said, “It shouldn’t be possible, but the flying demons are planning to procreate all over my garden.”

      “They’re what?”

      “I am speaking English, Kleinkind. Please follow along.” She produced a rock and beaned me with it. “It is their fertility rites.”

      I glared at her. “Not funny, Linda. Unlike some people, I’m not made of stone. You’re going to give me a concussion one day.”

      She pished at me. “Your head is tougher than you think.”

      Keir’s expression was serious and sober. “Staub jager,” he said. “Dust hunters.”

      “Dust hunters?” The way he said it made me shiver. “Give it to me straight,” I told him. “I can take it. How bad is this?”

      “Bad,” he repeated. “If your magic started the pixies’ mating cycle, they’ll definitely need protection until it’s over.”

      “What do they normally do to stay safe?”

      Keir’s mouth settled into a thin line. “They usually negotiate for safety from other groups strong enough to fend off creatures who would hunt them.”

      Oh, man. I had done this. I was responsible. This wasn’t poor planning on their side. It was a wrecking ball on mine. “They said I awakened them eight hundred years early.”

      Keir nodded. “That would leave them with very few options.”

      I put my hand on Bob’s belly to alleviate some of my trepidation. “How could my magic have really done this?”

      “You’ve been playing with aero-craft without any guidance,” Linda reminded me sharply. “You won’t even consult your grimoire.”

      The grimoire liked to throw me into the deep end and tell me to sink or swim. That wasn’t the kind of lesson I wanted. “It won’t help me,” I protested.

      “It might have helped the pixies,” she scolded. “Now their fertility has been awakened, and they are ready to mate.”

      “Great, hundreds of tiny horny creatures. How am I supposed to protect them? And from what? Themselves? Are they like praying mantises, biting off the heads of the males after sex? Or male bees, where their balls explode after doing the deed?”

      Keir looked appalled. “Nothing like that. But there will be hunters searching for them now.”

      I waited for a moment for him to add more information, and when he didn’t, I rolled my hand at him. “Why?”

      “Pixie dust.”

      Again, he didn’t elaborate. I narrowed my gaze at him. “I feel like you’re stalling.”

      His gray eyes met mine. “Because I am.”

      “You’re not usually this cagey,” I stated. “Just rip the bandage off. Why is pixie dust bad?”

      “Because it’s concentrated magic.” He held up his hands. “You know how there’s all this stem cell research going on right now, and how doctors can take a stem cell that is a blank slate and turn it into a bone cell, or cartilage cells, or whatever?”

      “I’m familiar with it. Are you trying to tell me that pixie dust is the magical equivalent to a stem cell?”

      He nodded.

      “So, anyone who had the know-how could take pixie dust and turn it into some other kind of magic.”

      Linda said, “Now, can’t you see why we should exterminate them before zee screwing and dusting and the fighting and death that will surely follow.”

      I stared at the unusually blood-thirsty gnome. “They just want to make babies, Linda. Surely, you don’t hate babies.”

      She scoffed. “This isn’t going to end well. You have other people in your life to think about. The rite takes place over three days, and it will act as a beacon for sidhe and other magical creatures. They will flock to your door in search of the dust.”

      Keir scratched his head and stared out the kitchen window. Pixies were doing constant flybys, creating a distraction. “It’s as bad as it sounds,” he told me.

      I let out a noisy breath. “We have to figure something out. Maybe we can arrange for them to go somewhere else.”

      “They’ve already settled in this garden,” Keir said. “They won’t want to leave it until their offspring are born.”

      Panic welled inside me. “I’m going to be dealing with pixies for nine months?”

      “Two days after the rites,” Keir said. “But the dust will put off a magical signal until then.”

      Linda’s eyes narrowed as she balled her fists at her sides. “A pixie Fruchtbarkeitsriten is a dangerous disaster in the making.”

      I’d seen Linda look angry, irritated, disappointed, relieved, and amused, but right then, she wore an expression I’d never seen on her cherubic bearded face. Fear. Linda was afraid.

      Which meant it was much, much worse than I thought.

      Crap on crackers. My son didn’t have any powers yet. Although, Volres, the self-proclaimed fire god, had told me that Michael did possess tru-craft and would eventually spark. Would his DNA make him susceptible to the pixie dust, and even if he wasn’t, I couldn’t have him here if I was going to have to fight off supernatural dust collectors for the next three or four days? “Should I make Michael leave?”

      “It couldn’t hurt,” Keir said. “At least until we see who or what shows up.”

      My stomach churned. “And you’re sure this is going to happen? That the pixies are going to create this crazy hunt for magical stem cells?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. I’m not a pixie expert, but from my studies, yes. There’s no avoiding it, historically speaking.” He put his arms around me, and I sagged against him.

      “Great.” The news didn’t comfort me. I turned my head and glanced out the window. Fair Konig and his angry troupe were hovering just beyond the glass pane. I heaved a sigh. “I guess I better finish my friendly chat with the pests.”

      Keir kissed the top of my head. “I’m going with you this time. Let’s see if we can persuade them to move to higher ground.”

      I looked up at him. “Your place.”

      He nodded. “I may not be a bard like my father was, but I’m a decent mediator.” Keir’s dad was someone who could weave poems to influence the outcome of a conflict. Even without the bard magic, I trusted Keir. He’d mediated the situation between the fire giants and me when they’d wanted to sacrifice me to their god. Surely, he could handle a bunch of miniature amorous jerks. Unless…. “You don’t think they want to sacrifice me to the fertility gods, do you?”

      Keir made a face, his shoulders lifting slightly. “Probably not.”

      I took a step back from him. “Probably?”

      He chuckled. “They would have to get through me to get to you, and that’s not happening.”

      I glared out the window at the hovering pixies. Maybe Linda was right. Perhaps, I’d spoken too hastily earlier when she’d offered one simple solution. “Can we put slaughtering them back on the table?”

      “Yes,” Linda said quickly.

      “No,” Keir countered. “Your first instinct was right. I hope.”

      If he didn’t stop qualifying all his responses, I was going to smack him. “I love you, but you’re trying my nerves.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up into a smile.

      “Nuh-uh.” I shook my head. “Wipe that pleased look from your face.” It wasn’t the first time I’d told him I loved him, but he perked up every time I said it. Even so, now wasn’t the time for complacency. “This is bad.”

      “Potentially,” he interjected.

      He was asking to be slapped. “Let’s fix this before potential becomes a certainty.”

      Keir nodded. “I’m on board.”

      I glanced at Linda to see where her head was at, and it was fixed and frozen in a stony expression of rage.

      Why had she turned to stone? “Linda?”

      The kitchen door swung open, and my sister Marigold hurried inside and slammed the door behind her. Her long, black hair was messy, and her tan skin was flushed. She held her hairpin in her right hand like a weapon.

      “What in the flipping hell are those things?” She pointed out the window at the scattering pixies. “They attacked me!”

      I grimaced. “Horny pixies,” I said honestly.

      My sister Marigold knew about the paranormal world. I’d told her after she’d confided in me that she had taken a DNA test and found out she had a biological half-sister who was ten years younger than her. So, I’d given her a confession for a confession, and I told her I was a witch. It had taken her a minute when I told her about my true nature, but she’d come around to support me completely. We’d both agreed to tell the rest of the family our secrets. Marigold kept her end of the bargain, telling our siblings and dad about the half-sister. They’d all been supportive, as I knew they would be. However, I was having a difficult time bringing myself to fulfill my end of the bargain.

      Her eyes widened as more pixies frantically buzzed by the window. “You’re living the most ridiculous life.”

      I smirked. “Tell me about it.”

      “Hey, Keir,” Marigold said to my guy before turning back to me. “I guess I should’ve called first.”

      I gave her a quick hug. “You never have to call first.” Of course, if paranormal dust collectors started hunting in my backyard, calling first might be a good idea. “Well, maybe for the next week or so. You know, just in case.”

      “In case of what?” She glanced outside to the garden. “Are they dangerous?”

      “According to Linda,” I replied, not wanting to get into too much detail.

      Marigold studied the stone gnome. She poked her cheek. “She really talks?”

      “Yep,” I said. “And if you keep touching her like that, she’s going to make me pay for it.”

      Marigold withdrew her hand. “Sorry. I still can’t believe she’s real.”

      “She is, but she can’t animate in front of humans.”

      “You mean humans of the muggle variety,” Marigold said, using the Harry Potter term for the non-magical.

      “Yep.” I gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”

      She looked disappointed. “It’s fine.”

      “What’s up?” I adored my sister. She was my best friend and the only person in my family who knew everything about me. So, I didn’t want to be rude, but I had a bit of a pest problem now. If what she wanted could wait, then it needed to wait.

      “It’s Dad,” Marigold said.

      “Is he okay?” I couldn’t keep the alarm out of my voice. Dad had been forgetting things lately. His short-term memory was slipping. All of us kids had been taking turns checking on Dad and keeping him company where we could. He lived alone in our childhood home, and I worried about him all the time.

      “He took a fall early this morning.” Marigold put her hand on my shoulder as Keir picked up Bob and put him in my arms. “He’s okay, but Rowan said he tried to call you several times earlier. I thought you were just ignoring our brother until I called and went straight to voicemail.” She peered at me. “I know you’d never screen my calls.”

      “Never,” I agreed.

      She smiled. “That’s when I decided to chance coming over. I thought you might be out in your garden practicing your hoodoo.”

      Marigold wasn’t far off from the truth. I’d been at Keir’s place all morning, practicing my aero-craft. He didn’t have any cell phone reception. “Is he in the hospital?”

      “Not anymore. His x-ray didn’t show any broken bones, but his knee is banged up.” She shook her head. “Dad was on the floor for a couple of hours. We’re going to have to have a family meeting,” she said.

      “When?” I asked.

      “Tomorrow afternoon. We’ll all be at Michael’s game tonight. Even Dad.”

      “But he’s hurt.”

      “Dad said it would take more than a bruised knee and a bruised ego to keep him away from watching his oldest grandson do his thing.”

      That sounded exactly like our father. “Does he need a ride?”

      “Rose is going to bring him,” she assured me. “She’s been hanging out with Dad since he got back from the hospital.

      I tamped down the rising guilt. “I’m sorry I wasn’t available.” I stroked Bob’s fur to calm myself.

      “You look like you’ve had your hands full,” Marigold said.

      Keir gave me a meaningful look, then glanced out the window.

      “After I deal with the pixies,” I added.

      “I’ll see you tonight,” Marigold said. “You only have a few hours before the game to settle whatever this is.” She waved toward the garden. “Get your freaky-deeky shit under control, sis.”

      I chuckled. “I’m going to give it my best shot.”

      Marigold leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Love your guts.”

      Bob made me feel calm, but I still had to force a smile. “Love your guts back.”

      Marigold gave Keir a quick hug and a cheek peck. “When’s Lu getting back?”

      Lu was a badass warrior druidess, and she was also Keir’s younger sister. She’d been called back to the Iron Grove, the ruling body of the North American druids, for a mission.

      “I’m not sure,” Keir replied. “Lu hasn’t been able to tell me much.”

      I knew it bothered him that the Iron Grove hadn’t trusted him enough to let him in on the mission. Keir told me that the Grove enforced laws for druid-kind and tru-craft witches since before the age of Merlin. That’s when I’d found out Keir and Luanne’s grandmother was the Archdruid, leader of the druid conclave. It had to bother him that his blood relative was keeping things from him, but if he took it personally, he never let it show.

      “And Zev?” Marigold asked with nonchalance. “Is he, uhm, coming back? I mean to help you since you have all this going on.” She gestured to the window.

      Zev, the ifrit who had helped me tame the flames of my fire element, had been sent by the Grove to test my magic. He’d left Southill Village after my aero-craft sparked. I wasn’t sure if it had been related to Luanne’s departure or if he just had somewhere else to be. However, Zev had been flirtatious with Marigold while he’d been in town. I knew my sister had hoped more would develop between them, and she’d been disappointed when he’d left without saying goodbye.

      “Zev does Zev.” Keir shrugged. “Who can say with him?”

      Marigold’s expression was pinched, but she affected cheerfulness as she dipped down and kissed the gnome on the forehead. “Nice seeing you again, Linda. It’s always a pleasure.” She giggled. “Man, she looks really pissed.”

      “I’m sure she is,” I said. Cripes, I was so paying for this.

      My sister turned to the backyard door, then stopped. She pointed to the living room. “I’ll just go out the front.”

      I made a shooing motion with my hand in that direction. “Good idea.”

      After she left, Linda animated, glared at me, then threw a rock at my head. I ducked, and it fractured the windowpane.

      I looked at the chipped spot in the glass. “Damn it, Linda. I’m going to have to get that replaced now.”

      She blushed. “Tell your sister not to put her filthy mouth on me,” she said sheepishly. “I’m sorry about the glass.”

      A tap, tap, tap-tap drew our attention. The pixies, a few dozen at a time, were flying into the window, widening the crack. I hugged Bob tighter, but not even his ju-ju could settle my stomach. The crackling sound as the crevice broadened made my chest squeeze. I glanced from Linda to Keir, and they both looked equally horrified.

      My freaky-deeky shit was about to hit the fan.
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      The single-pane glass broke into shards, the fractured pieces falling onto my counter and into the sink.

      “Son of a bitch,” I swore, jumping back as the troupe of pixies flew into my kitchen.

      “Get out!” Linda screamed. “Out! Out!”

      They didn’t listen to her as they easily dodged all the rocks she threw at them.

      “Linda, stop,” I said. “You’re going to break something else.”

      That shut her down temporarily.

      “I will not be in the same space as that creature,” Fair Konig declared, pointing a finger at Bob. “Get that horrible beast out of here.”

      His words deeply offended me. Bob, who was in my arms happily swatting at any pixie that got too close, appeared unbothered.

      “You get out,” I said. “This is Bob’s home. This is my home, and if you don’t cool your jets, I’ll make you and your people go find another place to get jiggy with it.”

      The angry pixie blanched. “You are the reason my troupe and I are here,” he bellowed. “We can’t observe our rites without protection.”

      “Dude, if you think I’m going to watch a bunch of pixies bump uglies, you’ve got another think coming,” I told him. I snapped my fingers and lit the tip of my finger on fire. I waved the flame at him. “So back off before I torch the lot of you.”

      Linda scoffed but didn’t say anything.

      The pixie tugged at his beard. I noticed that he was the only one with facial hair. Were there other males, or was he the only one? I stopped musing about it when Linda snapped a piece of wood off my center island cabinets and was swinging it two-handed at a batch of flyers swarming around her head.

      Bob scrambled from my arms and let out a yowl as he skittered across the kitchen tile as he narrowly avoided getting brain-panned by the determined gnome.

      “Stop!” I yelled, but like the tornado from earlier, no one listened.

      My frustration level was at eleven as I watched the cacophony and mayhem play out in my kitchen. Linda swinging wood like a bat. The pixies diving at her with their tiny swords. Keir tried to reason where reasoning was impossible. I heaved a sigh, wishing there was a way to blow them all out of my house.

      “Where’s a good tornado when you need one?” I muttered.

      A brisk wind blew into the kitchen through the broken window. With unnatural force, it swirled around the center island, picking up glass, a gnome, and a couple dozen pixies in the process.

      Linda gave a shout of surprise. Gnomes were fluent in earth magic, and I could feel the shift in the elements as spikes of rocks and minerals shot up from below my house and through the kitchen tiles. They acted as a windbreak, dropping Linda to the floor where she hastily burrowed underground to escape the air stew.

      The shrieking of the pixies had me scrambling to undo what I’d started until I saw that their shrieks weren’t fear-based. They were riding the currents like miniature body surfers getting carried by waves. And they were laughing. Even Fair Konig’s scowl had been replaced by a toothy grin as he dove into the turbulence with his troupe.

      Their unbridled joy softened my feelings for the tiny creatures. Even so, Keir was pressed against the wall, trapped, my kitchen was destroyed, and the tornado had started ripping pans from the hanging rack. I had to cut their fun short before it started doing structural damage. With a burst of heat at the top of the tornado cone, I took it down.

      When it evaporated to nothing, I gave a silent thanks to Linda for her tutelage. The grouchy gnome had become a surrogate mother of sorts for me, and she’d saved my bacon more than once when it came to my unpredictable magic.

      “Quite enjoyable,” Fair Konig said with a laugh as he alighted onto my counter. “I feel a hundred years younger.”

      “How old are you?” I asked.

      “You stop counting after a couple of thousand,” he replied.

      He hadn’t really answered my question, but I let it pass. I looked around my kitchen. The floor was full of holes, thanks to Linda, and there was broken glass and tiles littered over the smooth surfaces. “What a mess.”
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