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For everyone who understands the unlimited power of a chosen family


Time of the Sorceress




I finally put my past behind me only to find my future at risk.




One more hunt, I promised myself. One more death, and then I could hang up my guardian's cloak and put my magical self out to pasture.

But with every enemy I take down, another one strikes. And this time they hit me where it hurts—in my bond with Emrick, the servant of Death who holds my heart and my immortality.

For the first time in almost nine hundred years, my life hangs in the balance. But I have friends now, a family, a reason to keep going. If I don't discover who's hunting me— and fast—everything I've built for myself will burn.
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“I don’t think this is working, Kat,” Rhys complained as he squeezed his eyes shut so tightly his face turned red.

“You need to relax. If you keep on like this, you’re more likely to give yourself an aneurysm than a vision.”

He opened his green eyes on a huff and ran his freckled fingers through his red hair. “This is all I know. It’s almost all I’ve been doing for the past four years.”

I crossed my arms and leaned back against the couch with my legs stretched out in front of me. Rhys and I sat on the floor across from each other. Sunlight spilled through the south-facing windows to fill the basement rec room with the warmth of the July afternoon. 

“That’s probably the problem, isn’t it?” I said. “You’ve never had luck forcing your visions. It’s only when you’ve calmed your mind that you’ve been able to trigger them.”

He dragged his fingers from his hair to rub his eyes. “I don’t know what to tell you, Kat. It’s like my second sight doesn’t trust me anymore. Not since—”

His jaw flexed as he cut himself off, but I didn’t need him to finish that thought. He was going to say not since he’d taken a vision-blocking potion to keep Alodie’s searching fingers out of his mind. The sorceress had used him as a conduit not once but four times, and we’d all been afraid she would turn him on us—or on himself. To protect him, Poppy and Murisa, the witches who’d become such an integral part of my inner circle, had created a potion to effectively cut off his ability for a few days.

Almost three months had passed since then, and he hadn’t fully recovered, but I didn’t know how much of his regression was because of the potion and how much was his mind fighting against him.

I leaned forward and rested my hand on Rhys’s ankle. “You’ll get back to where you were, Rhys. I promise. Once you take the pressure off your shoulders. We’ll keep working on it. We just need to move slowly.”

He flinched and pulled his knees to his chest, escaping my touch. “That’s great, but we don’t have time to move slowly, do we? You need my help now. We have to find out who summoned Alodie’s demon before they do anything else to get to you. I know what’s at stake here.”

I puffed out a breath and pushed myself to my feet. “Why don’t we take a break? We’ve been at this for hours, and that can’t be helping. Go take a walk, play a video game, get your mind off things, and maybe we’ll have better luck when we try again.”

Rhys bowed his head but stood up beside me. As he rose to his full height, I couldn’t help but notice that the red-haired, green-eyed boy I’d known since infancy had sprung up another few inches, now towering over me by nearly a foot. He was eighteen—if he grew much more, he’d need to get his clothes tailor made.

He must have noticed my staring and misinterpreted the direction of my thoughts, because his cheeks flushed and he dropped his gaze. “I’m sorry, Kat. I know I’m disappointing you, I just—”

I held up my hand to cut him off. “Enough of that. You’re not disappointing anyone. You are a gift, Rhys. Haven’t I always told you that? Whatever help you offer, I appreciate, but I love you with or without your second sight. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. We just need to break through these blocks.”

The irony of me saying those words might have struck me as hilarious if it weren’t for the pain in my friend’s eyes. After all, hadn’t my magic been stunted for a hundred years before I’d worked through similar mental blocks? The pressures of expectation and self-doubt had hidden my power from me until Emrick had helped me see my worth.

Rhys snorted at my attempted pep talk. “If I’m as powerful as all that, I would have been able to keep Alodie out of my head.”

“If we’d realized how powerful you are, Adrian and I would have worked harder to find someone to train you years ago.” I flinched at the mention of my vampire bestie. Three months he’d been gone, and I’d barely scratched the surface of my grief at losing him to Alodie’s bloody games. “When the incredibly powerful fear demon possessing your body says he’s good and comfy because of how strong you are, I think that’s reason enough to believe it, don’t you?”

Rhys raised an eyebrow. “Really? That’s your best angle?”

I chuckled and wrapped my arms around his middle. “I know, it’s weird, right? But in this, I think we can trust what Shogaur said. He’s not drawn to weakness.”

There was a lot to unpack around Rhys’s possession back in March, but as yet he hadn’t been up to talking about it. One of these days, I’d have to push the issue, but not yet. For the sake of fairness, I’d wait until I was ready to discuss the pain of losing one of my oldest friends. We all processed trauma in our own time.

“There’s more to you than you realize, Rhys Byrne. We’ll find a way to ease you into it.” I gave him one last squeeze, then gently shoved him away. “Now, go take your frustrations out on your… whatever the hell that monster thing is you’ve been trying to kill for the past three days.”

A small smile spread across his lips, and I left him to his gaming console and his thoughts as I headed upstairs to my room.

While I meant every word, I couldn’t deny Rhys was right that I needed help—and sooner rather than later. Every single day since Alodie’s death, I’d been looking over my shoulder, ready for the next kick in the ass.

It had been five months since my life had taken a turn for the strange. I’d gone from burrowing under my blankets, doing my best to ignore the world and allow my immortality to pass me by without hassle, to being faced with regular reminders of my emotionally fraught past.

First there had been Mikhail, the blood witch with the immortality ritual I’d believed lost forever. Then there had been Shogaur, the fear demon who’d once burned me at the stake and who nearly stole Rhys from me. Both those monsters had been manipulated by Alodie—the traitor who’d massacred my family, and, unbeknownst to me until far too late, also survived the original immortality ritual. She’d orchestrated my downfall, and when that had failed, she’d tried to use me to regain the youth she’d lost due to a glitch in her spell.

I’d fought her and won, believing to the last that once she was dead I could finally move on with my life.

Except she wasn’t the source of all my problems. She was yet another symptom. Someone had summoned the demon Alodie had been bound to with the intention of using the sorceress as a weapon against me. This someone was playing a very long game with the sole purpose of destroying me.

I had no idea who it was, or what they would try next, and until I had a better grasp on this looming threat, I couldn’t afford to relax. Not when dropping my guard might mean losing someone else who mattered to me.

More fool me for becoming attached to mortals, I supposed.

I would have thought I’d learned that lesson centuries ago, but no, here I was with a family under my roof—a mix of mundanes and magicals, from the housekeeper who gave me crap every time I made a decision that hinted remotely at selfishness to the natural-born sorcerer, Alodie’s grandson, who refused to accept what he was.

I wouldn’t let anything happen to any of them, but that promise meant I had to be prepared for anything.

So far, I felt like I was floundering. Since Alodie’s death, I hadn’t stopped trying to figure out who might have summoned Fegor, Alodie’s demon, but the answer eluded us as well as Alodie had for all those months following the Mikhail crisis. The summoning had to have happened decades ago, and even for an immortal, decades was a long time to collect enemies. Murisa and Poppy—or Muroppy, as I had named the pair—had worked tirelessly to narrow the playing field, but I could tell from their updates that they felt as defeated as I did.

As we all did. Rhys couldn’t trigger his visions, and Maera—Rhys’s mother and my housekeeper—struggled to keep the house going, visibly quailing under the weight of her duress and the thousand tonnes of baked goods she’d made over the past many weeks.

Gavin Yoon, the sorcerer who refused to accept he was a sorcerer, had opted to remain in Muskoka. He claimed he wasn’t ready yet to return to his home or nursing career in Hamilton, not knowing how to adjust to his old life now that he carried fire magic in his veins. I might have worried about his decision to hide away in the middle of nowhere if it weren’t for the fact that James Barrett was with him.

James Grumpy-Pants Barrett. Adrian’s former human thrall, and the man Past-Me swore I’d cut out of my life at the first opportunity. Well, to my shock, I hadn’t given up on him. On the contrary, I’d texted Barrett every single day since leaving Muskoka, checking in on him under the guise of asking how repairs to the house were going after the fire.

I suspected he knew the real reason, but whatever.

Somehow the son of a bitch had wormed his way into my family along with the rest of them, so he’d have to tolerate my involvement.

I hoped his eye twitched every time my ringtone sang at him—but even that hope had lost some of its old zing. The grief Barrett and I both suffered had bound us together. And although I didn’t know how long it would last before we found our way back to hating each other, I’d realized I wasn’t in a rush for it.

At the thought of my old friend, my heart clenched, and I rested my head against the door as I closed it behind me.

Eight hundred years with the vampire only a short trip away for advice or support, and now he was gone, leaving a giant hole behind. A wound that refused to heal.

It wouldn’t happen again. Yes, the fight with Mikhail had been close—yes, Shogaur had almost won—and yes, Alodie had been within inches of wiping the floor with me, but despite the odds, I’d defeated them.

It was the only thought that kept me moving, kept me training. Whoever was coming after me, I hoped they were paying attention, because I didn’t intend to lose now.

The next person to try to steal my family from me would go down in a wave of fire.
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Enclosed in my room, I shoved myself away from the door and headed towards my private balcony. With the time I had to myself, I meant to do some work on my own abilities.

Five months ago, I’d been a burned-out husk of my old self, worn down by depression, self-doubt, and exhaustion. The situation with Mikhail had hauled me out of my hibernation, but I was a long way from the height of my power. In whatever time I had before we tracked down Fegor’s summoner, I intended to scrape off the last of the rust and come in strong. Blazing like a beacon of justice and balance the likes of which no mortal currently alive had ever seen.

Magicals of today might have heard rumours of me at my best, but most of them would believe the stories were exaggerated. Especially considering everything I’d shown them in their lifetime.

Those beliefs would benefit me when I proved every myth was nothing compared to the truth.  Since we’d learned of Alodie’s return, Emrick had been training with me, helping me regain my old strength. Slowly but surely, those muscles had woken up, and when the opportunity arose, I would put them to work.

I’d made it halfway across the room when the temperature dropped. A swirl of white mist swept over me, and a hand closed around my arm, drawing me to a broad, firm chest covered in an ocean-blue long-sleeved tee.

I slid my hands over the hard muscle of said chest and wrapped my arms around the unnaturally pale neck peeking over the collar. A pair of lips lowered to claim mine.

Emrick’s tongue teased into my mouth, causing sparks to travel under my skin in tiny explosions.

I moaned against him and pressed myself closer. His right arm wrapped around my waist, pinning me against him, while his left hand crept into my hair. His fingers twisted the black strands, and he gave them a gentle tug to better angle my mouth against his.

“What’s with this greeting?” I asked between kisses, a gasp escaping me as his lips trailed along my jaw and down my neck, his tongue dancing over my skin as he sampled me, promising endless pleasure to come.

“I’ve missed you,” he murmured against my throat.

I dragged my nails across the back of his neck, and he wrapped both arms around my waist so he could pick me up and carry me to the king-size bed draped in its sage-green duvet.

“I’ve missed you, too.” I let my head fall back, giving him better access as he kissed along my collarbone. “Ridiculous, really. It’s only been a few days.”

What were days to immortals? I’d gone seventy-five years without him, having sent him away in a futile attempt to save what was left of his soul, yet lately even an hour without his company left me empty.

“I don’t care,” he growled. “A minute away from you is an eternity.”

His lips found mine again, his muscular frame pinning me to the bed, his arms caging me. The fingers of one hand stroked through my hair, while the other hand slid under the waistband of my leggings.

I clung to him, fisting his shirt to keep him pressed against me, needing to reassure myself that he was here—whole. It wasn’t enough to feel his weight, not when the threat of him fading and leaving me behind remained a terror that haunted me both within dreams and without.

As a servant of Death, tasked with escorting magical souls into the afterlife, Emrick was forbidden to involve himself in the mortal world. Every infraction cost him part of his soul, and each lost fragment took him closer to becoming a shadow. A wraith. A shade with no memory of what we’d shared or how we felt for each other.

For centuries, he’d pushed those limits, refusing to stand by when I was in danger, bit by bit chipping away at himself until he’d faded to almost nothing. Today, his pale skin was nearly translucent, the blue veins running under the surface too visible. I tried to focus on the firmness of his muscles, the heat of his body—the proof that he was still here, still mine—but the fear of tomorrow made me desperate to have him, to keep him, to take him inside me and hold him there.

I spread my legs and let him settle between them, enjoying the comfort of his familiar weight, his warmth as it soaked through my shirt and travelled across my skin. My back arched as his hand snaked down between my thighs, seeking me out, drawing pleasure from the simple contact as my individual cells were jerked forward in time only to land back where they were.

His touch, fatal to mortals, served only to heighten every sensation in me. Our bond protected me, lay me open before him, and with every stroke, every kiss, I craved more. Centuries could pass with this man, and I would never tire of him.

Every roll of his hips had me responding. I reached for the button of his jeans, ready to release his hard length so I could satisfy the fire stoking between us, but before I could undo it, he froze. His body stiffened, and his lips stilled against my neck. Worse, his fingers, working their best magic, ceased their teasing caresses.

The moment passed, and with a groan of frustration, he bowed his forehead into the crook of my neck, withdrew his hand, and straightened my shirt.

I sank into the bed with a disappointed sigh and ran my fingers through the thick waves of his white-blond hair.

“Duty calls?” I asked.

“I hate this life,” he grumbled. “I don’t want to leave you again. Not so soon.”

He lifted his head, his silver eyes sparking with regret, and I pulled him closer to catch his lips in a kiss that raised the temperature between us again. Not my intention, but I wasn’t about to complain.

“When you get back, we’ll pick up right where we left off,” I said against his mouth.

“Promise?” He kissed me, and I rocked my hips against his.

“Try to stop me.”

“Mîn hiertan.” My heart. 

With one last kiss, his hands cradling my face as though I were the most precious thing in his world, Emrick rose off the bed and disappeared into the mist, leaving me alone, aching, unsatisfied. And, as always these days, worried he might not come back.

I smacked my pillow in an effort to expend some of my pent-up muddle of anxiety and desire, then rolled off the bed and continued to the balcony as though that delicious interruption hadn’t happened.

Although reason urged me to refocus on the priority issue of getting my magic into shape, my thoughts refused to cooperate. Instead, they wrestled with the problem that had chased Emrick and me for centuries—the question of how we could be together without risking his future. Our future. Because if he became a wraith, the bond that tied me to this earth would still exist, but I would be alone.

Even more alone now that Adrian was gone.

The idea terrified me. The mortals I surrounded myself with today would be dead tomorrow, but I would remain. Trapped. Burdened with facing forever by myself, cut off from everything that kept me human.

A shudder ran through me, and I forced my thoughts in a different direction. As looming and severe a problem as my eternal loneliness was, we faced a more immediate concern. If the people trying to kill me succeeded, Emrick would be the one alone, stuck waiting until Death released him from his debt to join me in whatever came next.

The only solution I could see was the one I’d considered five months ago for very different reasons: retiring. Leaving the hunt behind me and disappearing into the world to live a quiet, peaceful existence. One that wouldn’t cause Emrick to step in to save me when I got in over my head.

My stomach twisted in knots at the tangle we’d found ourselves in. I drew in a breath, emptied my head of thought altogether, and dropped into one of the Muskoka chairs that faced my private beach stretching into Lake Huron. As the season tipped towards mid-summer, the maples and spruces embracing the house were thick with foliage. Their shade spilled dappled light over my balcony, my legs, and the sand beyond leading to the water. The wind was sweet, touched with the scents of flowers and pine, of the silt that lined the bank, of the lake. I closed my eyes and drank it in, absorbing every last drop of life from the island I’d called home for the past decade.

Too long, probably.

After so many years, it was well past time for me to pack up and move on to some new safe haven.

The trouble with immortality was that you couldn’t settle in one place for too long. People began asking questions, noticing that while they aged, their neighbour remained exactly the same. Having Maera and Rhys with me was both a help and a hindrance in that regard. While Maera ran most of my errands and was the more familiar face in our small community, aging normally—completely human—she also made my lack of change that much more pronounced.

The thought of leaving this place behind left me feeling hollow. In over eight hundred years, I’d never gone anywhere without discussing it with Adrian first, and he’d never landed too far from wherever I ended up. Since we’d met, we’d been inseparable. He was the only person I trusted most in the world aside from Emrick—and during the span where Emrick and I had stopped talking, the only person I trusted implicitly.

Without him, I felt adrift. Rhys’s life was here, as was Maera’s. I would be asking them to leave everything behind to come with me.

Or I would have to make the decision to leave them behind, and the idea of doing that bothered me more than it would have a few months ago. I’d lost so much in my life that I’d become possessive of everything I had left, including the mortals I’d worked so hard for so many years to distance myself from.

My life had changed dramatically since Alodie had targeted me.

Since someone had summoned Alodie’s demon so she could destroy me.

I groaned and leaned my head back against my chair.

One more mission. I swore it to myself. One more mission to find out who wanted me dead, and then I would find the peaceful life. Then Emrick and I could have forever and not stress about forever being stolen from us.

I let that thought motivate me as I closed my eyes and sank into my meditation. My first step would be rediscovering the full breadth of my power and destroying my enemies. Then I could finally rest.
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By the time I finished my meditations, tapping into my magic and working to thin the barricades that kept its full strength locked inside my psyche, I was hungry, tired, and more than a little grumpy.

I trudged out of my room, through the living room, and into the kitchen, praying Maera had anticipated all my needs the way she usually did.

Sure enough, she stood at the stove, the white in her messy red bun catching the soft yellow glow of the evening sun, her green blouse and black pants fitting comfortably around her lean frame.

Without a word, she waved me to the table. I slid into my usual chair, facing the counter so I could watch her work as she poured water into the teapot and slid a few freshly made scones onto a plate. A small jar of clotted cream and another jar of strawberry jam rested on the tray beside the kettle. My stomach growled.

“I hope your day’s going well,” she said over her shoulder. “Rhys moped up here for a snack half an hour ago before moping back downstairs. I get the impression he’s not making the progress he hoped to?”

“It’s going slowly,” I admitted, “but I’m trying to convince him he doesn’t have to rush. I suppose it would come off more believable if I were able to relax a bit and let go of this sense of impending doom.” I pulled my hair off the back of my neck. “All right, I confess I might be the problem.”

Maera carried the tray to the table, her mouth curled in a soft smile instead of the disdainful grimace I might have expected. She was—understandably—not thrilled about her son’s decision to step deeper into the magical world. She’d been worried enough when he’d wanted to join me in the fight against the blood witch Mikhail, and those worries had—again understandably—skyrocketed when he’d been possessed by the fear demon.

For the most part, she and I were on the same page when it came to her son. Whatever we could do to keep him safe, we would do it. Unfortunately, we were now faced with the challenge of his mental health being threatened by a crushing lack of confidence. I didn’t envy Maera the position she was in, trying to be an encouraging mother while also wanting to clasp her forever-her-baby son to her chest to save him from the world’s dangers.

She dropped into the seat across from me. “We all get where you’re coming from, Kat. After years of quiet while you avoided the world, these last months have been… Well, no one was prepared for how much we’d have to deal with.”

Maera Byrne, the queen of tact.

“He knows you have good reason for needing him to get back in the game,” she continued. “He wants to help. We all do.”

“And I want your help. I need your help. I’ve come to accept that I can’t do this all on my own. But the more pressure he puts on himself, the less likely he is to improve.” My shoulders drooped, and I shoved my fingers through my hair. “I can’t help but take responsibility for his set-back. If I’d worked harder to protect him—realized what Alodie was doing so we could find a better way to guard his mind—he wouldn’t be in this mess.”

Before Alodie had twined her fingers through his visions, Rhys had made incredible strides with his second sight. In large part thanks to Adrian, who’d taught him a few breathing exercises to get him into the right headspace.

But my friend was gone, his wisdom was gone, and all Rhys had now was me, the sorceress who threw herself into a fight headfirst and often forgot the concept of patience.

I rested my cheek in the palm of my hand. “We need to find him someone better to train with. I don’t want him feeling he has to prove anything to me. Maybe Muroppy know someone.”

The witches knew everyone. Surely they had a Seer or two in their phone contacts. One of these days, I needed to start networking again myself, but while I could delegate to the mortals, I’d save myself the headache.

Maera poured two cups of tea and slid one over to me. It smelled of chocolate mint, lavender, and something else I couldn’t place. My taste buds sang in anticipation. I needed a good, bracing remedy to anchor myself to the here and now. Stressing about the future was not going to help anything or anyone.

As she set a scone on a plate and nudged the cream and jam towards me, Maera said, “Rhys trusts you. There’s no one else he’d want to walk him through this. You know my son. He’d be too self-conscious to work with anyone else, and the anxiety would get in his way and discourage him even more.”

She was right, of course. Rhys reminded me so much of myself when I was a mortal sorceress in Palonia, working and failing to become what my community expected me to be. But if I was going to help him, I’d have to sort my own stuff out and find a way to work with him rather than pushing my own methods on him.

I’d never been a good teacher. Gavin was proof enough of that. Sure, he’d stopped setting things on fire, but he still refused to accept the magic that ran through his veins. And he still tended to walk out of the room whenever I walked in. I was demanding where I needed to be understanding, impatient when I needed to give space. It was the downside of being so isolated for much of the past nine hundred years. To suddenly find myself in the middle of a family again took a lot of getting used to.

I reached for my teacup as the steam settled and took a small sip. The lavender hugged my palate as the chocolate mint teased it, and a third flavour slid down the back of my throat with a strange bitterness.

I peered into my cup. “What’s in this? It’s interesting.”

Maera shrugged and took a sip of hers. “Some new specialty brew. The herbs are grown locally, and they only sell it at pop-up markets. I’m told it’s all the rage across the island.”

“I understand why. It’s good.”

I took another sip, then set the cup aside to tuck into the scone. Before I could bring it to my lips, my phone rang, and I grumbled on seeing the photo of a grim-faced soldier pop up on my screen. I’d taken the photo myself when I’d caught Barrett at his most Barrett. I’d then updated his contact name in my phone from Annoyance Demon to Tolerable. Adrian would be so proud of me.

My hand wavered over the phone. Did I want to interrupt this lovely afternoon snack to deal with whatever dour mood my unfriend happened to be in today? The temptation not to answer was strong, but despite old habits, I couldn’t ignore him. In an about-face of the ages, I needed to know he was all right.

Putting my once-enemy before my grumbling stomach, I accepted the call. “You can’t possibly need me already. I know I promised to help with the house, but come on, Barrett. I thought you’d last longer than this.”

Wanting to keep him in my life didn’t mean not poking the bear at every opportunity. Some things weren’t supposed to change.

Maera snorted a laugh, then stood up and started tidying. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t immediately haul out ingredients to test another new recipe. Her nerves had relaxed enough to set the stress-baking aside. I hoped she wasn’t being optimistic.

“I’m not calling for your help,” Barrett said, drawing my attention back to the call. “In fact, I’m struggling to think of any possible way you could help me. Do you know contractors?”

“No.”

“Do you know how to tile a roof?”

“No.”

“Do you have any interest in helping me paint the new foyer?”

“Not if my life depended on it.”

“Then how—”

“Supervision, Barrett. Obviously.” He grunted, and I allowed myself a smirk before reclaiming my expected role of Interrupted Harpy. “Then why are you calling? Did you lose Gavin? Dammit, Barrett, you have one job. Mind the sorcerer.”

“He’s right here, staring at me like I’ve lost my mind. Go do something useful. That trim needs to be finished.” Barrett huffed, and I grinned down the line.

It had come as a surprise to all of us when Gavin had decided to stay in Muskoka with Barrett after Alodie’s demise. He’d suffered the weight of a few nasty revelations in a short span of time, and I suspected he was still recovering from them. He had family and a nursing job in Hamilton—or at least he had family; I wasn’t sure about the job anymore—but he’d opted for the middle of nowhere with a magic-hating ex-vampire thrall. Every day I expected to get a call saying he’d either gone home or spontaneously combusted, but instead, he and Barrett had seemed to develop a friendship.

I didn’t know what was more shocking: that Gavin was choosing to stay in contact with the magical world or that Barrett was capable of having a friend.

Now that Barrett and I had gotten the essentials out of the way and I was sure both he and Gavin were all right, I relaxed in my seat. “The renos are going well, then?”

“Well enough. The reconstruction is complete, and the interior is nearly finished. I assume you’ll be more interested in lending us a hand once the manual labour is done? I can’t imagine you not wanting a say in the decorating.”

A lump formed in my throat, and I took another sip of tea to help me clear it. “I’d like everything the way it was. If you’re okay with that.”

There was a pause on the line before he said, “I agree. I’ll see if we have any pictures lying around to replicate everything.”

“No need. It’s all in my mind. Let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll micromanage the placement of every piece of furniture to the last detail.”

I prepared for him to push back on my suggestion, but he grunted his approval, and the lump in my throat grew more painful.

I would have thought that after so many centuries, change would have become second nature to me, but maybe that was why Adrian’s death had hit me so hard. He had never changed. Everything about him—his life, our life together—had been a steady force in the chaos. A flagpole in the storm. A rock in the rapids.

If I was playing with the notion of packing up and finding somewhere new to plant my roots, Adrian would have been considering the same, yet I couldn’t bring myself to change even the hue of his foyer.

My stomach twisted, and I curled my hand into a fist on the table, digging my nails into my palm to offset the discomfort.

“So what can I help you with today?” I asked, eager to change the subject. “You have the sorcerer under control, the house in hand. What’s up?”

My stomach churned again, and I closed my eyes against the sudden nausea. He better not be calling with bad news. I couldn’t handle it. Not after everything that had happened over the past few months.

To settle my nerves, I pulled my plate closer and took a small bite of my cream-and-jam-slathered scone. The sugars tickled my tongue, but the bread caught in my throat on its way down, making me cough. Crumbs flew from my mouth, and I sucked in a breath, taking another sip of tea to clear my airway. As I made to set the cup back down, my fingers slipped, and the tea spilled across the table.

“Shit.”

“Never mind, I’ve got it.” Maera grabbed a rag and pounced on the spill before it ran off the side.

I frowned at my clumsiness and turned my attention back to my phone. “Sorry, you were saying?”

“I wasn’t,” Barrett replied. “I’m calling to see if you’ve learned anything about the people Alodie said were coming for you. I—” He cleared his throat. “I wanted to offer my help in tracking them down. Now that the house has been settled.”

I didn’t bother to hide my smile as my head swam with relief. Not bad news, then. Not for me, anyway. I was sure Barrett felt a little morose at realizing he wanted to stay in my life as much as I wanted to stay in his.

Not wanting to spoil the mood, I didn’t call him out on his sentimentality. I’d wait to do that in person. “Nothing yet. Rhys and Muroppy are doing some research for me, but I—”

Pain sliced through my stomach, and I bent double in my chair with a cry.

“Kat?” Barrett called over the phone at the same time Maera dropped the rag and set her hand on my shoulder.

Sweat broke out over my forehead and down my back as another spasm clenched my middle. The room spun, and I fell out of my chair onto the floor, smacking my elbow on the edge of the seat as I went. When I hit the smooth tile, I curled my knees into my chest. The comforting position did nothing to stop my insides from twisting, a sharp agony that stole my breath.

“Kat, are you all right?” Maera asked, and I heard Barrett’s firm voice through the phone demanding to know what had happened.

“She collapsed,” Maera told him. “I don’t know what’s going on. Katerina? Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

Another scream was the best I could manage. It felt like knives were slicing through my guts, paring my organs, filleting my blood cells. I couldn’t make out Maera’s face, and her voice had moved farther away, even though her hands were still on my arms. Holding me steady?

“Mom, what’s—holy shit.”

I wanted to groan. Rhys didn’t need to see me like this. Whatever this was. But I couldn’t warn him away. Couldn’t tell Maera where the pain was—which was all over.

Whiteness encroached on my vision as my limbs grew more distant, and then all that was left was nothing.
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Emrick







I stared at the empty frame of the aged witch where she lay in her bed, then shifted my attention to the spirit hovering beside her body. Instead of the waifish creature tucked between the sheets, her spirit stood as a pillar of golden light, with only a hint of facial features deep within the glow.

“I thought it would be more dramatic than this.” Her voice came out tinny and distant, crossing the divide from the afterlife to the world of the living.

“It is for some people. You’re one of the lucky ones.”

She shrugged. “I would have liked a better story. I don’t suppose you could throw some blood around? Knock over some furniture? Give something for the neighbours to talk about?”

I chuckled and offered a grimace of regret. “I wish I could.”

She cast a longing glance at her corpse. “Ah well. Probably for the best. My nephew wouldn’t know what to do with a murder investigation. Very well. What’s next?”

I raised my hand and summoned the mists that served as the doorway to the afterlife.

She sniffed, unimpressed with the performance, and I gestured for her to lead the way. With one last look over her shoulder, she left the mortal world behind and stepped into the afterlife, the liminal space where souls came to rest before moving on to whatever came next.

I stepped past her so I could guide her to the river, but the light of her soul reached out to me, drawing me to a halt. She hesitated to voice her reason for stopping, and while I waited, I stared across the barren wasteland of home. The murky whites and pasty greys of sky and cracked, empty field. The dried blades of grass. The empty trees with their leafless branches stretching into the black, starless sky. Beautiful in its reflection of the life it represented.

“What’s it like on the other side?” The question came so quietly—her uncertainty such a contrast to the brash, vibrant woman I’d met minutes ago—that it took me a moment to shake off my surprise and form my answer.

“I don’t know, I’ve never been. I only take people as far as the river. After that, it’s as much a mystery to me as to those I escort.”

“Hmm. Not terribly reassuring, you know.”

I chuckled. “You should mention something to management. Maybe they’ll give me a tour.”

I’d spent almost fifteen hundred years guiding magicals across the border between life and death, unable to make the passage myself. For centuries, I hadn’t cared, accepting the consequences of my deal with Death to save the woman I’d loved. The woman who’d left me as soon as she’d recovered from her illness.

Once I’d put Gabrielle behind me, I’d wondered if I’d ever have the opportunity to make the crossing. These days, my only solace was the woman who waited for me in the mortal world, the sorceress who held me bound by a ritual gone wrong and a love so fierce it kept my lingering humanity alive.

Though that solace was offset by the ever-growing fear that I would soon be the one leaving her. I’d traded too many fragments of my soul helping Kat across her nine hundred years of immortality, and my losses were showing with increasing severity. My memories of my time with Kat had begun to either fade or disappear altogether. The pigments of my hair were leaching out of me. I was becoming a shadow of the man I’d been—the man I wanted to be—and no solutions had presented themselves. None beyond abandoning Kat and salvaging what was left of myself. A trade I wasn’t willing to make.

A shudder ran through me, and I closed my eyes to centre myself. I hadn’t faded yet. We had time to figure things out. All I needed to do in the meantime was stick to the afterlife as much as possible and keep my hands off Kat’s fate. No matter what happened or who was after her.

It was a demand on myself I wasn’t sure I could keep.

The spirit started to say something else, but a searing pain cut through my chest that left me doubled over. I set my hand against my sternum, putting pressure on the fiery, stabbing agony of an impossible wound.

“Are you all right?” the woman asked. “Is that normal? I thought you were supposed to be my escort. Is this some sort of test? Am I supposed to help you get to the good place?”

I couldn’t answer. I felt as though the air had been sucked from the world, leaving me in a vacuum that was trying to drag me through a narrow tube. The scene in front of me wavered black to white before returning to normal. 

The sensation of something being ripped out of my centre was gone, but something was seriously wrong.

“Is—is everything okay?” the spirit asked.

“It’s fine. I’m fine.”

I wasn’t. Not even close. It was like someone had grabbed hold of my bond with Kat and was tugging with all their might, snapping the fragile threads that connected us. The sensation was more painful than anything I’d felt before. The world around me spun, and I forced myself to stay steady.

Anxiety tore through me, urging me to leave this place and run to Kat’s side. Death had already warned me what would happen if I turned my back on the terms of my deal—if I continued to put my sorceress first.

But I couldn’t ignore this feeling—like something was being torn out of me piece by piece. Shredded, then cauterized. I couldn’t stand not knowing what was happening. I had to check on Kat. I’d leave and be back once I was sure she was okay. There was quite a distance to the river, but Death would have to forgive me.

I turned to the spirit. “I need to go. I’m sorry. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Wait—but—”

I summoned the mists and prepared to step through to Kat’s bedroom but was shoved back by an unseen force. I stumbled, caught my balance, and tried again, but again I was blocked. Panic gripped me, and I threw myself at the barrier between this world and the mortal one, desperate to break through. If Death was keeping me away, what did that mean for Kat? What the hell was going on?

“I don’t understand.” The spirit sounded so terrified, so confused, that it sliced through my panic and left me numb.

With my heart thrashing against my ribs, I forced myself to suck in one deep breath after another. My place was here. My obligations were here. I wasn’t allowed to leave until I’d seen them through.

The thoughts dropped into my mind as though someone beyond me had spoken them, and I bowed my head. Death didn’t allow for broken deals.

Swallowing the anguish of leaving my other half to suffer unknown torments, I turned to the woman’s spirit. “Everything is all right. Forgive me. Please, follow me.”

The pillar of light hesitated only a moment, and I sensed her fear, her uncertainty. A pang of guilt cut through me. I’d failed her. My purpose was to guide, not to scare.

I did my best to shake off my terror and set the agony in my heart aside. I had responsibilities—a debt to repay. I would escort this woman to the river, and then I would hurry to Kat’s side.

If Death allowed it.

I prayed to Kat’s gods that my delay wouldn’t cost me everything.
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Katerina







I rolled onto my side but didn’t make it any further before my joints locked, complaining at every subtle movement. The hip pressing into the mattress ached with a cold, burning throb, and my knees and ankles grated as though they’d been filled with sand. Even my toes whined.

My upper half was no better. Elbows, shoulders, wrists, knuckles. The skin on my arms, the soft tissue between my ribs.

Nausea welled in my belly as I processed the multiple layers of discomfort, and when I tried to push through it and sit up, a sharp pain lanced up the back of my skull and pierced my eyeballs.

With a groan, I collapsed onto my pillows, but even that small motion jarred my strained body and caused every muscle to spasm.

A sob escaped me despite my efforts to hold it back.

My spine wracked with a shiver as the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees—not in the familiar way of Emrick stepping in from the afterlife, but an icier, unpleasant chill. I pulled my blankets up under my chin.

What the hell was wrong with me?

I hadn’t been sick in… well, ever. Not like this. Why wasn’t my body healing itself? How long had I been in bed? Maybe it wasn’t long enough. Soon, I’d be back on my feet, laughing off whatever human ailment I’d picked up.

Yet even as I tried to give myself the pep talk that my suffering was temporary, more pain swept through me, followed by a muted, hollow sensation in my middle that scared me more than everything else. I rubbed my sternum, hoping the contact would ease the ache, but the emptiness lay deeper than some surface wound. It felt more like something had been plunged under water, leaving it frigid and distant. The sensation was worse than my grief after Adrian’s final death.

I curled onto my side again, swallowed the whimper that eked out the back of my throat, and squeezed my eyes shut. More sleep, that was what I needed. A few more hours of rest, and everything would be back to normal.

It took a while for sleep to come, and when it did, it was accompanied by nightmares the likes of which I hadn’t experienced in centuries. Dreams of my magic inflicting the full force of my power on me. Nerves burning, freezing, enduring electrical charges that sent my whole body into convulsions. The pain was so real, it chased me into wakefulness, but when my eyes opened, the agony continued, leaving me flailing against the bed with nothing to hold me down except the heavy comforter that was at once too stifling and not enough to battle the tremors that swept through me.

Where was Emrick? He should have been back by now. I needed him here to explain what was happening. But instead, I was alone. Alone and terrified and confused. I tried to scream, but the sound caught in my throat. My breath stopped along with my voice until my lungs burned.

Pain crashed over me in wave after wave until I didn’t think I could bear it any longer, but when it finally ebbed, I wished it would come back, because the numbness that followed was more terrifying than the discomfort.

For a long while I lay with my eyes closed, braced for the torment to return. Ready for some new nightmare to grab me. When the minutes passed without any indication of a fresh onslaught, I gave my fingers and toes a tentative wiggle. More to reassure myself they were still there than anything else. Just lying here, I couldn’t be sure.

Everything felt so far away. Out of touch. Unreal. I didn’t know if I’d fallen back to sleep, or if I was drifting along the line of wakefulness. Either way, it was a relief after everything that had come before. I wanted to stay here in this nice, safe bubble.

“Kitty Kat?”

The soft voice enveloped me, familiar but filled with a worry sharp enough to pop my comfortable bubble and send me tumbling back into full awareness.

Except the awareness remained distant. As though I were trapped in my body. I murmured some kind of response with an uncooperative tongue, and that small effort left me drained.

“It’s all right, Kat,” the voice said. Poppy. It had taken me too long to place it considering I’d spent the better part of four months in her company. “We’re going to figure this out, all right? You’re not alone.”

Like hell I wasn’t.

Her words dragged me closer to consciousness, and with my increasing lucidity, anger-infused fear came with it.

She wasn’t in my body enduring this endless cycle of pain and emptiness. She wasn’t dealing with the feeling that someone had punched a fist through her chest, grabbed her heart, and stuffed it into the depths of the ocean, leaving her choking, suffocating.

But I couldn’t say any of that. Not only because I didn’t have the energy to utter a syllable, but because I was grateful to hear someone’s voice other than mine. Especially the voice of someone who sounded so confident they could help me.

All I’d wanted was a cup of tea and a snack before returning to the task of finding out who wanted to kill me. Apparently that decision had pushed me into the fires of hell, where I was now burning for the sake of a scone.

Life was cruel.

As I imagined flames sweeping over my skin, my thoughts were dragged to the pyre where I’d been bound eight hundred years ago. It wasn’t possible. Shogaur had been cast back to the infernal realms, and people didn’t tie witches to the stake anymore. Not in Canada, anyway.

There was no fire. This heat was all in my twisted, broken mind.

I tried to reverse my fire magic to summon a layer of frost, anything to cool myself down and soothe the aches, but no matter how far I reached, I couldn’t find a single spark of my power.

I tried again, keeping it simple. I would have been happy to summon a tiny flame into my palm and risk setting the bedsheets on fire.

Nothing.

My stomach twisted again, this time from sheer panic, and I tried harder, scouring my blood for the smallest trace of magic.

“Kat? What is it?”

Poppy’s voice came closer, and the mattress shifted beneath me as she settled on the bed. She rested her hand on my shoulder and brushed my hair out of my face. The contact was both a comfort and a torture, reassuring me and making it all the clearer that this was no nightmare I would wake up from. Something inside me was wrong. Missing.

“Can I get you anything?” she asked.

It took too long for me to make my lips work, but finally I breathed out the word, “Emrick.”

I needed him here. He would hold my hand and help me find my strength to figure this out. His presence had always been enough to chase away the worst of my fears—or at least to help me face them.

More than any of that, I needed him to tell me everything would be okay. Anyone else could say the words, but he was the only person I’d believe.

“Of course you’d task me with the impossible,” Poppy grumbled. “Not like the guy has a phone in the afterlife. I’ll do what I can, all right?” She stroked her fingers through my hair again. “Get some rest, kitty Kat.”

The bed lurched as she stood up, and the room fell quiet.

I was alone, and I didn’t want to be alone. Not with my thoughts, not with this numbness, not with my absent magic.

I rolled onto my back, groaning with every tiny movement, and sank into myself. Three deep breaths, just as I used to do during my earliest training with Emrick, when he used to tease me for wasting time anchoring myself when the enemy might close in and lop off my head. When all I’d longed for was to be able to hurl a fireball at my problems, and instead, I’d wound up possessing more power than I ever imagined possible in my tiny frame.

But no matter how many breaths I took, no matter how many exercises I practiced to focus my magic when it was being stubborn, I came up with nothing.

Not even the slightest stirring in my blood.

Tears sprang into my eyes and streaked down my cheeks. I didn’t know how it was possible, but deep in my cold, terror-ridden bones, I understood.

Somehow, I’d lost my magic.
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The next time I opened my eyes, the sun was rising.

Most of my pain had eased, with only a lingering ache in my joints and soft tissue. I could only compare it to a post-workout discomfort—or so I assumed. I hadn’t experienced that particular pain in so many centuries I could only base what I felt off other people’s complaints. My body should have healed itself while I slept. I should have been bounding out of bed ready to torment Poppy with questions about what had happened to me.

Unless Poppy had been a dream?

Curious, I looked around my room, but there was no sign of the glittery necromancer or her girlfriend and fellow witch, Murisa. The two of them were inseparable these days. If one was here, the other one wasn’t far.

Yet just as I decided Poppy must have been a figment of my imagination, my eye fell on a grey lump at the end of my bed. A grey lump with yellow eyes. A stinky grey lump with yellow eyes.

Cuddles, Poppy’s resurrected cat.

“Mrowr,” he intoned, a monotonous, undead sound that made me think of dusty crypts and decaying corpses. He’d been brushed recently, which hid the patches where clumps of his long fur had fallen out during his time buried on the edge of a Toronto cemetery. He flicked his kinked tail and curled it next to his body.

If he was here, the witches definitely were, and I was ready for answers.

A tickle in the back of my mind urged me to draw on my magic and wrap myself in its comfort, but anxiety gripped me at the thought.

Not wanting to think too closely about where my fear came from, I reached for my phone on my bedside table to text Poppy, but it wasn’t there. Its absence left me with another twinge of unease. I always put my phone on the table in case of emergencies, insomnia, and the need to check the news first thing in the morning to ensure the world wasn’t facing some new magical crisis.

Not having it also meant I had no way of reaching out to anyone in the house. Except by yelling.

“Maera?” I shouted as loud as I could. When my housekeeper didn’t immediately barge through the door, I tried again. “Rhys? Poppy?”

Still no one ran in to see what I wanted, which left only one option.

Summoning my strength, I slid my feet out of bed and persuaded the rest of my body to follow.

I wore the same clothes as when I’d collapsed—the blue-and-teal leggings, a blue T-shirt, and my elbow-length leather gloves I’d thrown on for magical practice. In my present murky mood, the vibrant colours mocked me. 

Cuddles stared at me in condescending disapproval, but I ignored him. His judgement was not what I needed right now.

A moment later, I was standing, if that’s what it could be called when the wall was doing most of the work.

I took a few steps towards the door before my legs gave out, and I crumpled to the floor in a heap.

The door opened, and an exasperated huff sounded over me.

“Really, Katerina, I heard you calling. You couldn’t have waited a moment?” Maera asked. “Come on, let’s get you into bed.”

She tucked her arm behind my back and eased me to my feet.

“I don’t want to be in bed,” I grumbled. “I want to be up and dressed and finding out who wants to kill me. And what the hell is wrong with me.”

“You need to rest. If Poppy and Murisa are right, whoever wants you dead almost succeeded.” She helped me the few steps towards my bed, and I sank onto the edge of the mattress with no more complaints. Those six steps had taken the wind out of me. My eyelids sagged, and I forced them open.

“What are you saying?” I did my best to wade through the haze of exhaustion. “You think whatever just happened, it was the result of an assassination attempt?”

“It didn’t just happen, Kat. It’s been over a day.”

My heart clenched. A day? Where the hell was Emrick?

I mentally prodded the muted, stifled feeling in my chest, and another wave of panic gripped me. Was he all right? If something had happened to him, I—

I cut off that line of thinking. I would know if something had happened. The tether between us was still there. It felt strange—different—but it was there. He was fine, and he’d be here soon to explain where he’d been. Everything would be all right.

“Poppy took some of your blood while you were asleep,” Maera continued. “Those two have been running all kinds of tests. All they’ve found so far is that you must have consumed something that’s wreaking havoc with your system.”

“What?”

She frowned. “They’re not sure yet, but they’re testing a few ideas.”

I thought of the bitter flavour mixed in with the lavender and chocolate mint, the one I hadn’t been able to identify. “That tea.”

Maera averted her gaze, and a flush crept up her neck to fill her cheeks. “It’s possible.”

She knew something. She had to know something more than she’d told me; otherwise, she’d look me in the eye.

“Maera?”

She fluffed my pillows and helped me sit back. Only when she finished ensuring my comfort did she settle beside me and raise her gaze to meet mine, perhaps nervous about what she would find there. Or what I would find in hers.

Guilt. That was why she was avoiding me. Of course she’d be worried that if the tea had done something, I’d hold her responsible for it.

But I wasn’t angry. I was terrified.

“My magic is gone.”

The words came out barely above a whisper, but it was enough to shake the foundations of everything Maera believed in. Or so it seemed by the change in her expression.

She gripped my hand, her fingers so tight around mine my knuckles screamed. “Are you sure?”

Tears stung my eyes, and I wiped them away with the heel of my palm. “I’ve been trying to call on it since the first time I woke up. There’s nothing. Not the smallest flicker.”

Her throat bobbed. “I should go get Poppy. Maybe this will help her narrow down what it was.”

She stood up, but before she left, she squeezed my hand tighter. “We’ll sort this out, Kat. What you need to do is go back to sleep. Don’t let this worry you. All will be well.”

I forced myself to nod, needing to show strength when all I wanted to do was curl up and cry. I was the head of this household. If I broke down, where would we be?

Maera offered one last pat on the back of my hand and left the room. In the silence, my thoughts ambushed me. My magic was gone. What did that mean for me? I had people trying to kill me, and my best defence against them had been stripped away.

My identity had been stripped away. For almost nine hundred years, I’d been the immortal sorceress, guardian of the balance between magical and mundane. What would immortality mean if I’d lost my power—and why wasn’t my strength coming back?

I imagined an eternity of aches and pains, of slow recovery after every magic-less battle.

My breathing turned rapid, jagged, and it was a relief when Maera returned shortly after, rushing behind a frenetic Poppy, who burst into my room as though it were hers.

“What do you mean your magic is gone?” she demanded. “Like you can’t summon it or like you can’t access it? Does it feel out of reach or gone-gone?”

Cuddles must have objected to the sudden energy in his quiet space because he leapt off the bed, waving his bent tail behind him as he slipped out the door.

Poppy’s tight curls bounced as she hurried towards me, hypnotic in their movement as I tried hard not to think of anything else.

Everything about Poppy was distracting. If someone were to describe what they thought a powerful necromancer might look like, Proserpine Lister was probably the opposite in every respect. The tips of her dark brown hair were always dyed some bright colour—at the moment a vibrant blue, which matched the talons of her gel-tipped fingernails. She lacked her usual berry-hued lipstick, and her face looked more wan than I’d ever seen it, but she hadn’t skimped on her outfit, wearing a bright purple hoodie over a white T-shirt and tight jeans covered in butterfly-shaped patches.
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