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The dead man’s eyes snapped open; his dry, cracked lips sucking in precious life. Faint light stung his newly awakened sight, making him squint against the orange flames dotting the walls. Hoping the sensation was temporary, he ignored the searing pain caused by the flicking candlelight. Beyond discomfort was a sense of relief to feel anything at all. 
A dull pressure pulsed in his chest where fingers withdrew from mottled flesh. Segomo watched, transfixed, as the wounds sealed shut almost instantly. The air itself pressed in on him, heavy, stagnant, and reeking of decay. Still, he took in another deep breath despite the stink of rotting meat and fetid death clawing at his throat.
“There you are.” The voice sliced through his skull like a newly sharpened blade.
Segomo pushed himself upright, getting a better view of the creature that dragged him from the underworld. A grotesque face, distorted and tilted, studied him from a crouching position on the filthy floor. Shadows writhed unnaturally around the Fomorian, alluding to the power that the ancient being possessed.
Once Segomo’s vision sharpened, he examined the dank crypt more closely. “I have to admit,” his voice was as unfamiliar as the body he now inhabited, “I had doubts about your abilities. Your underlings did little to inspire confidence when they came to me with your offer.”
Indech stood with a fluidity that contrasted his mangled form. “Your father’s authority is not as infallible as he believes it to be. There are blind spots that can be exploited. Especially where you are concerned.”
Segomo stared at the gnarled hand being held out to him. His face twisted into disdain at the thought of touching the vile creature. But he was still weak, and his newly revived muscles needed time to adjust to the blood now pumping through his veins. It was somewhat comforting to feel a beating heart, even if it wasn’t his own.
Taking the outstretched hand, Segomo used his other hand to steady himself against the cold, damp wall. “I was under the impression you would make me whole. Not shove me into some useless human carcass.” He spat the words out of his foreign mouth.
“It is within my power to restore your godhood.” The Fomorian’s smile was sickening. “When the terms of our agreement are met, you will have your mantle restored.”
Segomo closed his borrowed eyes. Mortal or not, this existence was better than being banished to the underworld, staring at the same monotonous scenery for the rest of eternity. He tracked the scraping of clawed toes to where Indech gathered bloodied tools from the circle of ancient, misshapen bones.
“Your deeds echo throughout the Weaver’s threads.” Indech’s voice resonated from every corner of the crypt, making Segomo’s stomach roll uncomfortably. “We cannot take the chance of betrayal with one such as you.”
Segomo pushed himself up straight, embracing the anger that surged through him. “Do not speak to me of Ronwen and her ridiculous tapestry. Just as she no longer controls my path, I will not allow Arawn to dictate my fate.”
Indech reached into the pocket of the dark coat he wore. It seemed to be made of fine materials, stitched with great care, and was wholly out of place on his mangled body. He handed Segomo a tarnished medallion that was attached to a thin gold chain. “That suit of flesh and bones keeps you tethered to me. This talisman offers my protection. And it will give you a taste of the power you covet.”
Once the pendant rested against his skin, the fatigue weighing Segomo down vanished, replaced with a vigor he hadn’t experienced since before being imprisoned all those eons ago. He traced the ancient symbols on the cool surface. “We should get on with the reason you’ve procured me from the underworld. I would like to have my godhood restored as quickly as possible.”
“The awakening is fast approaching. We must prepare the way.” A man appeared from within the shadows and whispered something to the Fomorian. To Segomo, Indech said, “I have located a suitable vessel for my father. I expect you to retrieve it for me.”
Segomo stared at the demon, insulted to be relegated as a mere errand boy.
As if sensing his ire, Indech went on. “Given your history with these dragons, you will have the upper hand when the time comes to abscond with the child.”
“Dragons?”
“I believe you once commanded the army led by their patriarch.”
Segomo studied the decaying stone floor. The idea Hengist still lived after so many centuries was daunting. They had rivers of bad blood between them. Looking up from the ground, he asked, “Who is this child?”
Indech made a low, thoughtful sound. “I have waited ages upon ages for one such as he to slip past Arawn’s watchful gaze. His birthright is the key to opening the way for my father to retake his lost kingdom.”
As curious as he was about why this boy was so special, Segomo wanted to be away from Indech and stretch his unsteady legs in a world he no longer recognized. “Where can I find him?”
“First, you must acclimate to this realm.” He motioned to the door, where a man held out a black bag nearly as tall as Segomo’s borrowed body. “I have arranged for your transportation as well. My faithful may not be the army you once commanded, but they are quite competent.” He paused, then added, “Make sure the vessel is unharmed.”
Segomo nodded, already adrift in memories of pleasures long denied. luxuries, bloodlust, and the intoxicating thrum of worship. Outside, he eyed a dark contraption he didn’t recognize. Moonlight reflected on the glass-like surface. Some of the dead that passed through the underworld spoke of such things, but his inexperience with the modern world left him unsure of what to do.
A young woman stood at an open door. Her stark blond hair complemented a pair of pale blue eyes. She stepped away, motioning for him to climb inside. Before he could do so, Indech joined him, handing over a piece of white parchment. “Find the warlock, Marshall. He will help you gather whatever it is you need.”
Segomo pocketed the paper without reading it, then ran a calculating gaze down the front of the blond woman holding the door. Despite her delicious appearance, the stench of death emanating from her body turned his stomach. He ignored the hunger in her stare. She wanted more than carnal pleasure. If he dared partake in that sweet bounty, the creature inside her would devour his soul. He eased past her and settled into the plush seating, eager to be away from Indech and the crypt.
As the strange wheeled conveyance began to move, a heavy unease descended over him. The drab decor surrounding him couldn’t compare to the opulence he was used to. The sound of an unfamiliar rhythmic hum roared in his ears, drowning out the rustle of the wind seeping through open glass windows.
He missed the brisk breeze sweeping across his face as he galloped atop his steed through the hills of his homeland. The sterile odor of the metal box on wheels filled his nostrils, reminding him of the unnaturalness of his situation. He would endure the discomfort if he was to reclaim his mantle. Already, his mouth watered at the thought of the delicious revenge he would take on those who betrayed him—starting with the kin of that sanctimonious Death Dragon.
Uninvited images seeped from the depths of his mind—silken black hair tangled in the wind, wide eyes frozen in terror. He clenched his jaw. He had been a god once, but even gods made mistakes. No. Not mistakes. Choices. And he chose vengeance.
The echoes of desperate screams reverberated through the cramped space around him. Pitiful condemnations haunted his thoughts for too long, bringing the weight of guilt pressing down on him like a heavy stone as he struggled to keep his composure. The pungent aroma of decay hung in the air, a stark reminder of the evil he was bargaining with, giving him the strength to push aside the past.
It was time for him to reclaim his legacy, and no ghosts of those dead souls would stop his ascension. Indech failed to fully comprehend the scope of Segomo’s true power and what it meant to set him free. The Fomorian went to a lot of trouble to bind Segomo’s soul to this body. There must be a better reason for it than abducting a child.
Pushing deeper into the soft fabric, Segomo peered out of the window, losing himself in the brilliant lights of the upcoming city, excited to experience all that had eluded him for centuries.

      [image: ]“Pink is not my color,” Cora said, absentmindedly tucking loose strands of copper-colored hair behind her ear. She skimmed the room with a bored expression, trying to keep the irritation from showing on her face.
Darya cocked her head to one side, lifting a pale rose chiffon dress to Cora’s chest, frowned, then held up a delicate sundress with a bright yellow gingham pattern. “I agree. It clashes with your hair. Yellow it is, then.”
Cora’s expression contorted into what she hoped was disgust, appalled that her so-called friend didn’t know her better than that. “Let me make this clear. Over my dead body.”
“Oh, come on.” Darya shoved the soft fabric at her. “I’m not asking you to toss out your entire wardrobe. I simply want you to try on something that doesn’t look like you’re attending to a funeral.”
Cora pushed Darya’s hand away as if the very idea of touching the dress would give her some disease. “That’s not the point.” She slid a terse gaze down the front of the flowery ensemble before Darya hung it back in its original spot. “Why are you suddenly so concerned with my choice in fashion, anyway?”
Refusing to meet her stare, Darya rummaged through another rack of colorful tops. “No reason. I thought you were tired of wearing the same two colors every day.”
“Uh-huh.” Cora narrowed her eyes. “You never once, in all the time we’ve known each other, made a big deal about my style.” A terrible thought crossed her mind. “You’re trying to set me up on a date again, aren’t you?”
Darya lifted a pastel purple t-shirt from the rack and held it up to Cora. “I’m not trying to set you up on a date. I’m trying to broaden your fashion horizons. Mix it up a little. We are living in the nineteen-nineties, not the eighteen-nineties. We can wear whatever we like these days, you know.”
Cora plucked the shirt from Darya’s hand and put it back where it belonged. “You were lucky you didn’t have to live through a time when corsets were mandatory and bold colors were sinful. You would be amazed at how many people nearly fainted at the sight of designs on fabric.”
A shadow of sadness passed over Darya. “Sometimes I wish I had the chance.” She returned another shirt to the rack. “My mom would be about your age. I mean, you two were born around the same time.”
Guilt made Cora turn away and pretend to be interested in a jewelry display. “I would have helped your people if I could. By the time I gained full control of my godhood, your destiny was set in motion. I would have been forbidden from interfering.”
“It worked out the way it was supposed to.” Darya tapped a pair of petite pearl earrings attached to a thin, white cardboard piece. “These are your style.”
The bell over the shop’s door jangled sharply, distracting Darya. Cora moved away from the jewelry and the temptation to buy the earrings. They were beautiful, and pearls were her favorite precious gemstone.
A little boy with tousled corn silk hair and bright green eyes bounded inside, his little footsteps creaking over the hardwood floor. He clutched a brown paper sack to his chest and glanced over his shoulder. “I beat you.”
Behind him, a girl two years his senior chased him across the dress shop. The newly refinished wood flooring creaked and groaned with each step. She carried a matching paper sack as her brother. Cora recognized Dino’s logo. “Only because you cheated.”
“Whoa.” Darya reached for Bastian, saving him from careening into a display of jewelry. “What are you two doing here? Did you come into the village alone?”
Brigita’s smirk was nearly identical to her father. Her eyes held the same bright shade of green as her brother, but shared her mother’s dark hair and porcelain complexion. “We came with Grandfather. He is making some last-minute arrangements for his holiday with Ronwen. We saw you talking to Aunt Cora through the window, and Bastian took off across the street before I could stop him.”
Darya glanced down at her son. “That was a dangerous thing to do, young man.”
Cora stood back, her arms crossed, watching the easy rhythm of Darya and her children. The warmth between them was mesmerizing. It stirred something raw and unwelcome in her chest—a reminder of the life she lived without such attachments.
It amazed Cora just how opposite yet so much alike Brigita and Saebastian were. They both carried traces of their parents inside them, yet their powers were vastly different. Brigita was destined to become a fierce goddess. More so than her mother. And little Bastian had been communing with animals since before he could walk. On top of that, they possessed the same dragon bloodline that was older than some of the gods themselves.
Cora didn’t have to be an oracle to foresee the extraordinary destinies that awaited those beautiful children. Somewhere deep in her heart, in a place she kept hidden, she coveted the love Darya and Edwind shared to make such a wonderful life together. They had overcome seemingly insurmountable odds to reach their destiny.
“Alright, you two,” Darya said, shooing the kids toward the door. “Find your grandfather and no more treats from Dino’s shop. I don’t want your appetite ruined.”
“Fine,” Brigita mumbled as she took hold of Bastian’s hand.
He jerked it free. “I’m not a baby.”
Brigita snatched him by his arm. “Then stop acting like one. Grandfather said you have to listen to me.”
Darya eased across the room to the long window, displaying mannequins with other odds and ends. When Brigita and Bastian were with their grandfather again, she joined Cora near the back of the shop. “I swear, Horsa spoils those two as if they are his only two grandchildren.”
“It’s been what, a thousand years since he’s been able to take on that role?”
Darya frowned. “I suppose you’re right. Sometimes I forget just how long he waited for us.” Giving the place one more thoughtful once over, she said, “If you’re not going to let me liven up your wardrobe, I guess I’ll go home and help my dear sweet husband with dinner. I’ll see you later tonight.”
Cora narrowed her eyes at her friend. “Tonight?”
“I told you about it a few days ago. Horsa wants one last dinner with the family before leaving for Italy. He acts as if he won’t see us again for another thousand years.” On her way out, she shot Cora an innocent smile. “Be there around six, and wear something that’s not black or brown.”
Cora waited until she was alone before searching the rack for the dress Darya picked out earlier. She tried to imagine wearing an outfit so delicate and quickly dismissed the idea. She wasn’t made for vibrant, beautiful clothes like Darya. Cora's simplistic choices in fashion and decor kept her life uncluttered and uncomplicated.
Glancing at her watch, she thought about racing home and making up some random excuse to leave town. But blowing off one of her only friends was worse than the prospect of enduring a blind date. Cora resigned herself to the inevitable, climbing behind the wheel of her small Mercedes, a car she knew made her stick out like a sore thumb in a village of practical Volkswagens and Fords.
The drive to her bungalow was a short one. Broughied was the sort of place that seemed frozen in time, its slate-roofed cottages and cobbled streets unbothered by the passing years. She wondered if Horsa and his father had a hand in slowing down the hands of time here, fighting to keep the ever advancing modern world from encroaching on the tiny little village. For them to be as long lived as they were, she would have thought they were more open to change.
On the other hand, Cora’s nomadic lifestyle was a way to distance herself from others. Over the decades, she came and went, never opting to settle down in one place. Especially not somewhere as small and quiet as Broughied. Then she met Darya a few years ago.
Their first encounter was brief but tense. Darya had been fiercely protective of Edwind every time Cora came around. For weeks, Darya refused to interact with her. One night, after copious amounts of alcohol, she confessed that Cora’s red hair was a reminder of the woman who tried to steal Edwind away when they were still in nine eighty-two.
After a long bout of laughter that ended with Cora nearly sliding off the couch, she promised Darya there was absolutely nothing to be worried about. She couldn’t be more turned off by Edwind and the irritatingly noble Wodehal traits that plagued his entire bloodline. It was the main reason she wouldn't to date Dino when Darya tried to set them up.
Cora parked her car on the quiet side street in front of the quaint little cottage she called home. A cool breeze swept through the still neighborhood, bringing the first hint of fall. She was tempted to take an extended vacation across the ocean in some warm part of the southern United States. Winter was her least favorite season, given how cold-natured she was.
After unlocking the front door, she hung her keys on the hook by the coat rack and headed for her bedroom, where she intended to pick out the most bland, unremarkable outfit she could put together. The clean scent of fresh laundry mixed with a salty breeze sweeping up the coast to the open windows in her room.
She rummaged through her wardrobe, having to fight with the tightly packed clothes. There were many options to choose from. That realization bothered her more than it should have. Maybe it was time to get rid of some things. Staying rooted in place for so long allowed her to accumulate unnecessary stuff, and her house was becoming too cluttered.
A delicate button up blouse a shade lighter than her glacial blue eyes caught her attention among the dark browns and blacks. She snatched it off the hanger, rubbing her fingers against the soft fabric. It would pair perfectly with the black slacks hanging over a chair near the door. The outfit was the perfect petty compromise—not quite the dress Darya hoped for, but a welcome change from the drab shades of boring that made up most of Cora’s attire.
Not that a change in clothes would make tonight any less exhausting.
With a heavy sigh, she tossed the blouse and slacks onto the bed. The sooner she changed and left, the sooner she could get through the awkward dinner, and, hopefully, dodge whatever romantic scheme Darya had undoubtedly concocted.

      [image: ]Cora arrived at the Wodehal house a little before six. She sat behind the wheel, trying to peer inside the shuttered windows. She hoped to spot any potential guests who could turn into a prospective date.
The rubber soles of her ankle-high boots slapped against the stone walkway leading to the front door. She kept picking at the satin fabric, already uncomfortable in the loose yet stifling blouse. Maybe she should have chosen something with a less drastic neckline.
She barely had a chance to knock when Darya flung it open, greeting her with a wide grin. She gave Cora an approving once-over. “You’re looking lovely tonight.”
“I think this was a bad idea.”
Darya took her by the hand, dragging her through the living room and into the kitchen. The soft melody of Simply Red drifted from the open door of Edwind’s office. “Be a dear and take these to the veranda.” She handed Cora a tray of assorted glasses. “Horsa brought an experimental brew he claims to have been saving for a special occasion.”
Staring at the mugs thrust into her hands, Cara pursed her lips into a tight scowl. “Is my non-date here already?”
Darya turned her back, shrugging. “Better hurry. You don’t want to keep the guys waiting.”
Cora had to balance the tray in one hand to open the sliding door. By some miracle, she made it outside without a single cup falling to the ground, despite the acrobatic flips her stomach was doing. She shouldn’t be so nervous. Darya knew what she was. Surely, she wouldn’t try setting her up with some run-of-the-mill mortal man who didn’t realize what he was getting himself into.
As soon as she set the mugs on the table, Cora was met by Horsa’s off kilter grin, half hidden behind a neatly trimmed beard. His dark hair was dapper as always, complementing a sun kissed complexion. “There’s a ravishing sight for sore eyes,” he exclaimed.
“Careful, old man,” Cora said, snatching a bottle from the bucket of ice. “If Ronwen hears you talking like that, she is likely to start plucking scales from your body.”
His head fell back with heavy laughter, and when he looked at her again, his malachite gaze sparkled in the fading daylight. “She will be helpless to this tongue of mine when I see her next.”
Cora laughed. Edwind, on the other hand, shifted in his chair, running fingers through his hair, the last rays of the afternoon shining against the sandy blond strands. “Can you please keep those thoughts to yourself?”
The sound of children laughing brought Cora’s attention around to the beach, where Brigita and Bastian ran through the surf. Despite their joyful laughter, seeing them so close to the waves made her skin ripple with an icy dread.
She forgot her fear when she watched an older boy chasing after them, keeping his distance from the water. It wasn’t surprising that he would keep so far inland. Not after the last time he went into the ocean.
If Marcos was there, it meant his father was nearby. Behind her, the door from the dining room opened, and Darya walked out, followed by Dino.
Cora’s eyes widened, piercing Darya with her stare, trying not to be obvious, but the other woman refused to pay attention to her.
“How are the children?” Darya asked.
Edwind nodded to the beach. “Enjoying themselves.”
Dino came around the chair beside Cora. His gaze slipped past her, and the look on his face morphed into the same apprehension that still lingered in Cora’s blood. “Should they be so close to the water?”
Darya laid a hand on his shoulder. “We are watching him. Nothing bad will happen here.”
The smile that replaced his scowl did little to hide the anxiety tightening his pensive expression. He turned away from the ocean but kept his body positioned to sprint down the stairs at any moment. When he glanced at Cora again, there was no mistaking the shift in his demeanor; and she wasn’t sure if he was thrilled about her presence. “Hello, Cora. It’s good to see you.”
She locked her grin in place, making her cheeks ache. “You as well, Dino. I didn’t know you were going to be here.”
He glanced to the side. “Darya didn’t tell you?”
“Oh,” Darya said. “I must have forgotten to mention it. Silly me.”
Horsa cleared his throat, turning to his son. “Edwind, I’ll be leaving for Italy tomorrow. I’m hoping to convince Ronwen to stay for one more month so we can visit my old place in Macedonia. We should be back before November.”
“Do you need me to watch over the Dragon’s Rest?”
“Mrs. Beal can handle the Inn. I’ll leave a number where I can be reached.” He stared at the ocean. “I wish we could have put this little holiday off until winter. I would have loved for Ronwen to experience the solstice fires there. They are almost as thrilling as the ones on Didean.”
“Perhaps we should take a holiday there as well.” Edwind winked at Darya, who failed to hide the rush of pink that lit up her cheeks.
From the stories Cora was told about Didean and its solstice fires, she secretly wished for the chance to experience them herself. According to both Darya and Edwind, they put to shame anything Cora had been a part of.
Horsa’s chuckle faded into thoughtful silence, then he said, “Did I ever tell you of the Winter your nephew married the woman who carried on our bloodline?”
Edwind’s smile dropped. “You don’t tell me much about Gita and Saebbi’s past, even though I ask you nearly every time we see each other. She’s my sister. Shouldn’t I know how she fared after we left?”
“Take that up with Morigan. She makes the laws. We simply follow them.”
“You’re practically her son-in-law.” Edwind countered. “You should be allowed some kind of leniency.”
A hint of sadness washed over Horsa. “It’s not that simple. Those memories are sometimes painful for me to relive.” With the slightest shake of his head, he went on. “Anyway, it was the year Miller turned twenty-eight. Ten-twelve, I believe. Gita thought she was going to die of old age before he gave her grandchildren.”
“I do wish I could have met him,” Edwind mused.
Horsa nodded to Dino, then to where Marcos played with the other children. “He lives on in them.”
At the door, Darya glanced over her shoulder. “Edwind, would you help me with something inside?”
The lines around his mouth tightened, like he wanted to argue, but whatever he saw in her face made him acquiesce with a nod. “Father, can you go over your itinerary with me?”
Horsa took a drink. “It’s not important. I’ll write it down before I leave.”
“Horsa, come inside,” Darya insisted through a forced smile.
He glanced from her to Cora, then Dino, before sighing and following them indoors.
Cora bypassed the chair next to Dino, leaning on the railing where she watched the kids play. After a minute of uneasy silence, she asked, “How’s Marcos?”
“Good. He’s good. Already thinking about university. Something in the arts. You should see the comics he’s created. I wish I had a fraction of his talent.”
“That’s great.” Knowing she was the one who saved Marcos’ life made it easier to live with the consequences of stealing a soul from her father.
For the next minute or so, they stared at anything but each other. The sounds of children’s laughter mingled with the whisper of the sea. Cora would have been content to exist in the silence between them for the rest of the night, breathing in the soothing brine of the ocean. 
This wasn’t the first time Darya had tried to set her up with Dino. Cora dodged nearly every opportunity for them to be alone. She just wasn’t attracted to him. He was the farthest thing from her type that any man could be. Maybe it was knowing his familial ties. The Wodehal men tended to be too uptight and rigid for her tastes.
When she glanced to the side, he was staring through the window, where Darya gathered cups and plates from the cupboards. Cora may not be the most adept at love, having been stunted in both giving and receiving it, but she recognized the longing etched in his face.
She knew the story of how Dino had fallen head over heels for Darya when she first arrived in Broughied ten years ago, and how he nearly lost an arm because of that infatuation. It seemed he was still smitten, even after all this time.
He went to turn away from the window, so she returned to watching the beach before he caught her staring at him. His footsteps clunked across the wooden deck, and she smelled his woodsy cologne a few seconds before he came into view from her periphery.
“I know this is awkward, having to do the whole dinner thing with Darya and the family,” he said. “But if you would be up for it, I’d like the chance to take you out on a proper date. Just the two of us.”
Her stomach did a somersault before trying to climb up her throat. It would have been so easy to accept his offer, if only to avoid the aftermath of rejection, but that wouldn’t be fair to either of them. Meeting his stare, she tried to soften her expression. “I’m sorry, Dino. You’re sweet, and Marcos is such an awesome kid. I just don’t see you that way.”
He stared at her, his face a blank wall. At first, she thought he was going to be okay, but the serenity of his expression darkened. “I’m sweet. Sweet. Doesn’t that take the piss? If you don’t see me in that way, tell me, Cora, how exactly do you see me?”
“Dino…”
He held up his hands. “I can’t believe—It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”
The glass door opened and Darya stuck her head out. “The food is ready.” She eyed them, her smile fading. “What’s going on?”
“I’m sorry, Darya.” Cora stepped around Dino. “I should go.”
Dino bound down the stairs. “You stay. Marcos and I will leave.”
Darya stared after him as headed down the embankment to the beach. “What was that about?”
“He asked me out on a date. I said no.”
“Why?”
“He’s not my type.”
Marcos spotted Cora and ran to her side despite his father’s objections, giving her a hug.
She returned the gesture. “Hey, kiddo.” Every time she saw Marcos, he seemed to grow another inch. He was at least three inches taller than her five-six frame. It was hard to believe he was two years from being a grown man. Despite the lack of attraction to his father, she shared a special bond with Marcos. Maybe it was stealing his soul back from Arawn, so Dino wouldn’t lose his only son.
“Marcos, we’re leaving.” Dino refused to look at Cora or Darya on his way by.
“But Dad, I thought we were eating dinner.”
“We aren’t,” he muttered. “Let’s go.”
Shooting Cora a confused look, Marcos headed down the steps, following his dad around the house.
When they were gone, Darya gave her friend an apologetic frown. “I shouldn’t have made you come tonight.”
Cora met her stare and, keeping her voice low, said, “He still has a thing for you.”
Darya grimaced. “I hoped he would be over all that by now.”
“I’m sorry I ruined your evening.”
Darya backed toward the door. “Will you at least stay for dinner?”
No longer in the mood to eat, Cora considered going back home and spending the rest of the night drinking in her garden. But in the end, she couldn’t bring herself to let Darya down after she went to so much trouble. “Sure. Give me a few minutes to gather myself.”
When she was alone, Cora stared at the ocean, letting the sound of endless waves wash over her. It was a simple thing; a date. Yet there were so many possible complications she didn’t know how to put them into words. She was better off keeping Dino on the outskirts of her life. He didn’t fully comprehend who or what she was. Her abilities went far beyond saving a little boy from her father. No one understood the full extent of her powers. Not even Horsa.
Because of Arawn, Cora was cursed with a birthright that she never wanted. Being death’s heir forced her into a life of fleeting encounters, so no one ever got close enough to glimpse the monster she kept hidden away.
One day she might find a love as enduring as Darya and Edwind. Someone who could cherish her despite the bloodline she shared with the god of the underworld. All she knew for certain was Dino wouldn’t be that man.
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Stale smoke and soured ale clawed at Segomo’s senses upon entering the small tavern. It was a visceral reminder of the mortal world’s filth. His shoes crunched across the sticky floor, making his approach to the communal table feel like he was trudging through thick sand. The tavern keeper futilely wiped at the filthy surface, distracted by a tiny screen with colorless people moving back and forth, kicking a ball between them. 
Segomo went to rest his hands next to a bowl of what looked like shriveled seeds, then thought better of it, given how disgusting the rest of the place appeared to be. He cleared his throat, hoping to get the other man’s attention.
The tavern keeper barely looked away from the black box. “What can I get you, mate?”
“I wish to see Marshall.”
Hearing the name was enough to pull his full scrutiny. “And you are?”
“Short on time and patience. He is expecting me.”
The scrawny man grunted, clearly unimpressed by the body Segomo inhabited. “Wait here.”
When the tavern keeper disappeared through a door on the other side of the bar, Segomo turned his attention to the mirror across from him. Despite the smudged film over the reflective surface, he had a clear view of his wiry frame, understanding now why the tavern keeper acted so unbothered. His hair was the same color as churned mud and lay flat and stringy against his head. Dark eyes were sunken into a narrow face. His ruddy complexion was broken by a hook nose and a thin mouth. He pulled back his lips, showing off crooked, dingy teeth. 
Segomo was disgusted by the flesh prison. He wanted to claw away the stranger’s face, to have his flawless features restored; but there would be no reprieve from this skin and bone until he satisfied the bargain with Indech. When Segomo’s godhood was restored, he would revel in the retribution awaiting his mother and father. He wanted them to plea for their freedom and their lives, just like they made him beg for his sovereignty, and later, death.
For now, Segomo had to play the game. He would stifle the rage eating away at his soul, lest he be found out and returned to purgatory. It was yet another reminder of how precarious his situation was. Every second that passed in the mortal realm meant that his body lay vulnerable in the underworld. Arawn could, at any time, visit unannounced in a futile attempt to salvage their relationship.
Segomo put a hand to his throat, expecting to feel the cold, heavy piece of ethereal metal that had been a part of his existence for longer than he could remember. The instant Arawn locked that damn Qel around his son’s neck, effectively severing the ties to his godhood, any hope of reconciliation had been destroyed. It was one thing to hold Segomo captive. Using that torque his mother so graciously constructed to turn him practically mortal was unforgivable. Now, here he was, forced into a state of being where he had little to no control over his autonomy.
The little man returned, motioning to the open doorway. “Through there.”
Stepping over the threshold was like entering another plane of existence. The air was crisp and clean, free of the weighty stink from the tavern. There was a hint of something woodsy and sweet that he couldn’t quite recall, but it made his mouth water. Though there were no visible light sources, the walls reflected the clear radiance of the sun. The magic that conjured such a place was strong, yet still a simple trick for one with the knowledge of manipulating the elements.
A rather rotund man sat behind a desk on the opposite side of the room. His balding head was bowed as he scribbled furiously on a piece of parchment paper. His lips kept pace with the frantic movements of his pen. Light bounced off the page, making the words appear to be dancing back and forth in the same erratic rhythm of his indecipherable whispers.
Segomo huffed out an annoyed sigh. He didn’t care about whatever trivial tasks Marshall was involved in. Time was too precious a commodity. 
The warlock held up his free hand. If Segomo had access to his full powers, he would have removed it from Marshall’s body and slapped him across the face with it for the audacity. For now, though, he waited impatiently for Marshall to finish.
“Sorry about that. These spells can be a bit finicky, this one in particular. I wouldn’t want either of us on the receiving end of the backlash should it decide to unravel unexpectedly.”
Segomo approached the desk and dropped a coin on the pristine surface. “You have something I need.”
Marshall stared at the silver token briefly but refused to touch it. Disgust soured his expression. “I guess your kind aren’t much for small talk.”
Segomo narrowed his eyes, his lips stretching into a repulsive sneer. Did Marshall believe him to be a Fomorian? How insulting. “I’m not one of those vile things.”
For the first time, Marshall met Segomo’s stare. “Well, you’re not the owner of that body.” Pushing away from the desk, he searched the drawer next to him. “I don’t care what you are. I am paid to render a service, not ask questions.” He pulled out a satchel and pushed it across the polished surface. “This should get you past the wards.”
“Should?”
“The magic that protects the boy you’re after is tricky. It’s ancient and relatively unknown among my people, but it’s the best I can do, given the limited time your patron allowed.”
Segomo took the bag and loosened the string holding it closed.
Marshall shot to his feet. “Don’t open it yet, fool.”
Despite not having his body or his power, the glower he laid on Marshall made the man shrink into his seat. 
“If you release the little guys now, you are wasting their magic, and I don’t have time to conjure more.” His tone was more subdued.
“You cannot be sure they will work,” Segomo countered.
“I’m confident in my skills.” He waved a dismissive hand. “I believe that concludes our business for the time being.”
Segomo didn’t care for being disregarded in such a flippant manner, but in his current state, what choice did he have but to concede to the worm for now? He would make note of the encounter, vowing to revisit Marshall and his establishment when his powers were restored.
Once outside, Segomo took a few seconds to watch the busy streets. Everything was so much louder than he remembered. His gaze followed the outline of a building in the distance. Never in his countless years in this realm had he ever seen such marvels. Occasionally, he would converse with those few souls that wandered into his little corner of purgatory. But no words did justice to the enormity of the world he awakened in.
The driver cleared her throat. “Shall we go?”
He stayed in place for a while longer, wondering just how far he could push Indech’s minions? She stood by the door he exited earlier. Despite her petite body, the creature inside it might prove to be a worthy foe. It had been too long since he enjoyed a good fight.
Heaving a disappointed sigh, he returned to the metal box. The time for such pleasures would have to wait. He had a dragon to capture.

      [image: ]The shrill ring of the telephone shattered Cora’s alcohol-induced sleep, dragging her from the depths of a restless nightmare. She pushed herself upright on the plush sofa cushion, squinting at the clock on the wall across the living room. Her blurred vision and tipsy brain struggled to make out the exact time.
Remnants of her dream hung heavy in her subconscious, but with each jarring jangle, it slid farther into the recesses of sleep, leaving only the vague sense of longing. She blindly reached for the smooth plastic receiver, fumbling past the empty wine bottle she had emptied earlier after returning from the Wodehal house. 
“Someone better be dead.” Her voice sounded like her vocal chords had been scraped raw.
“Let’s hope it hasn’t gotten that far.”
The remaining vestiges of sleep fled Cora’s mind, and she bolted upright. “Raquel?”
“I had a vision. It wasn’t clear, but I saw a boy. He was—is—will be in danger.” There was a pause, then came the sound of a shaky sigh rushed through the other end of the line. “I didn’t get a good look at him, but I heard someone calling for Marcos.”
“Wait. Dino’s kid?”
“I believe so. I tried to retrieve the vision, but it kept slipping away. Someone or something is fighting hard to keep it hidden. I don’t think I was supposed to see it at all.”
Cora pushed to her feet. “Raquel, focus. What is going to happen?”
“The boy—Marcos. He was yelling. A black shadow was standing over him. Oh, Cora. It reeked of a power I’ve never experienced before. You need to go to him. Right now.”
Cora slammed the phone back in its cradle and grabbed the first shirt and pair of jeans she laid her hands on. After slipping into her boots, she threw open the wardrobe and opened the hidden compartment to retrieve the onyx blade that lay in a crimson silk lined box.
The black dagger hummed with an ancient magic, light glinting off the ethereal metal, reflecting a rainbow of colors. She tucked it into the sheath at her back. Even with the barrier between the blade and her body, its power seeped into her skin.
The dagger was crafted from the same otherworldly material that her father’s death knights used for their weapons. Arawn had gifted it to her when she was still in his charge in the underworld. Knowing the dangerous power imbued within, she sometimes wondered if her father had a lapse in judgment, given the tumultuous nature of their strained relationship.
Tucking the death blade into the leather pouch, she rushed outside. She was halfway to her car when she thought about calling Edwind or Horsa, but the urgency and fear in Raquel’s voice left no room for wasting time waiting for backup, so she jumped into the driver’s seat and took off through the quiet streets of Broughied.
Being the middle of the night, it meant traffic was practically nonexistent. She made it across the village to where Dino’s little cottage sat on a cliff overlooking the ocean.
She skidded to a stop in front of the house to find it devoid of any light. Nothing seemed out of place. There was no shouting. No ransacking of his house. She climbed out of her car, breathing in the pungent odor of earth and sea. A breeze swept through the surrounding trees, whispering through late summer leaves, but there was no hint of danger as far as she could tell. What if Raquel had been wrong about her vision? Or her timing was off. It wouldn’t be the first time.
A light sprang to life on the front step, casting an orange glow on her from where she stood at the base of the stairs. Too late to turn back now. She had only a few seconds to come up with a believable excuse as to why she was there at such an ungodly hour. Perhaps she could try convincing him she wanted to continue their conversation from earlier.
She made the short climb to the front door. When Dino opened it, she was taken aback by the sight of him, wearing only a pair of green and black plaid boxers. Though he wasn’t as defined and sinewy
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