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To the girls who fell for the villain 
before the hero.




 

 

 

 

The Raven at the Ash Door is a tale of monsters, mystery, and romance. However, the story includes elements that may not be suitable for all readers. Combat, violence, death, grief, kidnapping, sex, drug and alcohol use, addiction, and gang violence are depicted. Abuse, mental health, hospitalization, genocide, colonization, and assault are discussed. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note, gather your crew, and prepare to face the Ash Door …




PART I

THE RAVEN





Chapter One

New magic sputtered in her veins. Sputtered, sparked, and then ignited. Finally.

“We’re a go,” Kierse said into her earpiece.

“Let’s stick to the plan, shall we?” Graves said, his crisp British accent coursing through her.

A smile came to her face. “I always stick to the plan.”

A scoff was Graves’s only reaction. Kierse was known to improvise. She’d had enough marks go south to know that she hoped for the best and planned for the worst. This was no different.

The plan itself was simple: steal a Celtic artifact—the Stone of Fal—from a Scottish warlock.

After a tip from one of Graves’s many old apprentices, they discovered it was being held in an underground vault in Edinburgh. The warlock-in-question’s main ability was evocation, which meant he could call spirits and demons and monsters to do his bidding for him.

Not so simple.

“George?” Graves asked.

His driver cleared his throat. “All clear out here, boss.”

“Walter?” Graves prompted.

“As soon as the tour leaves, you’ll have five minutes,” their tech guy said, calm and emotionless.

Five minutes. Kierse hoped that was enough time.

She shifted in position, feeling the weight of the Spear of Lugh at her back. A dangerous, powerful weapon forged by the gods themselves. And a last resort in all scenarios since the thing liked to whisper murder into her mind.

“Starting now,” she whispered.

She pushed aside the buzzing in her ears as she ignited a blue light in her palm. The pixie light was teardrop shape, and when she concentrated, it split into two and then two more. A handful of little lights buzzed excitedly, ready to do their job. Hard to believe these little ones were typically depicted as wisps in fiction, with their lights leading a person to their destiny or off into the darkness of a swamp to their death.

The strain of her new magic made her grit her teeth, and this was the easiest of her abilities.

But her old Fae magic was still tied up by Lorcan Flynn.

While the cauldron had seen a loophole and given her these new powers outside of her magical binding with Lorcan, her original powers that she’d had full control over—time manipulation, glamours, and the ability to predict a score—were all gone. It left the most dangerous of her magic—absorption—passive after everything she’d done to train it this summer. She even had to learn how to do her hair differently to mask her pointed Fae ears from the general population. It was a pain in the ass.

After three months, neither she nor Graves figured out a way around the binding, so she buckled down to begrudgingly train what the cauldron had given her. Other than the pixie lights, magical intuition allowed her to see who had magic and what kind. And the last two powers “in theory” were—persuasion and portaling.

Kierse leaned forward and blew against her palm. The pixie lights flew away from her like dandelions on the breeze. They approached the ghost tour that had just entered South Bridge vaults where Kierse had hidden after sneaking off from her own tour. Blue lights flickered around the heads of the tour guide and the twenty tourists trekking through the dripping, low-ceilinged underground.

The tour and its guide’s faces suddenly went blank. Then with a dead-eyed look, they all followed the lights out of the room, leaving Kierse alone. Lure complete.

“They’re out,” Kierse said.

“Five minutes starts … now,” Walter said.

Kierse watched the magic spark to life at the door to the vault chamber. Walter was an apprentice-level warlock with force-field magic. After working with King Louis for a time, Graves recruited him for the cauldron heist. Now he trained the young warlock, who he had previously dismissed as unworthy. Kierse liked having a tech genius that no one could touch—well, except her, thanks to her always-on absorption magic—on their side.

“Showtime,” Kierse muttered.

As she removed her picks from the inside pocket of her leather jacket, a new smile graced her features, this one a little wild at the edges. Her thieving smile. The one that said she liked this part a bit too much.

Kierse went to work on the lock, fitting her tools into the old iron door and keeping her hands clear. Her Fae half still didn’t much like iron, but at least it didn’t hurt her as bad as it could.

The plan was simpler than the problem. Kierse would break into the underground vault, use her absorption abilities to bypass the warlock’s wards, and steal the stone. Walter would run surveillance and use his force fields to keep the tunnels clear for her. Graves would be the distraction this time, a fun change for him. George, as always, was the getaway driver.

The problem was Archie Blair. He was the premier warlock of Edinburgh and had lived on Blair Street off the Royal Mile since the late 1700s. Warlocks were territorial, and while lesser warlocks could be in their cities, they almost exclusively had one master.

Graves ran New York. Imani ran Chicago. Kingston had London. Estelle had Paris. They were all formidable and generally terrifying in their own right. Kierse hoped that she wouldn’t run into Archie this time. Meeting other warlocks didn’t tend to go well for her.

The lock clicked.

“I’m inside,” she said.

There were no wards on the iron door as she pushed into the blocked-off tunnel system. Her fingers smarted against the iron, but the pain was quickly replaced by the smell, which was nearly enough to knock her off her feet. She was used to the New York City subway, but this was ancient and ugly. No wonder this wasn’t on the tour. She pushed aside that increasingly annoying buzzing sensation as she plugged her nose and continued forward.

She’d memorized the blueprints of the vaults from when they had first been created and knew the way to Archie’s house off Blair Street. His vaults were kept private from the other one hundred and twenty, which had originally been used for storage, but they had been improperly sealed and after only a few years were abandoned. Humans rediscovered them years later.

Though the true story was that they had been taken over by monsters, and only the most desperate humans lived amongst them until they came into the light.

A stark difference to Kierse’s home of New York City, which resulted in mass murder when the monsters took over and a decade-long war for control of the city. Only through the Monster Treaty had it all calmed down.

And now in a month’s time, the treaty was going to be renegotiated. A problem for another day.

“Going to the door,” Graves said.

She heard the knock on the front door through her earpiece as she navigated the disgusting tunnels. She hadn’t been sure that she even believed in ghosts until she’d come to Edinburgh. A few days inside the vaults and their old cemetery had made her a believer.

“No one is answering,” Graves ground out. He knocked again.

They knew that Archie was home. In their stakeout, they had figured out his schedule. Every morning, he ate the same breakfast at a tiny shop on the mile, took a walk up Arthur’s Seat, had lunch with a variety of monsters, an afternoon nap, and then a pint alone at a tavern walking distance from his house. Everything he did was walking distance. They’d seen him walk into his home earlier that evening, and once he made it home, he never left. It wasn’t late enough that he’d be asleep. Where was he?

“I’m almost there,” Kierse told him. “Will still need to break through the second vault door.”

“Don’t go inside without me,” Graves commanded.

“Understood.”

The buzzing was getting louder and she ground her teeth together as she focused on the task at hand. The entrance to Archie’s vaults were through another door, down one more tunnel, and behind another locked door. She opened it, hissing at the touch of iron, and pushed forward into the last tunnel.

It was night and day.

Where the previous tunnels were dark, dank, and disturbing, the hiss of the paranormal pressing against her had been oppressive. This area was clean, the air almost fresh. She’d made it to Archie’s section of the South Bridge vaults.

And before her was another giant iron door.

She blinked furiously when she looked at it, seeing a crisscross of magic and recognizing it all immediately as warlock wardings. Before she’d received her magical intuition, she wouldn’t have known that the door was warded until she touched it.

She might have gotten a scent of some magic use or seen the thistle carvings—Archie’s symbol—glimmering in iridescence in a language she almost understood.

Now, she could read that language. She knew exactly what warding was put over this door, that it came from a warlock, and how powerful he was.

The gold gleam of his powers and the scent of peat mixed with the coconut-scent of gorse was nearly overwhelming. With her experience now, it was almost a joke that she struggled so hard last year to discern that Graves’s magic wasn’t just books. Now she could say distinctly that his magic was the leather of lambskin, the old parchment they used to hand cure in his youth in Ireland, and a new scent—an old resin ink. She could have taken apart each individual Irish wildflower that comprised her magic.

She retrieved her picks again, pushing that magical buzzing down deep in her gut as she worked on the lock, which was arguably more advanced than the last one. He clearly had invested more in his own private vault than the South Bridge vaults at large.

“Fuck,” Graves muttered.

She paused. “What?”

His voice grated as he said, “The wards are down.” He cursed under his breath. “I connected with the house and they’re down.” She heard a door creak open.

“The vault door is still secure.”

“Okay. Let me just …” He trailed off.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“I found Archie. He’s unconscious,” Graves said. “Someone got here first.”

“Everything looks normal here. If someone got to Archie before us, wouldn’t they have gotten these wards down, too?”

“Maybe. Just don’t go inside. Whoever can take his wards down is powerful. We’ve no guarantee they’re gone,” Graves said, his words curt. “I’m going to see if I can read him.”

Graves’s magic was knowledge. His touch could read people’s immediate memories, dive into their psyche, and erase. He’d used his powers for hundreds of years for blackmail and terror to run his city. But he couldn’t read her. Not anymore.

“Anything?” she whispered.

Kierse waited on the edge of a precipice. Her stomach ached, and that buzzing was not going away no matter how much she ignored it.

Something was down here with her.

He spat out another string of curses. “No. I can’t see anything even while he’s unconscious. Sometimes I can see flashes, but his mind is too strong. I’m coming down.”

Kierse waited, feeling the weight of ghosts closing in. She wanted to believe it was simply paranoia. That ghosts couldn’t possibly exist. But every legend came from a kernel of truth. If Fae and warlocks and vampires could exist, why wouldn’t ghosts? And it wouldn’t be surprising if this conjurer had ghosts as added security.

“Graves, be quick. We have a problem.”

“Almost there.”

“Should I …” Walter trailed off.

“Do you think your force fields can repel spirits?” she asked.

He remained silent on the line. A no that didn’t need to be voiced.

Ice settled through her bones. Without thinking, she created another pixie light. At least it would be something to warm her as this place precipitously dropped in temperature.

But that was the wrong move.

A ghost was illuminated before her.

She shrieked and jumped backward, the light going out. Another rush of cold swept through her, and she swore she could feel the ghost trying to settle into her bones.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she breathed into the cold, dark room.

She managed another pixie light, smaller and dimmer than last time. She could see the fog of her breath. She had no magic to fight off a ghost. Magical intuition? No. Pixie lights? No. Persuasion? Maybe if she could get it to work. So far no luck. Portaling? Would only help her escape. Not that she could make it work.

An ugly, deformed ghoul appeared in her vision, and she backed up a step, losing her lock picks in the process. The ghost jutted his jaw forward, opening his mouth as if he were going to devour her.

Kierse jumped away, her back colliding with the wall. “I mean you no harm?”

The ghost loomed ever higher. She reached for her gun at her waist on instinct but released it. What good would it do? Where was Graves?

Time to pull out the last resort.

Kierse lifted the Spear of Lugh from her back, and it settled into her hands like it had always belonged there. Its insidious voice slithered into her ears like a dark old friend.

“Hello, who are we killing today?”

“Currently a ghost,” she gasped, swinging the spear before her.

The ghost made some throttled noise as the spear seemed to connect into its invisible body. Holy shit! It really did kill everything.

“Death! Destruction!”

Kierse would have rolled her eyes, but the damn ghost was coming back. Her muscles trembled. If she hadn’t had the protective weight of the spear in her hands, she might have cowered in a corner somewhere. She did not sign up for this.

Just as the ghost dove back in for another attack, a voice drifted down the hallway, speaking in Latin. The ghost was distracted, and with a growl from the back of his dead throat, he turned from her.

She swung the spear. It connected, and the ghost howled in rage, but Graves kept coming, appearing like a dark knight out of the gloom.

He was in a pitch-black suit with his midnight-blue hair hanging forward over his forehead, and dark-gray eyes almost lightning strikes in the night. He was remarkable and arresting as the golden glow of his magic radiated around him.

The ghost snarled, trying to force his way past the spear toward Graves, but he couldn’t seem to move. Kierse took aim again, prepared to knock the ghost out of the vaults entirely. Then with a final wail, the ghost burst. The silvery shimmer dissolved into nothing, leaving them alone at the vault entrance.

Graves held out a gloved hand. “My wren.”

She twirled the spear playfully before returning it to her back, where it lay silent and dormant, then she let him tug her against him. Though he was her eternal winter god, he always ran hot from all the magic he constantly used. It was a balm to her. Her body melded with his, and she had never felt more right in her entire life than in his arms. Even with the buzzing still happening, but … why did it still remain with the ghost banished?

“An avenging angel,” he said, sweeping a loose strand of her hair behind her pointed ear.

“Do angels carry murderous weapons?”

“Assuredly.”

“Maybe just teach me Latin next time.”

“If you insist,” he said, pressing a firm kiss to her lips with a promise for more. A jolt ran through her, and she wished for the hundredth time that she still had the capacity to lower her absorption and let him see into her head.

When they broke apart, she said a little breathlessly, “Let’s get the stone and get out of here.”

“Together,” he said.

“I lost my lock picks.”

But Graves had already made it to the door, jerking it open with one powerful tug. The warding dissolved under his touch as if it had never been.

“That’s one way to do it,” she said, marveling at how easily he had overpowered Archie’s wards.

Then they stepped inside his vault, only to find someone else had been here.

And that someone had remained.

“Hello, little songbird,” Lorcan said.




Chapter Two

The buzzing in her ear suddenly made sense.

Lorcan Flynn. Her soulmate. The Druid who had bound their magic together.

She had gotten so used to pushing away the string that guided them, feeling the ever-oppressive weight of it in her gut, that she hadn’t even realized when it was ramping up. It was always there. One step away from driving her to catastrophe. And now he was here.

“You look surprised to see me,” Lorcan said. Somehow Lorcan made himself seem at home in the gently lit crypt stacked with assorted treasures. He lounged back on a green chaise, dressed in gray slacks and a white button-up with a navy blazer. His eyes were a cerulean blue that made her think of the ocean, and his smile made her stomach lurch involuntarily. The scent of morning sunshine and ocean waves and spring filled the room. His power that wrapped around her like a noose. The Oak King, her summer god. “Surely you felt my presence long before you got here.”

“Contrary to popular belief, I don’t think about you at all,” she snapped.

“If that were true, you wouldn’t have to tell me.”

Kierse flushed at the silken words out of his mouth. It made her want to shove a gun to his temple and pull the trigger. She would if it wouldn’t result in her death as well.

When Lorcan discovered that she could lower her absorption powers to allow Graves to enter her mind and find her lost memories of her parents, he’d decided to take matters into his own hands. He’d kidnapped her, forced a binding of their magic against her will, and then locked down her magic so that Graves could no longer get in her head. All because Graves had destroyed the mind of Lorcan’s sister, Emilie, and ultimately killed her five hundred years ago. Out of fear that he’d do the same to Kierse, he’d gone about it all wrong. It didn’t matter that he’d done it out of some false reason to save her. None of that mattered.

Lorcan believed he was in the right. He believed that taking away her choice in the matter was for her own good. And she hated him for it.

Still, he wasn’t wrong about one thing.

She did think about him. And not just fantasizing about his eventual death at her hands. Kierse had inherited her magic from Lorcan’s dead wife, Saoirse. The bond stretched back hundreds of years, and they’d had two Fae children, and it was only strengthened through this new binding. She had to focus to keep him out of her head.

“What are you doing here?” Graves interrupted in a voice that was as cold as the dead of winter.

His storm-cloud eyes were nearly black with disdain for his enemy. He’d taken a half step forward to put himself between Kierse and Lorcan. And when she glanced at him from the corner of her eyes, she could see the monster coming out to play.

She sometimes forgot that Graves was the most terrifying being on pretty much any continent at any point in time. That he’d been fine to play the villain for centuries and softening for her was more difficult than this mask he wore.

“You know why I’m here,” Lorcan said. He lifted a hand behind his head and lay back with that smirk on his lips.

“To infuriate us?” Kierse grumbled.

“Is it working?” Lorcan asked with his eyes on Graves as he added, “Brother?”

Graves didn’t even tense at the word. Once they had been as close as brothers, but that was before Emilie. Before Graves had been cast out of Druid society and out of Ireland as a whole. Before they’d become personified gods—the Oak and the Holly Kings—always battling for the turn of the seasons.

“Give us the stone,” Graves said instead.

Kierse held her hand out. “Now.”

Lorcan tilted his head, looking at the two of them with that insufferable smile still on his face. “What do you mean?”

“The Stone of Fal,” Kierse said. “You’re here for it. Give it to me.”

“To you? Perhaps I would.” Then his eyes flicked to Graves. “Come with me and you can have it.”

She scoffed. “Fine. We’ll take it off your corpse.”

An empty threat, to be fair, since killing him would obviously harm her as well … if it were even possible. But damn, it felt good to say.

“He doesn’t have it,” Graves said. “He’s bluffing.”

“Am I?” Lorcan asked, drawing a round stone from next to the chaise and tossing it in the air. He caught it with ease. “This?”

Kierse inhaled sharply. There it was. The answer to her problems right there for the taking.

The Stone of Fal was the last of the four objects from the Tuatha de Danann that they had been stealing over the last year. Each of the four objects were created by Celtic gods and gave abilities to help their users win wars. Spear of Lugh for battle, Sword of Truth, Cauldron of Dagda for healing and provisions, and the Stone of Fal to proclaim the true leader.

For a moment, none of them moved. As if they all held their breath for the impending fight. The stone in the hands of Lorcan would be a catastrophe. But he wouldn’t go down without a death battle to keep it from Graves.

“Since when do you care about the stone?” Kierse shot out before Graves could launch himself at him.

Lorcan raised an eyebrow as he tossed the stone into the air and caught it again. “What do you mean? These are the artifacts of my people.” His brow turned soft as he looked to Kierse. “Our people.”

She flinched. “There’s no our here.”

He shrugged, unconcerned. “Perhaps not, but there always was in the past. The Fae and the Druids have been linked for hundreds of years. You cannot deny that.”

No, she could feel the pulse of their connected magic right now.

“Our sacred Irish artifacts being collected by a Brit should worry you.” Lorcan narrowed his eyes at Graves.

“I don’t have to justify my ancestry to you,” Graves said evenly.

“His mother was a High Priestess, as you well know,” Kierse snarled. “Don’t try to make him other just because you cast him out of Ireland.”

“He killed my sister. As far as I’m concerned, he got off easy.”

“Of that I don’t disagree.” Graves took another menacing step forward. “I’m still not going to let you walk out of this vault with the stone.”

“If you want it,” Lorcan said, slowly coming to his feet, holding the stone out in his palm, “come and take it.”

The tension in the room rose as he used the stone as a lure, much like Kierse’s new magic. Not that she wanted him to know about any of her new abilities. The last thing she wanted was for him to find a way to lock those down, too.

Graves shot him a deeply disinterested look before turning to Kierse. “He seems awfully cocky, doesn’t he?”

He held his hand out to her, and she put hers in his without thinking. A united front before their mutual enemy. Things might have been up and down with Graves. He’d betrayed her trust about her heritage as Fae, but he’d spent time and effort proving that he could be trusted. Together they had been working more as a unit than ever before.

The only problem in their relationship at present stood before them.

“Isn’t he always this insufferable?” Kierse asked as he drew her into him. “He’s just trying to get under your skin.”

“I bet I could get under his,” he murmured as his head dipped into her neck. A shiver ran down her spine as his lips grazed the bare skin at her collar.

“Fine,” Lorcan barked.

Graves laughed into her neck. “God, you taste good.”

“Two can play at that game,” Lorcan said into her mind.

She jerked away from Graves and glared at Lorcan. “Stay out of my head.”

“Or what?” he all but purred.

“Hypocrite,” she snarled. “You locked down my powers to keep Graves from touching my mind, and now you have the audacity to talk to me like that?”

“I’m not going to damage this beautiful mind.”

Graves took two quick strides and grasped Lorcan by the collar. “Release her.”

“As if you haven’t been there when she asked you to stay out.”

“I will not have this argument with you again.”

“Could you both fucking stop?” Kierse said, holding her head. “Give us the stone so we can get out of this horrible place.”

Lorcan shoved Graves off him and tossed it to Kierse. “There. Take a look.”

Kierse grasped the stone in her hands, bracing for a new voice in her head. Each of the four objects had a remnant of whatever being had created it, and that thing was alive. Her spear obviously insisted she murder anyone in sight. The stone was arguably the most powerful of the lot and surely had some other obnoxious god trying to force her to do something.

But when it landed in her palms, there was nothing but silence.

She glanced up at the two men of her life.

“It’s a fake.”




Chapter Three

“What do you mean, a fake?” Graves demanded.

“It isn’t talking to me,” Kierse said.

Graves strode back toward her and took the stone out of her hand. “There’s no magic in it.”

Her new magical intuition worked to show her the magic of things, but she’d never seen any magic around the cauldron or the spear in the last couple months, either. As if she could only see magic cast by other people and not inside an object itself.

“You knew,” Kierse said, turning to Lorcan. “That’s why you were waiting here for us.”

“For you,” he corrected.

“Whatever,” she said, blowing him off. “Do you know where the real stone is?”

“Not since it disappeared from the Druids about a quarter century ago,” Lorcan said.

That was what Graves had said, too.

There were many stones of power in the history of these little islands. The Stone of Scone, which the British monarchy had used since they stole it from Scotland in the 1200s to crown their rulers, the Lia Fáil, a twelve-by-two-foot stone on the Hill of Tara in Ireland that represented the very stone they were looking for and was routinely vandalized as a fake, and of course, Arthur’s sword in the stone. None of them were the real Stone of Fal. And apparently this one wasn’t, either.

“We had it safely outside of Dublin for hundreds of years, and then it was stolen when the Fae council fell,” Lorcan continued. His gaze shifted to Graves, accusation in his irises. “Convenient.”

“If I had the stone, you’d know,” Graves said.

“Why would we be here if Graves stole it in the first place?” Kierse demanded.

“Because it isn’t going to work for him like all of the other artifacts,” Lorcan said. “They took the measure of him.”

“The spear certainly cut down Declan in my hands,” Graves said, reminding him of how he had killed Lorcan’s second-in-command.

Lorcan took a step forward, his facade breaking for a second. Then he seemed to think better of it, gritting his teeth. “You can wield it, but the magic doesn’t answer you. There’s a reason the spear belongs to Kierse,” he said, gesturing to the weapon over her shoulder, “and the sword belongs to me and the cauldron belongs to Genesis. The stone would no more choose you than any other stranger.”

Kierse didn’t have to look to Graves to know how that cut him deep. Whatever was in these objects that spoke to them seemed to only speak to their Irish heritage. It should have worked for Graves, but the only time an artifact’s magic had ever worked at his hand was when the sword revealed Kierse’s heritage.

“If you don’t know where the stone is,” Kierse said, “then I personally would not like to be reminded how much you like to hear yourself talk.”

She turned on her heel and headed out of the vault. Tonight was a bust. All that planning and prep and they got a fake stone. She hated to admit how much her heart sank at the prospect.

The stone was supposed to be her way out of this bullshit. It did more than make royal proclamations and declare the rightful ruler of Ireland. It was the holder of all geas. Any decree made while holding the stone was bound not just by law but by the magic of the god itself. And traditionally, a geas made elsewhere—or any kind of binding—could be broken by the stone as well.

And Kierse had a binding she was in desperate need of breaking.

She should have known it was too good to be true.

“Walter, is the way clear through the tunnels?”

“Negative,” he said.

She was sure he’d heard everything that had happened in the vault but was glad that he was a man of few words.

“Fuck it,” she muttered as she climbed the stairs that led up to Archie’s home. The warlock was unconscious. She’d slip out through the front door rather than brave more tourists and an angry ghost.

She took the stairs two at a time, wrenching the door open when she heard George’s voice crack through her earpiece. “Wait, someone’s moving around!”

But she had already taken one step into the room and came face to face with a large, befreckled man.

“Archie is up,” Walter added unhelpfully.

“Yeah, thanks for that,” she grumbled.

“Who the fuck are you?” Archie asked with menace, his hands suddenly before him as power radiated from his body.

“Oh shit,” Kierse said as she put her hands up.

The warlock didn’t look like much. He was on the short side with a paunch around his middle. He wore a plaid button-up and had a receding hairline with frizzy, curly red hair. His spectacles lay across the bridge of his nose. And though he seemed to have stopped aging sometime in his thirties, she knew he was a couple hundred years old. His green eyes held all the wisdom and annoyance of being disturbed at his age, but he was generating enough power to level the block.

Which was understandable since she’d just broken into his house.

Time to engage in her tried-and-true thieving rules. Her exit was already lost. Distraction was probably off the table along with sleight of hand. And since she probably couldn’t play this one—even if she was a good actress, which she wasn’t—that left her least favorite: run.

But she never got the chance.

Graves and Lorcan barreled up from the depths below instead of taking the tunnels.

Archie raised his hands, which were marked with swirling symbols and circles. “Graves?” he snarled.

“It’s been a long time, Archie,” Graves said.

Then Archie’s eyes landed on Lorcan, and he shot light out of his fist toward him. “You!”

Lorcan blocked the blow, the magic dissipating before him. “I was just leaving.”

“I have nothing to do with him. Me and my associate,” Graves said, gesturing to Kierse, “were checking in on you because I was in the country. I found you unconscious and this thief in your vault.”

“They’re as much thieves as I am,” Lorcan snarled.

“You think me a fool?” Archie asked.

Graves reached to stop him, but already Archie was moving his hands in some intricate order, backing up into a dark circle at the center of his floor. The words coming out of his mouth were unintelligible. Not any known language Kierse had ever heard. It was as grating as nails down a chalkboard.

“Don’t let him finish!” Graves said, rushing forward.

Lorcan moved at the same moment as if they were a united front and hadn’t only seconds earlier been at each other’s throats.

Kierse had never seen them work together. They’d been enemies for hundreds of years, and killing each other every six months with god magic didn’t exactly engender cooperation. But both of their earliest training had been together. It seemed that even several centuries and animosity couldn’t change that.

“The stone,” Graves shouted as he tossed it to Kierse.

She grabbed the fake stone out of thin air just as they reached the black circle, and they promptly bounced off an invisible barrier at its edge.

Graves went one direction, colliding with the wall nearest the door. His body went straight through an antique painting, and they both crashed down onto the old hardwood floors. Lorcan landed against a bookshelf, tearing the shelving from the walls as he slid down to a red-and-white rug.

Lorcan groaned as he slowly came back to his feet.

Graves dusted debris off his black suit. His gray eyes darkened and were absolutely diabolical as he looked up at the warlock at the center of the room.

The dark circle changed to a glowing gold light in the center of the room, blocking their exit to Blair Street. They could brave the tunnels again through the South Bridge vaults, but Kierse wasn’t sure that he wouldn’t send something after them if they didn’t stop him here.

“Entering my home uninvited was a mistake,” Archie said in that same disembodied, scratchy voice. “You will regret it.”

He clapped his hands together, and his head tipped upward, gold light flowing out of his mouth toward the ceiling. The torrent was so oppressive that Kierse had to back up, her back hitting a large wooden hutch full of priceless china. Graves and Lorcan exchanged a glance. And though neither of them could get into the other’s head, it certainly seemed as if they had spoken.

“Don’t move until we give the go-ahead,” Lorcan said. She narrowed her eyes at him, but he held his hand out as a peace offering. “Please, I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Before she could tell him that she didn’t need him to take care of her, Archie stopped spouting gold magic from his mouth.

A pop sounded in her ears, and then out of nothing three disgusting, humanoid beings, the likes of which she had never seen, stood before her.

Monsters, real monsters. And all three looked like they wanted to kill anything that got in their way.




Chapter Four

“What the fuck are those?” Kierse all but shrieked.

She lived in a world with monsters for most of her life. She could name all of the known monsters in New York City—vampires, werewolves, goblins, nymphs, shifters, wraiths, incubus, succubus, and phoenix. She even knew there were more monsters from legend. She ran with warlocks, Druids, High Priestesses, and witches, after all. But nothing like this.

The first was a cyclops, or at least it only had one eye at the center of its massive round head attached to a square chest with no neck. Its arms had claws at the ends, and while its head nearly brushed the ceiling, it was squat. The second was a many-tentacled thing of nightmares. Like an inverted octopus with suctions on the slimy array of tentacles that protruded from its many-eyed “face.” The last one was only as tall as her hip but a solid creature of muscle with leathery bat wings and razor-tipped points. It hovered six feet off the ground as it stared at Kierse with a wide-open muzzle full of shark’s teeth.

“They’re conjured demons,” Graves said, pulling a gun off his belt.

“What’s a conjured demon?”

“They’re pulled from another dimension or plane of existence,” Lorcan said. He already had a gun in his hand, too. “We don’t have anything like this in our world.”

Kierse didn’t have time to understand what any of that meant. She’d done a lot of reading about monsters and magic in the year since she discovered that she was a part of the magical world.

Now there were conjured, interdimensional demons? Too much all in one year.

Either way those things wanted to kill her. So she pushed her shock and revulsion behind her and reached for her gun just as the bat creature shot toward her.

The cyclops rushed after Graves while the octopus creature moved toward Lorcan.

Kierse took aim and fired at the bat creature, but the wings were no joke. It zoomed out of the way, her bullet pinging off Archie’s golden conjure circle.

She fired three more times, but there was no point. She missed stealth missions. She might be a better fighter than she once was and because of her Fae abilities, but she still didn’t have the training the other two had.

Kierse tossed the gun aside and slipped the spear off her back.

“More death? A warrior in truth. I will defend you.”

“Thanks, Lugh,” she muttered as she analyzed the movements of the creature.

It came in quick, mouth extended toward her chest. Then it chomped down when it came in close to her. It relied heavily on the wings. If she could cut them down, then she might be able to survive this, because she was pretty sure she couldn’t survive those teeth.

The demon dove for her and came close enough to slash a claw against her skin. She hissed as she swept the spear at its face.

It howled in fury and backed up before zooming in at an even dizzier speed. She could barely see its wings like a hummingbird, but she had seen it fly enough to know when to dodge. She threw herself forward at the same time it dove for her.

With barely a breath, she came up on the other side of the demon and slashed the spear across one of the wings. Its howl turned into a roar.

One of its wings was crooked and broken, but still it came toward her at an alarmingly fast speed. And now she had nowhere to go. She put her back to Archie’s circle, and nothing was getting through that.

She lifted the spear before the demon again, but this time it blocked her hit. Its claws dug into her wrist, and a scream ripped from her as the spear was tossed across the room.

“Kierse!” Lorcan shouted at the same time Graves yelled, “Wren!”

She hadn’t concentrated on their battles and had no idea how things were. She just wanted the ability to use her time manipulation and put the whole world into slow motion. But Lorcan locked that ability down along with her others.

Still, her body moved before she could remind it that the magic didn’t work. The last time she tried to use it subconsciously was to save Nate’s life. Only it hadn’t worked, and Nate was gone. When she could have saved him.

It felt the same this time, slow and sticky, but then on the next breath, the world ticked down to stillness.

This wasn’t slow motion. This was stopping time.

The bat demon was inches from her face. His teeth were out, lined up in three rows of them. Graves was on top of the cyclops, the gun missing from his hand, but he worked some kind of bright golden glow out of his palm against the cyclops’ one giant eye. Lorcan had his demon against the destroyed bookshelf. A half-dozen tentacles were on the ground, but his gaze was swept back to her, terror written in his expression.

Her body shook with the effort of holding time still. She’d never come close to this before.

Usually, her slow motion was like moving through water. Everything still went on around her, just slower than before. Not like this. If she’d had the power, she could have killed all the demons without anyone moving.

Instead, she barely had enough energy to drop a knife out of her sleeve and sawed down on the base of the demon’s wings, severing them from his back.

Time clicked back into motion, and the demon dropped from the sky with a squeal. Kierse punted the thing across the room with all her might, and it crashed against the remnants of the hutch, shattering the porcelain all over the room.

She panted breathlessly in her second of downtime. Then her gaze swept up to Lorcan.

“You …” she whispered.

“Me,” he agreed with a wink, and then he was back in his fight. The tentacles were very much alive and squishing across the floor toward him.

She tried to clear her head. Lorcan had kept her magic trapped for months, and she had thought that she would never see those powers again. She switched off her absorption like a light switch and felt it come down with ease. It was back. It was back.

Well, back as long as Lorcan would let her have them.

This was what he had been saying all those months before. He might be her “soulmate,” but the binding was around her magic. For the first time, she understood.

Her power had doubled under his power share. It didn’t make what he had done right. It just made it true.

“The circle,” Lorcan shouted.

“Try to get through the circle,” Graves called at the same time.

For two people who hated each other, they were weirdly in sync.

But with her absorption in her hands, she actually had a way to stop Archie. Kierse turned from the incapacitated creature and put her hands on the circle. Then with a breath, she drew it toward her.

It was like breathing in air after too long underwater. The magic finally worked at her bidding. The blue of her pixie lights drew in the warlock’s energy and mixed gold and blue in the room. Her body became a vortex of power, so much power in that moment that she thought she’d be sick.

Strange to think that she could absorb power and be overpowered by it. She could only absorb so much before it would shred her defenses and leave her magically wounded. But she didn’t feel like that this time.

Whatever Lorcan had unlocked made her magic feel endless. She could take this, take it all, drain it until the torrent belonged to her. There was no bottom. Just magic.

She tilted her head back and reveled in the feel of the magic flowing through her veins. The power that radiated from her. Was this what Graves felt like all the time? Like a bottomless well of energy that had no beginning or end? No wonder he acted invincible. Who could go up against this and win?

Fighting was still going on around her as she connected to Archie’s magic and pulled and pulled and pulled.

“Wait!” a voice cried through the circle. “Please, wait, don’t! That’s too much.”

She could hear him through a fog of magic, but she couldn’t stop. She had to bring the circle down. She wasn’t sure those demons would stop until it was down.

“You can’t do this!” the voice shrieked.

But she could. She could do this and so much more.

“Please … please … please,” the voice said, softer and softer and then …

Nothing.

The circle popped. The demons disappeared as if they never were. And Archie Blair fell down dead in his own conjuring circle.




Chapter Five

Archie’s body was a husk of a being. The color stripped out of his red hair. His pale skin hollow and empty. The eyes dead and lifeless.

Kierse stepped back in horror. “What … No … I …”

Graves came to her side, turning her by the shoulders to face him. “Hey, eyes on me.”

She lifted her horrified look to meet his. She hardly even knew what happened. She’d killed Archie. And she hadn’t even been trying.

Wisps could kill warlocks, of course. That was one of the reasons Graves had hidden her heritage from her in the first place. Natural predators weren’t friends. Certainly not lovers. And yet it had worked for her and Graves. So she had assumed that it must be years of conflict.

But now she had done it.

She had used her absorption magic to drain a warlock dry.

No wonder warlocks and wisps had hated each other for so long. She touched the circle of Archie’s magic and pulled until there was nothing left of him. How terrifying that must be for creatures who could live forever.

Except it had never been this easy before. It had been so hard to use her magic for so long that she hadn’t even considered that she could kill a warlock. Certainly not contain enough of their bottomless magic to make a dent. But with the power share from Lorcan, it opened like a torrent.

And it had been … easy.

The magic still pulsed through her veins. It should have been exponentially too much, but then she felt the softest pull, and the magic lessened and lessened some more.

She felt the connection between her and Lorcan like a visceral reaction, an undeniable entity of the universe. As if this was exactly what they had been made for. A way to right the balance of the cosmos. She took a step toward him almost without thinking.

He drew a little more off, a tether between them that took her forward another step. The closest she had ever felt to this had been during the binding ceremony. The way their magic had connected. And though she had hated it with every fiber of her being as a violation of her existence … it still felt right.

Graves’s hand landed on her shoulder as the balance between their magic shifted to even. “Wren.”

She stopped, coming up out of a fog. Lorcan was only a foot from her. He, too, was staring at her, starry-eyed and hungry.

She jerked back a step, colliding with Graves’s chest. “You,” she accused Lorcan.

His smile was dreamy. “Yes?”

“You did this.”

“He didn’t,” Graves said gently.

“Don’t defend him,” Kierse said, pulling away from him, too.

Lorcan’s hand went to his chest like he could still feel that bridge. “I opened the connection between us when you were in a bad place with your demon. I couldn’t get there fast enough while I dealt with my own, but I could give you more weapons to work with.”

Kierse took a step toward him. She couldn’t stop trembling. He’d opened the connection. He’d opened it, and that had been the euphoria that had passed between them. He could have given her powers back at any point.

He looked hopeful when he added, “I only wanted to save your life.”

She slapped him across the face, the full force of her Fae abilities behind the gesture. His head snapped sideways with a resounding crack.

“I could have saved Nate,” she snarled.

“Wren,” Graves said with command.

They’d had this conversation before. They’d gone round and round about how it wasn’t her fault. That it was the werewolf pack leader Nova’s fault, since she dealt the final blow. That it was the Men of Valor’s fault, because they instructed her to silence Nate’s opposition. That it was the fault of Amberdash, the head of their pro-monster group, who had stirred up fear and continued to upend the sanctity of her city.

And still she felt the blame.

“Fine. If it’s not my fault, then it’s his.” She pointed at Lorcan. “All of this is his fault.”

Lorcan looked as if he were going to respond, but Graves glared at him and said, “Can we talk about what’s happening right in front of us?”

Kierse glanced back at the dead body before her. It wasn’t her first by a long shot, but she hadn’t wanted to do this to Archie.

She didn’t want to look at him, and yet she couldn’t stop. She could see his empty face and the cracked lips and the bloodless look under his skin. It made her want to vomit.

“They’re going to know it was a wisp,” Lorcan said regretfully.

“I’ll take care of it,” Graves said.

“How?” Lorcan demanded. “You were there during the wisp-warlock conflicts. Your kind lose your mind over this sort of thing.”

“The wisp-warlock conflicts?” Kierse managed to ask.

Graves shot Lorcan a look, then turned to Kierse. “Have you heard of the Thirty Years’ War?” When she shook her head, he continued, “It was a devastating religious conflict throughout Europe in the 1600s. The catalyst happened in Prague when Catholic officials were thrown out of a window by Protestant nobles.”

“Okay?” she asked, her shaking subsiding at the brief history lesson. Somehow, Graves always grounded her.

“It was a bound Druid-Fae that threw a dead warlock out the window,” Lorcan explained bluntly. “It resulted in hundreds of deaths on both sides. Millions of humans and monsters.”

“Oh,” she whispered.

“And then we held truce for hundreds of years,” Graves said.

“Until Saoirse,” Lorcan snarled.

“And the Fae Killer.”

Kierse shivered. The monster who had hunted Fae to extinction. They had come for her parents, killing them in cold blood. It was only a spell on her body that kept them from finding her.

“What happens if they find out a Fae killed a warlock?” Kierse asked.

“It only happened once, and the Fae was hunted and killed,” Graves said solemnly. “But now, no one can know that you exist. They think that you’re all dead.”

“So if they find Archie, they find a way to me.”

Lorcan and Graves exchanged a look. “Not going to happen,” Graves growled at the same time Lorcan said, “Never.”

Then the door burst open, ending the conversation as Walter Rodriguez bleated, “I couldn’t get in!”

Walter was six feet of wiry twenty-something with curly hair and amber-brown skin. He wore square black glasses, and even a few months with Graves couldn’t impact his fashion sense as he stood there in jeans and a superhero T-shirt.

He took stock of the situation and said simply, “Uh … fuck.”

“We need to get rid of a dead body,” Graves said.

“Sure,” Walter said. “What exactly happened to him?”

“Something we don’t want anyone else to know about.”

Lorcan nodded. “That would be very bad.”

Walter glanced between them. “Are you … working together?”

At the same time, they said, “No.”

Walter’s eyes widened. “All right.”

“I have a contact who can help,” Graves said.

Kierse’s eyebrows shot up. “Someone here?”

“Not exactly the reason I planned to reach out to him, but yeah.” He squeezed her hand. “Make sure the house stays clear and have George pull around.”

“Sure,” Walter said, heading to the door.

Graves nodded at Kierse. “Give me a minute.”

He disappeared out of earshot, leaving Kierse alone with Lorcan. It had been three months since the last time they’d been this close. The night of the binding ceremony was branded into her mind. Ever since she’d felt him in her gut and pressing against her thoughts.

“This was what you were made for.”

He gestured to the dead body, and she scoffed.

“Wow. What a way to win a girl over. You were made for murder. Excellent.” She stalked across the room and retrieved the Spear of Lugh. It hissed pleasant murder into her mind before she slotted it onto her back.

“To kill warlocks.”

“And now it’s caused a huge problem for us. It could get out that a wisp is still alive.”

“But it won’t,” he said, always so sure of himself. “No one is looking for a wisp in this. Brannon may be my enemy, but he can clean up a murder scene.”

She shivered at the word “murder.” “Thanks. I feel much better,” she said sarcastically.

“Kierse,” he said gently, reaching for her.

She jerked backward. “Don’t. I don’t want to do this with you. I don’t know what any of this was about—waiting for me in the vault, sharing magic, working with Graves.”

“How should I have reached out?”

“You shouldn’t,” she snapped. “You should just leave me alone. I’ve made my choice. Not that you much care about choices.”

“I lost my throne and my people and my entire world for you,” he barked right back. “I’d do it all over again for this.” His hand went to his chest where she could feel the pulse of them dragged together.

“You lost everything for your own selfishness and cruelty. You didn’t do it for me. You don’t care about me, and I certainly don’t care about you.”

“That isn’t true. We both know it.”

He took a step into her space, and she felt like there was tacky on her shoes as she forced herself a step away from him. The thread that bound them felt like a tug in her very bones to fall into him. Fall into him and forget the rest of the world.

Logic told her to walk away. But her brain couldn’t comprehend past this soulmate business, and she had to grind her teeth to rip free of it. His hand came up as if to touch the spot in her chest that strained for him. If he touched her, she’d be done for.

“Don’t,” she snarled.

Lorcan let his hand hover between them as if he couldn’t stop himself. “We can make this work. Look at how well we work together. The power sharing can make you so powerful. We can fight this all together.”

“There was a chance I might have listened to you,” she said, throat tight, “but you lost that right on the solstice.”

His hand dropped along with his head. “I see.”

Graves appeared in the door then, and her eyes locked on his. A smile stretched across those perfect lips as if he’d been listening to their conversation the whole time. “We’re good. He’ll be here any minute.”

“Good,” Kierse said. “That’s good.”

Graves came to her side, taking her hand. For the briefest moment, she realized she still had control of her absorption, and she let it drop. Her mind was wide open for him for the first time in three months.

He breathed in sharply as if he’d been singed by the connection that still lay strong and heated between her and Lorcan.

He dropped her hand, and his eyes went distant. “Oh.”

She winced. Things had been left unsaid between them since the binding. He knew what a binding could do. Of course he did. It was why he had tried to stop Emilie. But knowing and seeing in her mind were two different things.

“Try again,” she whispered, grasping his hand again as she forced the kaleidoscope of emotions roiling through her and thought only of him.

This time Graves bloomed into her mind, a collection of images that was almost too much for her to look at. Like a quick montage of all the times he’d seen her and found her beautiful. She closed her eyes and breathed in the images. She almost forgot how much easier it was to explain to him with a touch of her mind than it was to speak those emotions out loud.

“Enough of that,” Lorcan said, and the absorption snapped back on.

She reached for it, only feeling a solid wall. Her hand went to her chest at the cut-off that rocked through her. She glared at him as she realized he was going to go straight back to this bullshit because she wasn’t going to roll over and accept what he’d done to her.

“You should leave before I kill you,” she growled low.

“You can’t kill me, love,” Lorcan said.

“Trust me. I’ll find a way.”

He tipped his head at her. “Good luck with that.” He knocked her chin, and she considered swinging on him as he lifted his chin at Graves. “Until next time.”

Then he was through the door, and all the air left with him.

She exhaled sharply. “It’s all locked down again. Why did he give it back just to take it away?”

“For that reason exactly,” Graves said, turning from her to rummage through Archie’s belongings.

“About what you saw in my mind,” Kierse began.

Graves waved her off. “I know what a bond looks like.”

“Yeah, but …”

“More pressing concerns right now, Wren.” He found a sturdy quilt and snapped it open. He clearly didn’t want to talk about the bond any more than she wanted to experience it. “Help me roll his weight onto this.”

She closed her mouth and rolled the dead body onto it. Still she couldn’t help saying, “We need that stone.”

He nodded. “Yep.”

“You’re sure the stone will break the binding?” Kierse asked, feeling defeated.

He wrapped the quilt around Archie’s body. “I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I’ve seen the Stone of Fal in action. It’s known for proclaiming the over king and ensuring the long reign of the monarch, but I’ve seen it create a geas before. I’ve seen it break a geas before as well. Never a bond like yours, but that wasn’t done then.”

“Did you think about it with Emilie?”

He tensed. “I was too arrogant to consider other options before. I just used my powers,” he said, flexing his hands. “To her detriment.”

Kierse nodded in understanding. “Why does Lorcan think you can’t use the stone?”

Graves bent down and hefted the dead body onto his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. “Because I’m no longer a Druid.”

“How would he know that?”

Graves sighed. “I sold my Druidic magic for the sword, thinking it was a worthy price, but then I couldn’t access its magic once it was gone. He has the sword.”

“You think it told him, then.”

“Good an answer as any.”

“Do you think it’s because you lost your Druidic magic?”

Graves shook his head. “I think it’s because I’m not worthy.”

Kierse frowned. She hated that assessment. That Graves always saw himself as the villain. Sure, he was far from innocent in all of this, but to say that the objects didn’t work for him because he was unworthy … What had he done in his life that was so much worse than her or Lorcan?

George cut through their conversation. “A black van just pulled up in front of the house, boss.”

“Good. Come help us load up.”

“Understood.”

Walter stuck his head in a moment later. “There’s some guy out here asking for you. What do I do?”

“Take the feet,” Graves said, tossing the back half of Archie at Walter.

Walter caught the feet and nearly fell over. “Why is he so heavy?”

“Ever heard of dead weight?” Graves asked, deadpan.

Kierse tried not to laugh.

They carried the dead body of Archie Blair out onto the street named for his family into the pitch black of night to a waiting black van on the sidewalk. A burly Scottish man in black wool sweater and pants waited for them. He had dark, russet hair with a full beard, and when he looked up at Kierse as she came down the front steps, he froze into a statue.

“Sh-Shannon?” he gasped.

Kierse stalled at the sound of her mother’s name on his tongue.

Graves and Walter threw the body into the back of the van, and Graves patted his hand down on his slacks. “Meant to give you more fair warning for this,” Graves began. “Bram, allow me to introduce you to Kierse McKenna.”

“Bram,” she whispered.

The name rang a bell. It was the one that her mother told her father was waiting for them when they escaped the Fae council.

“You helped save my life.”

And then this big, burly Scotsman threw his arms around her shoulders and burst into tears.




Chapter Six

“Sorry, sorry,” Bram said, pulling back and wiping his eyes with his sleeve. “Just never thought I’d see you again. You are the spitting image of your mother, that you are.”

“She was beautiful,” Kierse whispered.

“That she was,” he said solemnly. “You’re lucky you take after her and not Adair.”

Kierse laughed softly as her heart ached for this knowledge of her father that she could only find in her memories. “He seemed great, too.”

“Best man I knew.”

“As much as I enjoy this reunion, we should move this dead body,” Graves interrupted.

“Right. Right,” Bram said, shaking his head. “Glad to be of help.”

“Walter, go with George,” Graves said.

George leaned against the hood of the black car in his driver’s suit. His dark hair was tousled, and he looked for a moment like the thrill seeker he was and not the punctual driver who ran Graves’s errands. “Want me to follow or make sure we’re not being followed, boss?”

Graves grinned. “You know what you’re paid for.”

George tipped his head at him and said to Walter, “Put your seatbelt on.”

Walter hurried into the black car while Kierse and Graves entered Bram’s van. They took off out of the heart of Edinburgh and out into the hillside.

“So how did this happen?” Kierse asked.

Graves shrugged. “I saw the name in your memories, and I went looking for your father’s monster-hunting clan. I knew that some of them still lived in Scotland and figured if we were in town I could take you after we finished our business.”

Kierse melted. She pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you.”

“Never thought I’d see Adair McKenna’s daughter running with a warlock,” Bram said with a disbelieving shake. “But then again, never expected him to marry a Fae, either.”

“I have so many questions about them,” Kierse admitted. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“Why don’t we start with how you’re still alive?” Bram shot her a questioning look. “Last I heard, Adair and Shannon passed and all the Fae were gone.”

“That’s … right,” she said reluctantly. “They were killed by the Fae Killer. I assume you’ve heard of him?”

“Aye,” he agreed. “Between that and the Fae Council disapproving of their marriage, we were trying to keep you lot safe.”

Kierse’s hand went to the necklace between her breasts and remembered once again that it was missing. She’d worn a wren necklace her entire life. She had believed it was the only thing her parents had left her. It survived years on the streets and all of her thieving but not this binding with Lorcan. She missed it every day.

Her hand dropped into her lap. “So you were part of his hunting clan then?”

Bram swallowed hard. “I was more than that. My parents died when I was young, and the McKennas brought me into their
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