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Prologue
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THE CELTIC GODDESS Morrigan had never understood human behavior.

In truth, she'd never tried. After all, she wasn't the one who created them. She'd been perfectly content all those thousands of years ago with things being the way they were—simple, uncomplicated, and human free.

Finding her wishes and desires ignored, the gods and goddesses had argued over which sections of the world they wanted for themselves, so she'd picked the one with the least amount of creatures.

It didn't stay that way for long.

Ireland and the surrounding areas had flourished.

There were times when Morrigan felt a deep love for those in her care, times when she'd made short appearances on the mortal plane just to allow them the pleasure of seeing her, or to sort out some trifling problem they had. It had thrilled her when people referred to her as Morrigan, the Goddess of War and Strife. Occasionally, she'd even found one or two of the male warriors attractive enough to bestow her kiss on. 

But as times changed and people evolved, she made less frequent trips to the mortal world. It wasn't worth the hassle, and they were always so keen to fight or bicker or blow each other up. Only in cases of great hardship did Morrigan interfere.

Mostly, the goddess slept and listened to the murmurings of the world below her.

Until now.

Something had changed in the small kingdom that was hers to watch over. The whispers of those in her dimension who acted as her servants—reapers, elves, fae, and the mighty family members of Death—clouded her dreams, causing her to toss and turn. Two names chattered about constantly: Toby Williams and Jacqueline Huston. Word of their exploits as a wizard and half-banshee rolled through her slumber, and she processed them, understanding that the wizards were about to wage a war against the woman, who appeared to have more power than any of them.

Yes, disturbing but not worth waking up over.

Then the whispers in her dreams had changed to shouts, and the cries of outrage from the reapers echoed in the dark corridors of her palace leading to her bedchamber. The problems this half-banshee caused were growing and throwing the balance of life and death out of balance. Jacqueline Huston was out of control and had killed one of the members of the family of Death.

Unfortunately, this particular Death was one of Morrigan's charges.

A second problem arose, striking a fretting chord with the reapers. Few of the humans whose time on Earth was at an end were not dying. The moment of expiration would occur, but their life essence languished inside the mortal shell, not providing them the peaceful release of death. In human terms, these pitiful creatures that could not die were nothing more than zombies.

What did it all mean?

The answers were unclear, but everyone seemed to think the new problem related to Jacqueline Huston too. And where was their goddess, their beloved Morrigan?

It fell to Azreal, her fairy handmaiden, to awaken Morrigan from her four-hundred-year sleep.

“Something is wrong, milady.” Azreal twisted her hands together, nervous about waking the goddess, whom she both feared and revered. “You must attend to the needs of your domain.”

“I know, Azreal. Rest your mind,” Morrigan said, arising from her bed. Waist-length brown hair swung loose and free, and she pushed a strand back as she addressed the timid handmaiden. “I would have woken soon anyway. Frantic voices keep disturbing my sleep.”

Azreal bowed her head as Morrigan glided past. Fine, silver material that fit her like a second skin, showing off her slim figure rippled with her steps. The dress caught the light of the sun as Morrigan pushed open the doors leading out to her courtyard. She ignored the beauty of the garden and headed straight for the small scrying pond in the courtyard's center. 

“Reveal,” she whispered, gazing into the still water.

Immediately, the pond bubbled and images flickered on its surface. She observed them a moment, a slight frown on her pale face.

“I thought I'd taken care of this half-banshee thing four hundred years ago.” Morrigan stood and paced, her hair swirling about her. “But I suppose nature always finds a way to provide us with some new form of chaotic entertainment.”

“Is it true? What the others are saying?” Azreal dared a quick look at the goddess. “Did this woman really steal the essence of one of the Deaths?”

“Indeed she did. She has incredible strength.”

“But how is that possible?”

“Ah, now that is the puzzle, isn't it?” Morrigan sat on the marble bench next to the pond and tapped her chin. “What are your thoughts on it, Azreal?”

“I understand why she is half-banshee and half-human. She died for an instant, and her wizard husband saved her, though it cost him his life. Coming back from death is what caused the banshee part of her to surface, and her husband's act of love also endowed her with extra magical powers.” Azreal twisted her hands again. “If she had just stayed dead, she would have completed the assignment that is part of her family's legacy. She would have become a full banshee, whose job it is to reap the souls of her kinsman when their time comes. But as a half-banshee, she's in between worlds.”

“All that you say is true, but it doesn't explain how this woman could take on one of the Deaths and absorb its essence. Reapers aren't able to do that,” Morrigan pointed out. “There is something more with this woman, something more that gives her extra power.”

“That's unheard of.”

“It is an oddity.”

“There are whispers, my lady,” Azreal said, bowing her head, “that perhaps the woman is as strong as you. Members of the family of Deaths are worried that they will be taken over just as the Irish Death was.”

“I am a goddess.” Morrigan's eyes narrowed. “Jacqueline Huston is still a bug under my thumb, and the Deaths have nothing to fear. I will address this problem.”

“As you say.” Azreal nodded. “My loyalty to you shall not waver.”

The handmaiden fell silent, and Morrigan turned her attention back to the pond.

A familiar face surfaced in the water. She couldn't hold back a small snort of disgust at seeing it. Gwydion. The oldest and cruelest of the wizards, his heart was full of rage, darkness, and... to her surprise, something new. Fear. For the first time in his long life, Gwydion was afraid of something.

Good. It's about time.

Curious, Morrigan studied the image in the pond change, revealing another wizard. He was much younger than Gwydion, but a strength and resolve in his face that made the goddess's heart beat faster. She leaned closer to see his features, pleased at how handsome he was, and a certain familiarity struck her. Once upon a time, this man would have tempted her to bestow a kiss on him, but she sensed his heart belonged to another. 

The half-banshee. 

The wizard's love for Jacqueline emanated from the pond and with it came the hint of old magic.

“Ah,” Morrigan breathed, her heart tripping with excitement, “I remember now. I bestowed the kiss of the goddess on your line long ago, wizard.”

The image changed again.

“There you are, my little banshee,” Morrigan whispered as Jacqueline's face came into view. “Let's see where your extra powers come from.”

The goddess placed her delicate finger on the image in the water and closed her eyes. The hum of energy filled her mind with Jacqueline's secrets.

“That explains it.” Morrigan's blue eyes snapped open in surprise. “Now I understand Nature's plan.”

“Plan?” Azreal asked.

“This is truly an anomaly that has never occurred. It's extraordinary, actually.”

“What do you mean? You've dealt with a half-banshee before. Why is this one different? And why are the souls of some humans not dying?”

“Because she isn't collecting them. They have no place to go but back into the body. But there is more to it, more to her powers...” Morrigan trailed off, knowing Azreal sometimes talked a little too freely. It wouldn't do for the other reapers to know what was going on just yet. They might take action before she was ready for them to. Not to mention that another problem had just revealed itself to Morrigan, one that definitely was for no one's eyes but her own. “Azreal, I will be traveling to the human realm. Please let the others know that I am awake and taking control of the situation.”

Azreal scurried out of the room, leaving the goddess to her thoughts.

“A most interesting problem,” Morrigan murmured to herself. “I only hope this banshee's lover can save her.”

She ran a hand across the image of Jacqueline's face in the pond.

“Because prophecy or not, I would hate to kill you.”

Morrigan glanced over her shoulder, making sure Azreal was still out of sight before she turned her attention back to the scrying pond.

“Show me him,” she said, the coldness in her voice a reflection of her feelings toward the one she sought. 

The pond obliged by showing a cave cut deep into a rocky cliff overlooking the sea. This she expected to see, but what was unexpected, what heated her blood was the sight of the huge boulder she'd had placed in front of the cave lying on the beach below, waves crashing all around it. Her enchantment had been broken.

“Damn him,” she whispered. “What have you been up to, you old fool?” 

She ran a hand through the image, distorting its features so no one else could view it, and contemplated what to do next. This explained so much.

Merlin was free.
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THE WIZARD LAY ON THE ground, panting in agony.

Pain seared through his organs like a hot knife slicing through butter. Every part of him ached, as if his body slowly boiled alive. The words to a defensive spell were on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn't get them out.

Death was on the way.

The half-banshee, Jacqueline Huston, stood above him, her green eyes swirling with concentration. But what drew his attention, filling him with both fear and fascination was how the green orbs seemed outlined by a deep, dark crimson. 

“How are you feeling, Foster?” Jacqueline grinned. “Getting a little warm for you?”

The wizard was unable to respond, the pain too great.

“Remember in the old days when ignorant peasants would burn witches at the stake? Well, you're getting a taste of what that feels like. Only I'm being way more creative than our forefathers. I'm burning you from the inside out. It's a slower process, but the end result is the same.”

Foster wanted to scream as the burning inside his skin created smoke that seeped out of his pores, but she'd crushed his vocal chords. The fight he'd been so sure would go his way had ended in disaster. Jacqueline had seized him by the throat and squeezed just enough to cause damage but not kill him.

“Don't you know smoking is bad for your health?” Jacqueline laughed at her own bad joke and gestured to the smoke his body gave off. “That shit will kill you.”

Oh god. The pain.

He felt himself dying and welcomed it. Anything to stop the pain.

“Before you die,” Jacqueline said, leaning over him. “I want you to understand why I'm roasting you, Foster.”

Her eyes grew a deeper shade of green, and the red outline brightened.

“It's because you and the Brotherhood of Merlyn tried to kill me and the one I love. It's because hundreds of years ago, your ancestors allowed a young girl to be raped by one of your kind and did nothing about it. You're all a bunch of cowards hiding behind magic.” Jacqueline placed a hand on top of his forehead. “Someone has to stop you.”

She pressed on Foster's forehead, and his brain boiled. He embraced death with a sigh of relief. Now the pain could end.

But it didn't end.

Foster's soul drifted above his body, and he stared down at himself, horrified by the pitiful shell he'd left behind. He was a mess. Unrecognizable almost. The wizard's pride reared up, and the outrage bubbled into words, no longer hindered by the damaged vocal chords.

“You bitch,” he said to Jacqueline, who still bent over his body. “Gwydion is going to enjoy ripping you apart.”

“Gwydion ran from me the last time the two of us met up.” Jacqueline slowly turned her head in his direction. “I'm much stronger than him now, thanks to the power of Death.”

Foster backed away, but his gaze searched the secluded wooded area by the river. Where was the light he'd always heard about? Where was he supposed to go? What happened next? Surely, he wouldn't have to stay on the same dimension as the evil bitch that'd just killed him. He was a wizard—a powerful being that deserved respect even in the afterlife and told that he would ascend to a higher level of consciousness.

“Foster, normally this is the part where I or some other poor reaper would have the task of helping your worthless soul cross over to the other side, where you will either be reborn or be given some other task that suits your nature.” Jacqueline stood and gave him another smile. “But you see, the other reapers are afraid of me and don't dare try to pick up the souls I don't want. I think it goes without saying that I won't be helping you. Well, let me correct that statement. I won't be helping you cross over.”

With a little laugh, she blew him a kiss and opened her hand. Foster felt a new pain ripping through him. Slowly, Jacqueline closed her hand, and as she did so, he faded. 

It hit him then what would happen, and the fear he felt was ten times greater than when his body had boiled. 

Once her hand closed, none of his soul would ever exist again.
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WHEN IT HIS SOUL WAS gone, a part of her felt guilty about Foster.

True, just a small part, buried way deep in the last little bit of humanity she possessed. Jacqueline wasn't sure what to do with the feeling. Her banshee half, now tainted with the essence of Death, consumed her more and more. It gave her both an amazing power and an incredible, draining fatigue The need to kill the wizards who'd wanted to harm her, the desire to rip the soul out of anyone who looked her way, the bloodlust she felt every time her thoughts turned to Gwydion—these needs ruled her, crushing the human part of herself day after day.

But no matter how many of the wizards she took vengeance on, one could still break her.

Toby.

Every time she thought of him, the pain rolled around in her heart. He'd asked Death to kill her quickly. It didn't matter what pretty words he'd told her after she'd triumphed. He didn't really love her.

But oh... how she still loved him.

When Foster—the wizard she'd been tracking for weeks—had led her back to Galesburg Falls, she'd been hesitant. What if she saw Toby? What would he do? But after some thought, she'd realized that was what Foster was probably hoping—that her love for Toby would be too great, and she wouldn't be able to follow him. Jacqueline suspected Foster might even be running to Toby for help, perhaps thinking that luring her here would force him to kill her. 

And as a wizard, he would have every right.

She'd been a bad banshee, leaving a trail of dead members of the Brotherhood behind her.

Tired, she stared down at the gurgling river and wondered what Toby would do when he found the body? Did she really want to find out? 

How had everything gone so wrong?

“Because you're a killer now,” Death whispered in her head. “You're losing yourself and your own supernatural nature to me every day.”

“Shut up,” Jacqueline whispered through gritted teeth. “I don't want to talk to you.”

“But I'm always with you, my dear. You made sure of that when you took the essence of a being more powerful than yourself.”

“You're delusional.” Jacqueline dipped her hand in the cold water and pressed it to her warm forehead. “I killed you. Some powerful being you are.”

“And who do you think is driving the car—so to speak? Who is really in control here?” Death's laughter reverberated through her head. “It's me that helps you kill those wizards. It's me who decides our next move. One day I will truly be reborn through you. Then we'll see who really absorbed whose essence.”

“That's enough.” Jacqueline stood and concentrated on closing her mind to Death's taunting voice. When she had control once again, she opened them to find the moon illuminating her reflection in the water. 

She had been avoiding the sight.

A pale face with sharp green eyes surrounded by a tangled mass of streaked gray and blonde hair looked back at her from the water
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