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      Let’s chat real quick about what to expect in this book. This is a fantasy novel that contains adult content and situations. If it was a movie, it would probably be rated “R” for violence, language, and sexual content.

      Did you read that last sentence in the movie guy voice? Because I definitely did.

      Seriously though, both of the main characters are morally grey and have zero qualms about killing people. Which they do. Often and brutally. Less so in this book but more so in the next one.

      Also… quick little note on language. I am a strange, strange person, and I’ve lived a bit of an odd life. I was born and raised in California, but was mostly raised by my Canadian grandmother and was then unofficially adopted by an Irish family in my late teens. You might be wondering why I’m mentioning this, and the reason is that I have a bit of a magpie approach when it comes to the English language.

      Sometimes I like the American English spelling… sometimes I’m really attached to that extra “u” and go for the non-American version. Variety is the spice of life y’all.

      Bless the soul of my copy-editor because she just sighs heavily at the start of each manuscript and deals with my eccentricities. So if you’re an American and looking at a word and thinking it’s not spelt right… it is most likely the non-American version of the word.

    

  


  
    
      Be gay. Do crime.

      Also maybe eat the rich while you’re at it.

      And not in a fun way.
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        CHAPTER ONE

        ~

        Scythe

      

      

      
      Some people are just asking to get punched in the face.

      Or killed. Often both.

      “What the fuck are you gonna do about it, whore?” the tall, broad-shouldered man with dirty blond hair sneers.

      “You don’t own this forest,” one of his companions adds.

      The arrogance and absolute stupidity of humans is truly astounding sometimes. And these men have to be some of the dumbest ones to enter my forest in a very long time. Possibly ever. If only my parents could see me now.

      “This is why you chose to stay behind in this horrendous land?” my father would ask in that annoying, even tone of his. The one that always sounded like he was bored of the conversation before it even started. “You could have returned with us and the rest of the witches to Arandia. Lived a life without a human in sight in a land with magic overflowing everywhere. But, no, you chose to remain in this cesspit.”

      “Always the disappointment,” my mother would add.

      Probably for the best that we cut off all forms of communication when they sailed halfway across the world.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” I repeat.

      My lip curls as I scrutinize the six men in front of me. I’ve been watching these fools for the past twenty minutes as they boldly scurried half a mile into my forest and hid some stolen loot in a hollowed-out tree. All while boasting about how smart they were for thinking of hiding their stolen goods in a forest that everyone was too scared to enter.

      Not them though. They thought they were so clever for just barely stepping inside the witch’s domain.

      But the witch is the forest and the forest is the witch.

      No one crosses onto my land without me knowing.

      These men know a witch protects these woods. They are banking on her terrifying reputation to protect whatever they stole. And yet, here I stand—the Witch of the Woods—right in front of them . . . and they don’t recognize me for what I am.

      Exactly how many women do they think are wandering around this forest with fucking purple hair, silver eyes, and covered in tattoos? Not to mention the pride of devil cats sitting at my feet.

      Granted, the devil cats don’t look particularly intimidating right now. These ones are mostly juveniles and barely pushing sixty pounds. There are far larger, nastier predators roaming these lands, but what the devil cats lack in size, they make up for with cleverness, tenacity, and sheer numbers.

      Sometimes. When they feel like it.

      Which the ones lounging around me do not. Instead, the dozen or so felines are lying on their backs and lazily pawing at each other. Thank fuck my sister isn’t here. She would be cooing over all of them and telling them what mighty predators they are.

      It’s honestly kind of a miracle my reputation is as terrifying as it is, considering how much some of the denizens of my forest try to undermine my efforts.

      “I asked you a question, bitch!” The blond man pulls out a long, curved dagger. It’s sort of impressive looking. Unfortunately, he’s holding it wrong, so it kind of undermines the intimidation factor.

      Plus . . . mine’s bigger.

      “I know.” I sigh. “I was just curious to see if you would get smarter after a minute or so. You clearly haven’t, so I suppose I can give you another clue as to who I am.” I extend my right arm to the side and summon my scythe.

      Several men inhale sharply at the sight of the weapon. With its long wood handle and the silver blade stretching out almost two feet from the top, it’s rather recognizable. What the people of this land have forgotten is that it was a common weapon used amongst all witches, not just me.

      But I’m the last one. So all of the legacy falls on my shoulders.

      “You’re her. Scythe.” A man with stringy black hair pales. “The Last Witch of the Woods.”

      “In the flesh.” I bare my teeth at him.

      One by one, the leering expressions slip from the men’s faces. I relish the fear that takes its place. No one who enters my woods uninvited lives to tell the tale. The only reason my reputation has grown is because I patrol the boundary of my forest where it meets the Eleoyn Kingdom, and the local townsfolk see me.

      They always scurry away when they spot me. Something I find very amusing, because I do visit their towns—disguised with magic of course. I love my forest, but it can be lonely sometimes. I can only imagine the panic it would cause if they learned that the witch they all fear sometimes graces their taverns—and takes the locals to bed. If only for a night.

      Two of them men take off running, including the one who recognized me first. I glance down at the devil cats. “Wanna do something about that?” The one currently lying across my feet playfully paws at my ankle. Damn it.

      This is why I should’ve made Necos come with me. She’s the alpha female and in charge of the pride. But she was taking a nap in the late morning sun and didn’t even acknowledge my presence when I told her we had uninvited guests. And since she didn’t get up, none of the other adults did either. Which left me with the lazy-ass teenagers.

      I stare after the running men in annoyance. They’re clearly panicked, because instead of running south to the border, they’ve run east. Soon, they’re going to hit the river and realize their mistake. Despite being well into autumn, we’re still getting thunderstorms, resulting in the river being full and raging. If they’re foolish enough to try to cross it, they’ll drown within minutes. Assuming they’re not as dumb as I think they are, they’ll double back.

      Either way, I have time to deal with the remaining four.

      A light breeze causes the branches to sway, and some warm afternoon sunrays dance across my skin. Maybe Necos had the right idea about this being a nap day . . .

      “So, who wants to go first?” I ask, suddenly eager to have this over and done with. As much as I enjoy hunting down trespassers and making them scream, it’s more fun when it’s at least a bit of a challenge. These aren’t well-trained mage hunters from the Eleoyn Kingdom or the often cruel but still skilled raiders from the far southern kingdom of Riritha. No, these are just opportunistic low-level criminals who think they can use my reputation for their own gain.

      I lazily twirl the scythe in my hand, its silver blade making a whooshing sound as it cuts through the air.

      Two of the men shift uneasily. They want to run—I can see it in their faces. Apparently, the blond man, clearly the leader, also senses where they’re leaning because he grabs one of them by the shirt and growls in his face, “There are four of us and one of her!”

      And about half a dozen devil cats if they decide to get involved. Although, based on the way two of them are snoring, that seems unlikely.

      “There’s got to be a nice reward for her too.” The stocky ginger-haired man who was contemplating fleeing a second ago eyes me. “And she don’t look too tough.”

      “I kind of like ’em feisty,” says the man standing next to the leader. Out of all of them, he’s the one I peg as most likely to put up a decent fight. He’s holding a sword like he actually knows how to use it, while the rest of them only have daggers.

      “Let’s try to take her alive so we can have some fun first.” The leader smirks. “But dead works too.”

      “She’ll still be warm for a bit.” The sword fighter’s bright blue eyes linger on my breasts and then between my thighs. “That’s good enough for me.”

      I stop spinning my blade and rest the staff on my shoulder.

      The men close in on me until they have me completely surrounded. They pause roughly six feet from me, eying the devil cats warily, but when the felines continue to laze about as if nothing is happening, they take another step forward, only to halt when a cruel laugh pours from my lips.

      “What the fuck you laughing about?” the blond man growls. “Think it’s funny what we’re about to do to you?” He points his dagger at the blue-eyed sword fighter, who apparently has a thing for necrophilia. “This one’s a city guard. They do all kinds of fucked-up shit to pretty little things like you.”

      “Last week, thirteen mage hunters walked into this forest.” I jerk my head to the right. “You’re correct that there is quite the bounty on my head. I’m all that stands between the Eleoyn King and riches of the Wilds to the north of the Obsidian Mountains.”

      Of course, their odds of getting over the mountains aren’t great—all kinds of nasty things there. And the werewolves of the Wilds aren’t particularly kind to outsiders. But none of that matters, because nobody ever makes it past me.

      “What happened to the mage hunters?” one of the squirrelier men asks, only to flinch when the leader glares at him.

      I smile. “If you walked two miles to the northwest, you’d find out. I’m fairly certain at least some of their bodies are still there—the devil cats have been hungry though.” One of the felines yawns, showing off two-inch-long fangs. “But you’re not going to make it two feet from where you’re standing, let alone two miles.”

      “I’m going to enjoy making you scr⁠—”

      “Thanks by the way,” I cut off the swordsman.

      He frowns and glances at the other three men, all of whom are standing almost the exact same distance from me. “For what?”

      “Moving closer.” Silver streaks through the air at the same moment a low melody spills from my lips. Four heads hit the ground as I finish my spin with my scythe still extended. The bodies slump to the forest floor a moment after the heads, causing some of the devil cats to jump out of the way and then glare at me.

      I roll my eyes. Ungrateful lazy shits.

      I tap the pinky ring on my right hand three times, and the scythe vanishes. Yet another thing my parents would have been disappointed by—a witch using mage magic.

      But not all mages are bad, and I happen to be on friendly terms with one of the good ones. Well . . . good-ish. And while I love my witch magic, it can’t do nifty things like stash a six foot weapon into a tiny little ring.

      The magic even cleans it.

      One of the devil cats starts snacking on the swordsman. “He’ll still be warm for a bit.” I snicker, deepening my voice to imitate his.

      Too bad my sister, Astria, isn’t here. She would have laughed at my dumb joke. I worry my bottom lip. Astria has been gone a lot the last few weeks. She’s always spent more time in Shalewood, an Eleoyn town that sits very close to the boundary of my forest, than I have. Astria genuinely likes humans, whereas I just tolerate them for short amounts of time.

      Usually to get laid. Actually . . . only to get laid. I’m two hundred years old and have needs.

      It has been a while. Maybe once I finish up here, I’ll go into town and see if I can figure out what Astria’s up to. A small part of me still worries about her. Astria might be my sister, but she’s witchkin—a full-blooded witch with no magic.

      Thankfully, she looks human. I have to use magic to disguise my appearance when I go into town, but Astria, with her cornflower blue eyes and blond hair, looks just like any other human girl. Which doesn’t do a lot to assuage my concerns, because while I haven’t spent much time in the Eleoyn Kingdom, I have met plenty of Eleoyn men in my forest.

      My silver eyes fall to the now-dead swordsman. The world is a dangerous place—especially for sweet and pretty young women like my little sister.

      “Time to track down the other two. Any of you lot coming?” I glance around at the devil cats, some of whom are still sleeping while the others tear chunks from the bodies. “So glad you all decided to tag along. Super helpful.”

      They continue to ignore me. I should have befriended wolves. They’re probably more useful.

      I take off at a fast jog towards the river. The forest whispers to me that the men are still there. Not in words, more of a feeling than anything. My woods don’t like trespassers any more than I do. As I go, I take note of the changing landscape. The last of the flowers bloomed weeks ago. Now, most of the plans are entering their dormant stage.

      Small critters race along the branches, building up their nests in preparation for winter. Everything in nature requires a balance, and I respect what winter contributes to that . . . but I still don’t like it.

      The changes here aren’t as intense as further north at the base of the mountains, where snow is a regular occurrence, but the colder months are when I spend the most time in Shalewood, finding warm bodies to keep me entertained. Usually it’s something I look forward to, but for some reason, this year, I just can’t summon any excitement about it.

      Maybe because last year everyone I took to bed was . . . mediocre. Not just at the sex part—everything. Not a single person did anything to intrigue me in the slightest.

      Hopefully this year will be different. Otherwise, winter is going to be really boring.

      An enraged snarl echoes through the trees. My jog becomes a flat-out sprint as I weave my way through the trees to cover the final quarter mile between me and the river. I skid to a halt at the bank, instantly summoning my scythe again.

      “Don’t come any closer,” the man with dark brown hair and pale blue eyes warns. He and the other man are standing on a rocky outcropping that juts out into the river. He had to shout so I could hear him over the rushing current, but even if he hadn’t, I would have understood.

      Because he has one arm outstretched over the raging water, and struggling in his grasp is a devil cub that can’t be more than a couple of days old.

      A very pissed-off adult devil cat is pacing the river bank. Shylo. I squeeze my eyes shut for a second. My sister named her that because she’s one of the more standoffish of the devil cats. She belongs to the pride that more or less lives with me, but she prefers to give birth in secret. Half the time, I don’t even see her offspring until they’re a month old.

      Three furry heads pop up from a nest of dried-out leaves behind her. I don’t know how the men managed to nab one, but I do know that if she had remained with the rest of the pride, this wouldn’t have happened. My annoyance at the devil cats increases. First the lazy yearlings, and now the stubbornly reticent Shylo.

      Definitely should have lured the wolves down from the mountains.

      Magic from the forest pours into me until my bare feet are tingling and my skin feels a little too tight as it pushes me to fix this. Shylo sends me a baleful glare, as if this is my fault.

      “The witch is the forest,” the man shouts, “and the forest is the witch, right?” He jerks the cub a little bit, causing it to yowl louder and eliciting a very pissed-off snarl from Shylo. “Get that thing away from us”—he points to where Shylo is cutting off their retreat—“and let us leave. Or this one’s going for a swim.”

      “Fine,” I grind out and stalk over to Shylo, dismissing my scythe on the way. The devil cat growls at me but backs up as I urge her to move closer to the rest of her cubs. “There you go.” I wave at the opening I’ve created for them.

      “Back up more.” He narrows his eyes at me, and I oblige him.

      I’ve never been particularly good at hiding my emotions, so I don’t bother trying, even though I’m sure my expression is nothing short of murderous. As soon as that damn cub is safe, I’m going to tear these men apart, limb from limb.

      The men slowly inch forward on the rocks, back towards the riverbank. The one who hasn’t spoken yet leans in to whisper in the other man’s ear. Something tells me I’m not going to like whatever he just said.

      I’m proven right a few seconds later when the men get about twenty feet down the river bank and hurl the cub into the river.

      Unlike these men, I’m not an idiot. I figured that’s what they were planning to do, which is why a song immediately pours from my lips. Roots grow and burst up from the water, catching the cub before it’s lost to the current.
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