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      To those who wish to walk through the stones, to fall down the rabbit hole, or slip through a portal and find their happily ever after.
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      This book is part of the Crowns of Magic universe. In this universe, characters and storylines cross over, but the series and standalones can be read independently from one another. The reader just gets a fuller picture of the world by reading all of the books.

      Other series in this expanding universe include:

      Coven of Shadows and Secrets Series - start with Seeker of Secrets

      The Winter Court Series - start with A Kingdom of Frost and Malice

      The Emberhold Crew - coming first to Kickstarter in 2026
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      Something magical hung in the air that night.

      Perhaps the moon, nearly full and peeking through the canopy ringing the forest clearing, had something to do with it. Or maybe it was the soft spring wind, carrying the scent of new grass. It might even have been the bonfire, leaping and dancing, calling to my soulfire.

      “Kora?” Tobias offered his hand, and our fingers intertwined, vampire and witch in a ritual circle together. I used to think this odd, but now it was just a matter of course.

      Perhaps I was just sensing the coven itself?

      Before Mom and I moved to Connecticut two years ago, I never would have guessed other orders of supernatural creatures would be allowed in witchy rituals. Now, I knew better.

      “Apologies for my cold hands,” Tobias whispered, his British accent thick with apprehension.

      “No problem.” I smiled to assure him I really didn’t mind. With everything else going on, I’d barely noticed the ice of his skin.

      Coven Master Luca Moretti cleared his throat for order and raised his hands, making him the only open link in the ring. “I thank everyone for joining us here this evening. We’re an unusual coven.” Luca’s gaze fell on Tobias first, and then Gunner, on the vampire’s other side.

      The wolf shifter gave a boyish grin. 

      “We’re also the most inclusive coven I have ever known,” Luca continued. “The most like a family. For that, I’m grateful to share these moments with you.”

      Finally, the coven master took the hands of those next to him. “Let’s close the celebration with what you’ve all been waiting for, some good old magical fun. The calling of family long departed.”

      Gunner released a resounding whoop, pulling a smile out of our esteemed coven master.

      “I’ve been waiting all night for this.” Excitement brimmed in Tobias’s eyes. “I hope they show up quickly. I haven’t got forever.”

      “Wait a minute,” Gunner arched an eyebrow. “Did you just make a joke, Toby?” 

      Tobias gave a mischievous shrug. “It’s been known to happen. Once or twice a century.”

      The coven shared a laugh.

      The vampire was usually stiff and old-fashioned, but in the time I’d been a part of Shadows and Secrets, I’d learned he loved watching magic. Most vampires didn’t get to view such proceedings. The witchy celebration of the spring equinox was putting him in a great mood. 

      “All right, all right, calm down,” Luca quieted the mirth. “Let’s begin.” 

      Around the circle, everyone fell silent. My heart began to race. I’d never seen a calling of the ancestors before. Ostara wasn’t the most ideal sabbat to try it on, but I was still excited.

      A stream of Latin poured from Luca’s lips. I didn’t know what he was saying—the mage was far more knowledgeable than me when it came to magic, and particularly rituals—but I felt the tug of my power as it drifted to the center of the circle to join that of the other magic workers. Then, almost immediately, the air shifted and the bonfire glowed an unnatural purple hue.

      My heart warmed as the flames leapt ever higher. Inside me, the soulfire that made me what I was, a fire witch, burned more brightly. I wanted to work with the magic-drenched flames but refrained—barely. I didn’t want to spoil my first Ostara with Shadows and Secrets.

      “With the power vested in me as the Coven Master of Shadows and Secrets,” Luca switched from Latin to English, “I call upon the ancestors of this ancient society to welcome us into spring. To protect us. To guide us to do what is right. As spring grows ever stronger, I call upon the ancestors to shed light on our world.”

      “So mote it be,” everyone chanted.

      The bonfire exploded upward, sparks and flames shooting for the stars glinting in the tapestry of night. My heart stuttered as, suddenly, a ghost appeared in the fire.

      “You called?” the ghost’s voice echoed, raising goosebumps on my skin.

      “I’ll be,” Gunner muttered.

      Next to me, Tobias stiffened. The ghost seemed to catch his eye, a sliver of a smile on his lips. Had he known the deceased who had once been a part of S&S?

      “We requested your presence,” Luca spoke to the spirit. “We hope you’ll share in your knowledge from beyond the grave?”

      “You are allowed one question.” The ancestor raised a hand to stroke his beard, leaving me to wonder what a ghostly beard felt like. “One question, and one answer from beyond the veil. That is all.”

      Luca cleared his throat.

      Those in attendance had discussed the question at length. It had been the hottest topic of coven debate for weeks. Traditionally, there were only a few magical holidays during which you could rightfully call the ancestors. Samhain and Beltane were nearly always a given. That was when the veils between worlds were thinnest. The other holidays were toss-ups, and spirits often stayed silent. There was simply no telling when they’d pop up. Even to those best-versed in lore, history, and mysticism, the mysteries of beyond the grave could be maddening.

      “We have decided on our question,” Luca said. “We wonder if this is the year a lapis caelesti will be unearthed by our coven?”

      “An excellent question,” the ancestor replied. “Unfortunately, the answer is not black and white.”

      Luca’s lips pressed into a line. “We’re happy to take whatever you want to give us.”

      “In that case,” the ancestor gave a sly smile, “at least one gem will be found this year, though not by Shadows and Secrets.”

      The flames flashed brilliant white, and I wrenched my eyes closed. When I opened them again, the ghost was gone. I stared at where he’d been, flabbergasted.

      “Oh, come on!” Gunner moaned, his southern twang drawing out the words. “Is that guy for real?”

      Luca exhaled a long breath. “Unfortunately, yes. Spirits can be quite frustrating. They give only as much as they wish, and on their own timeline.”

      “It’s like they don’t want the sacred stones to be found and kept safe.” Another coven member released the hands of those at her side and pressed her arms over her chest.

      “I doubt that,” Luca said. “I suspect he was less forthcoming because the future is mutable. That being said, I agree that it’s irritating. Still, he said one would be unearthed, and I think I might have a potential lead.”

      Everyone stared at Coven Master Luca. He hadn’t given us that information.

      Seeing that he’d ignited a million questions, Luca’s gaze turned back to the fire. “No one move from your place. I need to close the ceremony properly.”

      His hands extended toward the circle’s center, and another stream of unintelligible words left his lips. As if it were nothing but a candle, the bonfire snuffed out.

      A part of me shriveled up inside, hating that the flames were gone. Rationally, I knew that quenching the fire was necessary to close the veil and the ritual. If kept open, wayward spirits might slip through.

      “Done.” The coven master dropped his arms to his sides.

      The circle broke apart and dispersed, most of the supernaturals swarming Luca. I stood back, happy to eavesdrop from a distance.

      It soon became clear that he had little information on the stones—or none he was willing to share. These sorts of things had to be tightly controlled, so I understood he wouldn’t tell everyone. Still, if he had a hint as to a location, he would have to send someone to find it.

      But who?

      Each member of Shadows and Secrets was a dark artifact hunter. Anyone in the coven would be honored to find one of the long-hidden and devastatingly powerful seven lapis caelesti.

      “That was really something, wasn’t it?” Tobias asked. 

      Like me, he hadn’t bothered to approach Luca. If I could hear the conversation from where we stood, the vampire could too.

      “It sure was,” I replied as Mike, an overconfident wizard—at least, in my opinion—barged through the crowd, closer to the coven master.

      A few women smiled at him and let him have his way. One batted her lashes. I almost vomited in my mouth.

      Mike was a ladies’ man who had recently turned his wandering eye to me. A few women called me lucky, but I didn’t get the appeal. He was so freaking full of himself.

      As if he could feel my gaze, Mike looked up and caught me looking at him. Deep dimples formed in his cheeks as he smiled and did an up-nod.

      Ugh. Just . . . no.

      I turned to Tobias. “You’ve been a part of the coven for a while, right? Did you know that ghost?”

      “I did. His name is . . . was Frank. He was the Coven Master of Shadows and Secrets when I joined. It was . . . interesting, seeing him in the flames.”

      “I bet.”

      Luca kept trying to inch his way out of the circle surrounding him, only to be stopped by yet another person with questions.

      “I wonder who he’ll send on the mission for the lapis caelesti?” I asked, watching him. “And when?”

      “I’m curious too.”

      As if he could hear our quiet conversation, Luca stared straight at me. “That’s all for tonight, everyone. I have other business to attend to.” He gestured for me to join him.

      My lips parted in shock.

      “Seems we might have learned who the chosen one is,” Tobias murmured.

      “No. I—” The words died in my mouth. Was Tobias, right? Could this really be happening? Was I going to be chosen to find the lapis caelesti?

      “What are you waiting for?” Tobias prodded when I remained rooted in place. “Go see what he wants.”

      “Right.”

      Nerves building, I made my way to the coven master.

      “Kora,” Luca said when I approached. “I’m glad you have not left. I believe I have a job that is particularly well-suited to you.”

      “Oh . . . okay.”

      More eloquent words failed me, and doubt crept in. Surely, I was not better suited than others in my coven to find any of the sacred stones.

      “This isn’t the mission I just spoke about, but another,” Luca said, confirming my suspicion. “Not that you aren’t capable of finding a lapis caelesti.”

      “No offense taken.” I brushed off the sting. I knew it had been too good to be true. Plus, there was still a mission for me, and I needed to focus on that because I needed the money. Badly. “The mention of the sacred stones got my hopes up, but I get it.”

      “You and everyone else,” Luca admitted. “I said I have a lead, but I’m not moving on it yet. Particularly not after speaking to the spirit. When we go for one of the stones it has to be the perfect time. We can’t give the opposition any hints.”

      I’d bet that when Luca was ready, he’d send one of the top hunters, like Tobias or Gunner. Perhaps the coven master would even go himself.

      “Anyway,” Luca continued. “I thought of you when this came up. I know you’re still doing everything you can to help Cerelia—or is that taken care of?”

      He was walking on eggshells, toeing the fine line between being too nosy and trying to help a friend. Everyone knew my mother was still very ill. She hadn’t left the house in eleven months. Still, I appreciated his tact.

      “It’s definitely not taken care of.” Inwardly, I cringed. I hated asking for assistance, but my family’s recent circumstances had forced me to suck up my pride on more than one occasion.

      Not for the first time, Luca looked like he wanted to offer to pay—or have the coven pay—for the potion Mom needed.

      Mom and I had both declined his charity twice. I got my stubbornness from her, and if she wasn’t going to accept his help on her own behalf, I wouldn’t be the one to negate her wishes.

      “I’m probably one or two missions away from being able to get the final ingredient for the potion,” I added.

      “Well, this job pays well. It also needs to be performed quickly to undo someone’s suffering. We need to find a cursed object to reverse engineer the magic on it and heal the afflicted.” Luca turned his dark Italian eyes on me. “But it will take you far from home. Can someone care for her while you’re gone? If not, we can help . . .”

      A ghost of a smile pulled at my lips. I really was thankful for the assistance, even if I did not accept everything they offered. “I have a secondary caregiver who will help. If she needs a break, maybe the coven can step in?”

      “Make sure to put us in touch with the caregiver,” Luca replied. “Now, let’s get into the nitty-gritty of the mission so you can be on your way.”
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      I dashed down the street, elation rushing through me, making me feel like I could fly.

      If Luca’s intel was right, this mission would be easier than most. Even more exciting, its compensation would fully pay for the final ingredient I needed for Mom’s remedy.

      I just had to make sure the coven’s potion master, Samuel, was ready, because the moment I had the money in hand, I wanted that brew bubbling in the cauldron. 

      I bounded up the steps to the potion master’s office, which doubled as his home. It was late, but I knew Samuel would be up; he preferred working into the night and had always assured me to call whenever Mom needed anything. 

      I pushed open the door, and bells jingled. Scents of sage and myrrh billowed up my nostrils, calming me somewhat, but not as much as they normally would. That was probably impossible. I’d been on an adrenaline high since I left the woods. After all, chances like this didn’t come around often.

      The creaking floor alerted me to the fact that Samuel was making his way to the front of the shop. I glanced around, examining the wares that always struck me as overly mystical. Humans loved to visit the shop for exactly that reason. 

      Not to hate on it. I loved the shop, too, but mostly because witches could find ingredients here that we could not find elsewhere. It was a rare gem, one I was lucky enough to be able to visit whenever I wished.

      “Kora.” Samuel’s raspy voice pulled me away from the pretty tarot deck I’d been studying. “This is a surprise. What can I do for you?”

      “Nothing at the moment,” I said, taking in the elder and his prized rowan wood cane, which was decorated up and down with moons and stars. “I’m actually stopping by, so you know to be prepared. Luca has given me a mission, and once I complete it, I should be able to pay for the aneania flower. You can still get it in, right?”

      “I believe I can.”

      “Believe?” My excitement fizzled.

      Not the overly talkative sort, he waved his hands for me to follow. We ambled to the back of the room, where a table stood, weighed down with books. 

      He opened one up and pointed to an image of a red, showy flower with a strange, pure white center. “This is the aneania. While I say I should be able to get it in, as of late, there have been delays. It’s only slowing the delivery of some of my merchandise, but it might affect the aneania bloom.”

      I swallowed thickly. “Like, how long are the delays? And why? Are they not in season?”

      “The flower blooms best in the spring, so the timing is good,” Samuel assured me with a soft smile. “The issue arises from the fact that the flower blooms in only one place—the Realm of Isila. More specifically, the Faerie region of that world.” He pointed to a very basic map on the opposite page. 

      This part of the realm was divided into four fae courts—Winter, Spring, Summer, and Autumn. I knew little about their courts, but Winter had a reputation for being barbaric, and Summer was supposed to be a fae paradise. The other two were somewhere in between. 

      “Where this little red flower is painted are where the aneania fields are located,” he gestured to three areas on the map, “but there’s one problem.”

      I cocked my head. “What’s that?”

      Samuel exhaled a long breath. “My sources have not been coming through to our world as often. In fact, I expected one a few days ago, and he has yet to arrive. I haven’t seen him for over a month.”

      “You don’t think he got injured, do you? Or fell ill?” The fae were long-lived to the point of seeming immortal, but they did die. And they definitely could be killed.

      “I don’t think so. I’ve heard a rumor that there’s been a disturbance between the realms. I suspect that’s affecting commerce.”

      My shoulders slumped, and I looked down at the image of the aneania one more time. 

      I was so close. If this mission was as easy as Luca and I believed it would be, I would return home in three or four days. To have to wait longer was almost torturous. As of late, Mom had become increasingly sick, and it was nothing regular doctors could handle. Only healers and potion masters were equipped to cure such an illness.

      “I know how hard you’re working,” Samuel said softly. “If I had the aneania on hand, I would’ve given it to you already. But I can’t afford it without payment in advance.”

      My eyes snapped up to him. “I would never ask you to give the flower to me. I intend to pay. I’m just worried about the wait. Mom has had a few really hard days lately. What if you don’t see your supplier for another month?”

      Samuel placed a wrinkled, bony hand on my shoulder. “I’m determined that it won’t come to that. Tomorrow, I’ll make inquiries to find another source. That way we can purchase the aneania flower as soon as possible.”

      A lump rose in my throat. “Thank you so much.” 

      “I don’t like to see Cerelia ill either,” he continued. “She was always such a light in our coven. It’s time for that light to turn back on.”

      I blinked rapidly, trying to dispel the sensation of tears pricking my eyes. “Thanks, Samuel. I really appreciate it. The moment I have money, I’ll come straight back here. Hopefully you can work magic, and we’ll get that flower.”

      The old man smiled at me. “I will try my absolute best.”

      “That’s all I can ask.” 

      A clock on the wall chimed the hour. It was getting late, and I still had so much to do. 

      “I need to go home. See you later.” 

      At his wave, I left Samuel’s home and climbed back into the car. I started the vehicle and began driving. My phone beeped on the seat next to me, and I glanced down to see Mom had texted me. It was much later than I’d claimed I’d be out; she was probably wondering where I was right now.

      “I’ll be home soon,” I murmured.

      The drive out of New Haven, the closest town to where we lived, and the home base for my coven, was short. Especially with nobody on the road.

      When I pulled up to our home, tucked tidily in the woods, I exhaled a long breath. “Home sweet home.”

      I got out of the car and went to the door. Briefly, I listened for voices, and when a laugh hit my ears, I smiled.

      I couldn’t be with my mother all the time, but our neighbor was kind enough to act as second caregiver. She was retired and insisted she liked the company, but I still paid her for it. It wasn’t much, but it was all I could spare.

      I eased the door open and found Mom and Nora in the living room. I beamed at my mother. “You’re out of bed.” 

      “Got tired of laying down,” she smiled at me. “Sitting on the couch isn’t much better, but it’s a change of scenery.”

      “It’s a step,” I nodded encouragingly. Her sky-blue eyes, a hue which I had inherited, seemed to spark with life, lifting my spirits higher. She hadn’t looked so alive in weeks. “I have news.”

      “What’s that, darling?”

      “Luca gave me a mission, a big one.”

      She opened her mouth and I smiled, knowing what was coming.

      “Don’t worry—it’s not dangerous. In fact, he’s allowing me to go alone so I can keep the fee, which you know never happens.” S&S always ran missions with partners. That Luca was allowing this exception spoke to how much he wanted to help my family.

      “That man is a saint.”

      “For sure.” I nodded. “I have to leave tomorrow morning for Ireland to search a cave for a cursed amulet.” I forced down the discomfort I felt at caving. Fire witches should not be surrounded by so much earth, but I just had to suck that part up. The cave was a tourist attraction, as safe as it could get and we needed the money, so I’d do what I must. “The coven that hired us needs it to reverse the curse on one of their members.” 

      My teeth dug into my bottom lip as my gaze shifted to Nora. “Do you mind staying here for the next four or so days?” I really hoped to be back sooner, but you never knew with international travel. “If you have somewhere to go, people in the coven will stop by and hang out.”

      Nora was a witch, though not affiliated with Shadows and Secrets. She was a sole practitioner of the craft of magic, which meant she understood our ways, but did not want to be bound to a group. 

      It was lucky, really, having a neighbor like us. At the very least, I didn’t have to lie when I asked if she could chill with Mom when I went on missions.

      “Of course, I’ll stay. Today, Cerelia and I started a new cooperative board game. We lost, but maybe we can win tomorrow.” Nora looked excited by the prospect. “I have a doctor’s appointment two days from now. If someone can come by then, I can be here the rest of the time.”

      “I’ll tell Luca. And I’ll order you two groceries. You know the delivery apps are on your phone, right, Mom?”

      “Darling, you said you’d only be gone a few days. We’ll be just fine.”

      Maybe I was going overboard. I rubbed my hands together. “Great. Well, my flight leaves early, so I’m going to go get packed.”

      Nora stood. “I should get to bed too, actually.”

      “Me too,” Mom said.

      “I’ll help you back,” Nora offered.

      “I can do it.” I stepped forward.

      “No, you can’t,” Nora said. “I have one more tale to tell your mother. And I like to make sure my best friend is tucked in tight.”

      Although I could tell Mom wasn’t as keen—she hated being coddled—she smiled at Nora. She depended on the older woman, and their bond of friendship was true.

      “I’ll see you two in the morning.” I kissed my mother on the cheek and went to my room.

      I had pulled out my suitcase and started sticking jeans and long-sleeve shirts fit for a chilly Irish spring into the suitcase, when a long, primal howl cut through the night.

      The hair on the nape of my neck stood up. None of our neighbors had dogs, but we were in a wooded area and a shifter pack lived in the next town over. Could it be a wolf from the pack? If so, why were they so close to my home? Did they not feel the wards a warder had put around our place?

      A little annoyed that someone would ignore the blatant protections and encroach, I went to the window and peered out. 

      I sucked in a sharp breath. It was a wolf! But this was no ordinary shifter or wolf. The beast was white and gleaming, ghostly. Its eyes shone an eerie silver in the moonlight. I’d never seen anything like it.

      “What in the world is going on?” 

      I ran to the front door, carefully stepped outside and, fire magic at the ready, rounded the house. The wolf wasn’t there. I glimpsed its tail as it darted back into the woods. 

      Something tugged at my heart and warmed my insides slightly, as if the wolf wanted me to follow. I shook my head, not about to comply. Who in the world would follow a strange wolf into the woods? I might be armed with fire, but I wasn’t looking for that sort of trouble. 

      “That was the strangest⁠—”

      “Kora.”

      Heart rate spiking, I spun on my heel, only to find Mike walking toward me. I hadn’t heard him approach, or even drive up. 

      “What are you doing running around outside at this hour?” he asked.

      “I saw something in the woods.” I didn’t bother keeping my annoyance out of my tone. He was looking at me as if I should be charmed that he showed up to my home so late and uninvited. “The better question is what are you doing here?”

      He looked slightly taken aback, which, considering so many women in the coven had a crush on him, I supposed was not a surprise. He probably thought I should throw myself at him. 

      “Actually, I came to offer help on your mission.”

      I bristled. “Why would I need help? I’ve been on plenty of missions and Luca already approved this one as a solo.”

      I’d been on enough missions to save up nearly a couple thousand dollars for the stupid flower. It wasn’t like I was a novice artifact hunter.

      “I know,” he replied. “But Luca told us you’d be heading into a cave, and sometimes ladies can be squeamish about places like that.”

      I refrained from rolling my eyes. He was so full of it. “You mean places that are dark and full of creepy-crawlies?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, I’m not worried,” I lied. I was worried about being deep in the earth, but not about bugs or other creatures. Fire witches just didn’t like to be so confined. Still, I’d rather face it alone than have him join me. To illustrate that fact, I lifted my hand, and fire burst in my palm. “I don’t need a flashlight. One look at this flame, and the creepy-crawlies are going to be running from me.”

      “Oh, of course.” He paused, as if deciding his next move. “Would you like to go for a drink instead?”

      I balked. Dude had balls. I’d give him that. “Mike, I told you before. This really isn’t a good time for me to be dating. I have a lot on my mind.”

      And you’re the last person I’d go out with.

      Annoyance rippled across his face, but the façade of a fun, charming guy reappeared almost instantly. “Right. Well, I can’t wait around forever.”

      I wanted to laugh, but he was so serious it almost felt cruel. “I’m not asking you to wait around. If you want to date other people, be my guest.”

      His face screwed up tight again. Mike was not one to be denied, and it showed. The constipated look didn’t suit him. 

      “I guess I’ll be going, then.” His tone was harder than before.

      He walked away, but I waited until I heard his car door slam shut to follow. By the time I reached the front of the house, he was halfway down the drive.

      “Good riddance,” I muttered.

      Somewhere in the forest, the wolf howled as if it agreed with me.
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      My gaze drifted over the rolling green hills punctuated by cows and horses. The brisk wind, verging on cold, stung my cheeks. A sigh parted my lips. I was weary and hoped the walk would energize me.

      Last night had been short, and the trip from Connecticut to Ireland was long. The final bit of the drive across the country had been the worst; I’d gotten discombobulated and turned down a narrow side street that forced me to drive within centimeters of another car. On the wrong side of the road, no less.

      Finally, I’d found the hamlet of Doolin, near the Cliffs of Moher in the West country. I’d already settled my bags at the adorable B&B I was staying at and planned to kill time until dark, when I’d break into the local caves and search for the cursed amulet.

      On the flight over, I’d studied information on the caves outside the village. They were supposed to have the longest free-hanging stalactite in Europe. Pretty cool, though I might not get to see it for myself. Finding the amulet had to come first.

      Another gust of wind ripped across the over-long grass to blow strands of honey-blonde hair in my face. I wrestled them back into place and looked at my watch. If the sun set at the right time, I could break into the caves in just over two hours.

      “Enough time for dinner,” I said to a horse who was grazing on the other side of the fence. I reached over and petted his large muzzle, pleased the animal accepted my attention. I inhaled the salty sea air blowing in off the Atlantic Ocean. “I’m going to go get some stew to warm me up, buddy. Enjoy that hay. See you later.”

      I meandered up the road, one of the only ones in the town, to the quaint pub near my B&B. There were a few bars in Doolin, but one I’d passed earlier advertised live music. I hoped they started fairly early, because listening to some Irish tunes would help pass the time and keep me awake.

      An old man walking on the opposite side of the road lifted a hand in greeting as he approached. I smiled and waved. This was a friendly place. Maybe I’d come back one day for a recreational visit when things were less hectic. 

      I was almost halfway to the pub when my phone buzzed. I pulled it out of my pocket, eyes widening at the name flashing up at me.

      “Hey, Mom.” I stopped in my tracks. “You okay?”

      “Fine, darling. How about you? Getting settled?”

      “I got here a couple of hours ago. Enough time to shower and change and explore. I need to wait until the caves are closed before I go in.”

      For a long moment, silence rang across the ocean. She wanted to say something but was holding back.

      “What’s going on, Mom?”

      “I had a feeling today. A funny one.”

      “Like what?” Unease trickled through me.

      Mom was gifted with foresight. A seer. She had a bit of fire in her, too, but her foresight was a much stronger power, and we both knew to trust it.

      “It was fuzzy,” she drew out her words as if unsure she should even be saying them. “Happened this morning, a few hours after you left. You were flying.”

      “Tell me what you can.”

      “Not much. There was a man in it. Shadows, too.”

      “Was he angry? Hurting me?” I was hunting for a cursed amulet hidden by our client’s adversary. It wasn’t a stretch to think that someone would want me to fail. “Are they attached to the people who cursed the amulet?”

      “I don’t know. I only saw the man, honey.” Mom gulped loudly. “It’s the day after Ostara, so the veils are still thin. I wanted to tell you so you would be careful.”

      “I will. Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Call me after you find the amulet. No matter how late it is. I want to hear your voice.”

      “You got it. I hope it’s a one-shot thing. That way I can come home sometime tomorrow. The next day at the latest.”

      “Good luck, darling. See you soon.”

      I tucked the phone in my pocket. My skin was prickling with my mother’s words. Her premonitions weren’t always right, but they were damn near enough. So, who was the shadow man?

       I began walking again, my steps heavier than before. When I reached the pub, music was already playing, and the aroma of malty beer and hearty stew hung in the air.

      I inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of the country I had always loved, one I felt drawn to through ancestry. My father had been born here—might be here now, for all I knew.

      I took up a stool at the bar, and the bartender, an elderly man with a shock of white hair, appeared before me in an instant.

      “What can I getcha?”

      “Guinness. And stew. With a roll, if you have them.”

      “We have them fresh out of the oven. American?” His face broke into a smile that deepened the wrinkles around his eyes.

      “Afraid I can’t hide it,” I replied.

      “Nor should you want to. I know some people have issues with Americans . . . politics and all that, but when you’ve been around as long as I have, you realize that every country has bastards. One of your countrymen saved my father in the second World War.”

      I leaned forward. “I’m sure that’s quite the tale.”

      “I have a dozen of them.” He arched his eyebrows. “I grew up with a silent Brit of a father, but took after my mother, who says I’m blessed with the gift of the Irish. Anyhow, let me get you a Guinness before I start gabbing.” He swung to the other side of the bar, a faint limp in his step. 

      I hoped he would tell me the story of the war. I loved tales like that, and it was true the Irish could spin a yarn unlike any other. It was in their blood, in their bones.

      “Here you are, miss.” A Guinness landed in front of me. “The stew’ll be right up. I’ll have to take a raincheck on telling you the story, though. The band needs a hand.”

      “No rush. I’ll be here a while.”

      His blue eyes twinkled. “Glad to hear it.”

      He went to assist the band with electronics that, frankly, I was surprised the bar even supported. This place was old, as evidenced by the beams running across the roof and the faint tinge of tobacco staining the walls. A remnant from when people still smoked inside. Scarves draped the walls, too, representing Irish soccer teams, and one lone Greek team.

      I smirked. Who had put the Greek scarf up? Did they have to offer their firstborn for a place here? It wouldn’t surprise me. This place was Irish through and through.

      Soon enough, the band fixed their equipment, and the tunes started up. A few minutes later, my stew arrived.

      “Hmmmm.” The first bite was pure heaven, velvety, meaty, hearty goodness. “Oh, my yum.”

      I ate quickly—much too quickly, if the weight in my stomach was any indication. Maybe it had not been such a good idea to order something so heavy, but it had hit the spot. In late March it was cold outside and would be colder still in the cave.

      After I finished my beer, I caught the bartender’s attention and pointed to my glass for another. Two would have to be the limit, since I was on a mission. Though if I were traveling, I wouldn’t feel so hindered. ‘When in Rome,’ as they say.

      The bartender set the second beer in front of me as someone slid onto the stool to my right. I twisted, a smile playing on my lips, and gasped.

      The man next to me was easily the most gorgeous person I had ever laid eyes on. Model-sexy, with smoldering green eyes and black hair shot through with silver. I’d never seen anything so striking as the coloring. If anyone had verbalized it to me, the picture in my mind would have been hideous. On him, though, nothing was hideous.

      “This seat taken?” he asked, an odd accent slipping off of his tongue. It wasn’t as thickly Irish as the other locals in the pub.

      “No,” I said, and realizing that I was staring, shook my head to clear it. “Sorry, you . . . startled me.”

      “I understand. It was forward of me to assume no one sat here.” The dimples that cratered his cheeks nearly made my heart explode. “A lovely woman like yourself is rarely alone.”

      “Oh, well, thank you.” My cheeks warmed.

      Shocked, I looked
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