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      Hey there! I just wanted to chat real quick about what you can 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. If you want to go into this book completely blind and prefer not to read content warnings, you can skip on ahead, my friend.

      If there are certain topics that you need to avoid for the sake of your own mental health, or that you simply don’t like, please take a look at the list below for some things you will find in this book.

      
        
          	
        There is a brief reference to a character having suicidal thoughts in the past. This takes place in Chapter 11.
      

      	
        Brief references to emotional and physically abusive relationships.
      

      	
        Consensual explicit sex scenes (there is no dub-con or non-con)
      

      	
        Similar to previous books, this one has lots of fantasy violence and gore.
      

      

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      To the Boston art, drag, and burlesque scene who have been low-key inspiring me for years.

      

      And Walter Sickert & the Army of Broken Toys whose song, “The Legend of Squid and Moon” inspired a subplot of this book and filled the kraken-sized hole in Nemain’s family of misfits.
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      Was there anything better than taking a nap while soaking in the afternoon sunlight? Winters on the Washington coast were rather dreary, and it felt like it’d been weeks since the sun had shone here, but while it was cold outside, our apartment was nice and toasty. I’d decided that I’d more than earned some naptime after finishing a gig this morning.

      I stretched, arching my back and letting my claws shoot out of my paws. My golden-brown feline coat practically shimmered beneath the rays of sunlight beaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows. I was absolutely stunning in my feline form, if I did say so myself.

      Apparently, Elisa wasn’t impressed by my gorgeousness because she had not only decided to interrupt my nap but had been pestering me to shift back to my less amazing, but still very nice, human form for the past ten minutes so we could talk. Technically, I was telepathic, so I could speak to her in this form, but I was weak in that department, and Elisa was too. It also required more work than I was willing to put in at the moment.

      Because again…  naptime.

      “You’re being ridiculous!” Elisa growled. I raised my head, tilting it slightly to the side as I peered at her. It took a lot to annoy the well-composed young vampire, but apparently, I was doing it. Go me.

      She narrowed her dark blue eyes and pulled something out of her back pocket before placing it onto the floor directly in front of me. I hissed and batted the cell phone away.

      “It’s the twenty-first century, Nemain.” She planted her hands on her hips. “You spend enough time in the human realm that you need a phone.”

      I stared at her before slowly blinking and then laying my head back down onto the floor. Maybe she’d go away if I ignored her.

      “I know it won’t work outside of the human realm, and you’d probably break it or destroy it anyway,” Elisa said, and I heard her move to crouch directly in front of me. My tail twitched several times in annoyance. So much for the hope she’d go away. “But while you’re here, you can use it. Even if you just leave it in the apartment and check for messages.”

      That’s what the mirror’s for. I shoved the thought out, letting my annoyance drip through as well. Cell phones are for humans.

      “So is sushi!” she snapped. “And you love that! Plus, those dojos you’ve been visiting lately are also human.”

      Food and violence, I countered. That’s different. Besides, most of those dojos aren’t run by humans.

      “You’re setting a bad example for Finn.”

      I let out a frustrated growl and moved to a more upright position like a sphinx. The concentration required for me to use telepathy had chased away all lingering sleepiness, and now I was fully awake. Goodbye, wonderful nap.

      Elisa reached out to where the phone rested and placed it back in front of me. Once again, I batted it away, and an enraged hiss poured out of the vampire girl as she glared at me before reaching out and booping me on the nose.

      “You’re almost four hundred years old!” She booped me again as I stared at her in stunned silence, unable to move at the pure audacity of her actions. “Act like it!”

      Elisa smirked at my shocked expression, but her eyes widened when I twisted to my feet and the muscles around my hindquarters tensed.

      Vampires are fast. Shifters are faster.

      I pounced, pinning Elisa to the floor as she shrieked while trying to get away, and the offensive piece of human technology went flying further across the hardwood floor. Hopefully it slammed into something and shattered.

      HOW DARE YOU BOOP ME!

      Elisa fought in vain to get away, but even with her impressive strength, I weighed nearly five hundred pounds in this form, so she stood no chance. Chuffs of amusement rumbled up my throat as I set about punishing her for daring to not only interrupt my nap but freaking smacking me on the nose.

      When Bryn walked in five minutes later, I still had Elisa pinned to the ground and was licking her face while she squirmed and screamed about cat drool.

      “So,” the auburn-haired valkyrie drawled, “I see the conversation about getting Nemain to use the cell phone is going well.”

      “Help me!” Elisa yelled as she desperately tried to move her face away from my tongue.

      “You did this to yourself, babe.” Bryn shrugged and plopped down on the couch, adjusting her wings until she found a comfy position. Then she propped her feet up on the coffee table and proceeded to watch us like we were her favorite show. “Besides, this is good practice for how to deal with an enraged shifter.”

      “You’ll pay for this treachery!” Elisa vowed as she glared at her girlfriend. I took advantage of her distraction and swiped my tongue over her cheek all the way up to her hairline, making sure to get a little extra drool there. “UGGGHHHH!” Elisa wailed as Bryn cackled from the couch.

      The apartment door opened again, and I raised my head to glance at who was coming in. Magos. My shoulders slumped. He would definitely ruin my fun.

      Magos paused, taking in the scene before he slowly closed the door behind him. He was dressed in a well-tailored suit of daemon make. The fit downplayed the broadness of his shoulders and chest, and the dark blue complemented his rich, dark brown skin. His braids were long enough to reach his shoulders now, and he was wearing them loose today instead of pulled back.

      “Really, Nemain?” He gave me a disapproving look. “You are almost four hundred years old.”

      Elisa snickered beneath me, and I smacked her lightly with my paw, keeping the claws contained so I didn’t scratch her.

      “The cell phone is a good idea.” He moved to the kitchen and pulled some mugs out. “Shift back. We have a few things to discuss. I’ll make you some coffee.”

      After giving Elisa one last sloppy kiss, I padded across the living room and down the hallway to my bedroom. Magic rushed through me as I called on the shift, and bones crunched while fur receded until I was back in my human form. It didn’t hurt but was mildly uncomfortable and left my skin feeling tingly.

      I yanked open drawers as I tried to find some clean clothing. It’d been at least a few weeks since I’d done laundry, and I was running low on everything and was apparently completely out of underwear. An annoyed sigh slipped out of me. Gods, I hated doing laundry. 

      Finally accepting commando as my only option, I tugged on a pair of stretchy, soft, black pants and a dark grey muscle shirt that read, “Shifters Do It Better.” It’d been a gift from Misha, who had also gotten one for Mikhail that read, “Vampires Do It Better.” Unlike Elisa, who tried to keep the peace, Misha and Damon were absolutely instigators.

      When I returned to the main living area, Elisa stalked towards me and shoved the cell phone into my hand. With one last parting glare, she spun on her heel and walked out, mumbling something about showering for the next hour.

      Bryn laughed under her breath as she slid onto the barstool next to me. We looked at Magos expectantly, and he shook his head, a small grin playing across his lips before sliding two mugs in our direction.

      “See, things would have gone better for Elisa if she had offered me coffee before launching into her argument.” I took a sip and savored the sweet foam layer before the hot liquid broke through. My version of coffee was basically fifty percent sweetened cream with the coffee layer on the bottom. It was absolutely delicious, and Magos always made it perfectly.

      I glanced over at Bryn’s mug and let out an exaggerated gasp. “Black coffee?! You monster!”

      “Too much sugar is bad for you,” she lectured.

      “You’re a valkyrie.” I pointed at my chest. “I’m a shifter. Sugar intake is one of the few things we don’t have to worry about.”

      She grunted in response but didn’t argue. I rolled my eyes. I supposed it was only a matter of time before she picked up Sigrun’s habit of grunting as a form of communication.

      “How did the job go?” Magos asked from where he was leaning back against the kitchen counter.

      “Fine.” I shrugged. “The dragons seem to be settling in well there, but Pele isn’t comfortable with establishing a permanent gateway until we’re sure there are no devourers left. The ones that took over that realm are crafty sons of bitches and can camouflage extremely well, so it’s hard to know what their remaining numbers are.”

      “Hmm,” Magos hummed as he took another sip of coffee. “We might have to find a way to draw them out.”

      I wrinkled my nose before drinking more of my sugary, caffeinated deliciousness. It’d taken some trial and error, but we’d finally found an uninhabited realm that worked well for the dragons and had helped them move there six months ago. It probably had a name once, but the previous inhabitants had been wiped out by devourers.

      The dragons named it Acleonia and had been setting about clearing out the remaining devourer population that had dwindled without a reliable food source.

      Ideally, we would have been able to tackle the devourer problem first, but we’d been pressed for time. Hundreds of dragons had come with us when we’d fled their home realm, and we’d had to temporarily house them in the forest outside of Emerald Bay. Over ten thousand had remained in the original dragon realm and fortified themselves in the remaining cities as the devious and powerful devourers of that realm, known as the trakdi, laid a siege against them.

      Moving them from one realm full of devourers to another slightly less full of devourers hadn’t been anybody’s first plan. But beggars couldn’t be choosers, and while the devourers in the new realm were crafty and vicious, they weren’t nearly as lethal as the trakdi of the dragon’s home realm.

      It helped that the dragons were more than happy to hunt them down. Like me, they were predators and enjoyed the hunt. The problem was they also had other things that required their attention. They were busy building new cities to provide housing for everyone plus figuring out food to support their large population.

      Pele was helping to orchestrate everything and, as a sign of good faith from the Daemon Assembly, had arranged for food, clothing, and anything else the dragons needed to get on their feet in a new realm. The bad history between the dragons and daemons was still there, but at least both sides were working well together and healing from their traumatic past.

      However, until the devourer problem was solved, only temporary gateways could be used to get to the realm, which meant either myself or Badb had to open and close them. Pele had enlisted my help in hunting down the devourers, at least in the immediate areas where the dragons were constructing their cities. Being part-devourer myself, I was able to sense their presence and locate them far easier than the dragons, who had to rely on sight and smell.

      My stomach rumbled loudly, causing Magos and Bryn to glance at me before looking at each other. Some sort of nonverbal communication happened between them before Bryn got up and started pulling stuff from the fridge. Magos took a seat on the stool she’d just vacated, and I slid him a glance out of the corner of my eye.

      “Did you guys just do some sort of psychic rock, paper, scissors for who had to make lunch?” I pursed my lips. “Why wasn’t I involved in that?”

      “Because we’ve all agreed that you’re banned from cooking,” Bryn said smoothly.

      “Oh?” I leaned back and crossed my arms. “And when was this decided?”

      “When you almost set the kitchen on fire while boiling water for pasta,” Magos replied as he fought to keep a smile off his face.

      I thought about it. It had taken days for the smell of smoke to get out of the apartment, and if they all wanted to cook for me, who was I to say no?

      “Okay, fair enough.” I went back to sipping my coffee while Bryn threw together some tuna melts. 

      We ate our late lunch, Bryn joining us once she’d finished making her sandwich, and relished the peace and quiet of the apartment.

      I’d never admit it out loud, but I did actually enjoy the chaos the vampire brats had brought into our lives. I wasn’t exactly a nurturing parental type, but Elisa played the role of elder sister well and kept everyone in line. Misha and Damon were both nineteen now and took care of themselves. Between all of us, we shared the responsibility of watching over Isabeau and Finn.

      Still, it was nice to get moments of companionable silence, especially when those moments came with a delicious sandwich.

      “Where’s Mikhail?” Magos asked, peering around me down the hallway to where my bedroom was. “I figured he was resting, but it’s not like him not to come out for food.”

      I shoved the remaining quarter of the tuna sandwich into my mouth. Oh noes. Mouth is full. Can’t answer.

      Magos’ bright, copper-colored eyes focused on me, brimming with suspicion. “I know he left with you this morning for that job. Where is my nephew, Nemain?”

      I blinked innocently at him as Bryn laughed softly under her breath. When Magos continued to stare at me, I sighed and hopped off the stool. Then I walked over to the center of the living room, between where we’d grouped together a bunch of couches and the sparring mat, and raised my hand before tugging it down again.

      My fingers twitched at my side, but I held them there. I was getting better about opening gateways without directing the magic with my hand. The speed at which I could open them was increasing too, but it was easy for me to slip into old habits, especially when Badb wasn’t around to scold me.

      Six feet in front of me, the air shimmered before snapping open and revealing a heavily forested area with a crystal clear lake glimmering in the background. I’d dipped my toe into it earlier this morning, and it was way too cold, even for me.

      Magos moved to stand behind me, and we waited…  and waited…

      “Are you sure he’s there?” he asked when Mikhail failed to appear.

      “Yes.” I shifted from foot to foot. My awareness of Mikhail’s existence had only become more intense the past few months. It’d started when my magic had begun to wind itself around him more and more, almost like it was flirting. It drove me nuts, but sometimes I was just too tired to pull it back, and it never harmed him, to my dismay.

      On top of that, Mikhail had been feeding from me regularly. As a vampire, he needed blood on a regular basis. I told him he could drink mine because it would make him stronger and he needed to build up a tolerance to the side effects anyway, in case we were ever in a situation where he absolutely had to drink from me. Shifter blood was like an aphrodisiac to vampires, which Mikhail had learned the hard way the first time he’d drunk from me and we’d ended up making out against a tree.

      But the other reason I allowed him to drink from me was I had been finding myself feeling more and more territorial over him, which wasn’t like me. Logically, I knew that while vampires enjoyed sex while feeding, they could easily separate the two. But the idea of Mikhail feeding from anyone else, especially if it were a regular thing with someone else, sent a surge of jealousy and irrational possessiveness through me.

      I was pretty sure he suspected this and was trying to get me to admit it, but so far, I had successfully danced around the issue.

      Between my magic being weird and the regular blood drinking, I could feel Mikhail. His physical presence. His mood. His hunger. I’d never experienced this with anyone before, and it scared the shit out of me.

      Things between Mikhail and me had gone from zero to a hundred, and some days, we dealt with that really well…  and some days, we didn’t.

      I loved Mikhail, and he loved me. We both chose this, but that didn’t mean we didn’t still drive each other crazy and that I didn’t leave him behind in a realm when he pissed me off while screaming, “Find your own fucking ride home, you bloodsucking asshole!”

      Because I was a godsdamn adult.

      Bryn walked up to stand at my other side, sipping a fresh cup of black coffee like the psychopath she was.

      “Do we need to send a rescue party or something?” She took a few steps forward until she was leaning through the gateway and looking around. “Isn’t this part of Acleonia still crawling with— FUCK!”

      Magos and I leapt back when Bryn’s golden wings snapped open in alarm as she stumbled back, spilling coffee everywhere and almost tripping over the giant monster head that was rolling through the living room. The sleek scales were deep brown, and the bottom half of the short, powerful beak was missing.

      Mist swirled in the air before darting through the gateway and solidifying into a very pissed off vampire. I smirked as I closed the gateway and watched Mikhail snatch the head off the floor by the large ridges that ran down the back, causing more blood and fleshy bits to drip onto the floor. Magos had a pained expression on his face as he looked at the ever-expanding mess, but instead of chiding Mikhail about it, he just grabbed Bryn by the arm and pulled her back.

      “Tell me something, shifter… ” Mikhail said in a low, threatening voice as he stalked closer to me. It probably said a lot about me that instead of being scared or intimidated, I felt a thrill run up my spine. “When you decided to run off and leave me behind, did you know there was a second one of these things?”

      He shook the head at me, and my lips curled as specks of blood landed on my cheek. I wiped them off and grinned wickedly. “Yes.”

      Mikhail stepped closer, his twilight eyes practically glowing. Okay, maybe it had been a bit of a dickish move to leave his ass behind in that realm…  especially when I’d known there was a devourer sneaking up behind him. But in my defense, he had been really annoying me and was more than capable of dealing with one measly devourer on his own.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said calmly, some of the anger bleeding out of his face. Alarm slammed into me, and I tried to leap backwards and create more space between us, but I was too slow. Mikhail dropped into a low kick and knocked my feet out from under me. He tried to slam the decapitated head down onto my chest, but I slapped it out of his hands as he straddled my hips.

      Bryn’s startled, “Oof!” told me where the head had landed.

      “What’s the matter, vampire?” I snarled. “Are you getting slow in your old age? One devourer too much for you?”

      “We were in the middle of a conversation!” He punched me hard in my solar plexus, and I gasped. Despite struggling to breathe, I shoved my hips up and twisted. Mikhail tried to jump to his feet, but I reached out and yanked on his right ankle, causing him to crash to the floor.

      “Come on, Bryn,” Magos said tiredly. “There’s no point in talking to them until they get this out of their system.”

      “Oh, this won’t take long,” I growled as I flipped over to sit on Mikhail before hammering a fist into his chest. The bastard vanished in a puff of mist, and my hand slammed into the hardwood floor. “Damn it! Quit doing that!”

      “I’m not cleaning this mess up,” Magos declared before ushering Bryn out the door and closing it behind them.

      My leg snapped out, and I caught Mikhail in the stomach as he materialized in front of me. He snatched my foot and twisted, but I went with it, pushing myself off the ground and kicking out with my free foot as I rotated in the air.

      “Fuck!” he swore as my kick connected with his head and we both fell to the floor. I spun to land on the balls of my feet, my fingertips pressing into the floor as I flipped my long braid back over my shoulder. Unlike me, Mikhail had landed on his ass. “Have I ever told you how annoying your feline reflexes are?”

      “You might have mentioned it once or twice.” I cocked my head to the side. “Although, you’ve also mentioned how much you appreciate my flexibility, which also comes from my shifter side. You can’t have one without the other, love.”

      We both rose to our feet. Mikhail wiped away the blood leaking from his busted lip as heat flared in his eyes. “You’ve cost me a lot of blood today. I think I’m going to need a top up before the party tonight.”

      I gave him a feral grin. “Come and get it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I darted towards the brick wall and grabbed my favorite bo staff before whirling back around to face Mikhail as he stalked towards me. Then he vanished in an instant and reappeared by the weapons wall, grabbing his own staff. Magos had a very firm “no bladed weapons” rule while sparring in the apartment because he was tired of cleaning up the blood, and given the mess Mikhail had already made by throwing that decapitated head in here, I didn’t want to annoy him further.

      Mikhail twirled his bo staff as he watched me circle him on the mat. His black hair fell around his face in a dark wave, brushing the tops of his shoulders. He was watching me like I was prey and he was going to enjoy every aspect of this hunt because he knew it would end with his fangs in my flesh.

      Heat unfurled in my core as my lips quirked into a smirk, which I knew drove him insane. “You gonna earn your meal, or what?”

      I barely managed to get my staff up in time to block his strike, and even then, I felt the impact of the blow reverberate down my arms. Mikhail grinned at me over our crossed staffs, barely an inch away from my face. If I’d been half a second slower, he would have broken my jaw with that strike and probably knocked me out. Mikhail played for keeps while sparring, which was fine because I was the same. Unfortunately for me, the days when I’d been faster than him were of a bygone era.

      He was getting stronger and quicker, probably because of his regular intake of my blood. It meant there might come a time when I’d be too slow to block his strikes, but I didn’t care because it meant he would be that much harder for someone else to kill. I still had nightmares at least once a week of him beaten and bloody on the sands of an arena with an executioner stalking towards his kneeling frame.

      Crystal-blue flames surged out of me, dancing along my arms before wrapping around Mikhail, as if we could protect him from everything. Pressure expanded inside my chest, and for a moment, thinking became difficult as my magic threatened to suffocate me. As if it sensed my distress, my magic retreated as quickly as it had leapt out.

      “You good?” Mikhail pushed his staff against mine before taking a few steps back. He scanned me up and down with a concerned expression.

      “I’m fine.” I snapped my staff out, aiming for his left side. He instantly moved to block it, and I adjusted my aim so that I struck his knuckles, eliciting a pained hiss from him. “Don’t go soft on me now, vampire.”

      Less than five minutes later, I was struggling to breathe after Mikhail swept my feet out from under me again and slammed his staff down onto my chest.

      “Still worried about me going soft?” he taunted as he straddled my hips, dropping his staff next to where mine had rolled out of my fingers after I’d hit the ground.

      “Hitting me when I was already down,” I wheezed, “was a dick move.”

      “Pretty sure that’s one of your favorite moves.”

      “True.” I chuckled as my breathing finally evened out.

      Mikhail traced his thumb along my jawline before brushing it over my bottom lip. The echoes of pain from our sparring match instantly vanished as an entirely different tension ran through my body. He pushed a little harder with his thumb, and I parted my lips, letting my tongue out to swirl around it.

      A low groan tumbled out of his throat, and I arched my hips up, grinding into him. He pulled his thumb away as I raised myself up, and he met me halfway, his mouth crashing against mine. One hand cupped the back of my neck as the other slipped beneath the waistband of my pants.

      “Fuck,” he ground out as he found me hot and wet. I buried my fingers in his hair as I kissed him like it’d been months since we’d seen each other and not a few hours. He thrust two fingers inside me as his thumb pushed down on my clit.

      I was so keyed up that I instantly climaxed, and Mikhail chuckled darkly as my body trembled around his fingers. “If you hadn’t left me behind in that damn realm, we could have been doing this all day.”

      “Noted,” I breathed out. “I’ll keep that in mind for next time.”

      “No next time,” he growled. “You’re not leaving me behind again. In fact, I think you need some punishment to remember that.”

      “Mikhail!” I started, but my words instantly died when he started pumping his fingers in and out while simultaneously playing with my clit. My thighs shivered as pleasure started to build in my core once more, and I bit my lip, refusing to let the moan caught in my throat come out. Mikhail was cocky enough; he didn’t need to know just how easily he could play my body.

      Just as I was about to explode, Mikhail ripped his hand away.

      “What the fuck!” I snarled.

      “Oh, sorry.” He grinned down at me. “Were you not done?”

      “You motherfu⁠—”

      I yelped as Mikhail moved back and flipped me onto all fours. He didn’t give me a second to recover before yanking my pants down and thrusting into me.

      My enraged scream turned into one of pleasure as Mikhail gripped my hips and fucked me hard and fast. We fucked the way we fought—no holding back. His fingers dug in harder, and my body clenched around him, eliciting a low groan.

      I could feel his hunger rising with every thrust, and it only drove me more wild. Heat and need built in my core. More. I needed more. Spreading my legs a little wider and arching my back, I screamed as Mikhail took advantage of the new angle and thrust even deeper.

      “Fuck!” I moaned as I clenched around his hard cock. “Yes, Mikhail! Right fucking there!”

      Trembles raced through my body, making my legs quiver. My mind was so gone, it took me a few minutes to realize that every time I was on the verge of coming, Mikhail was adjusting his pace just enough to deny me. The third time he did it, a torrent of threats tumbled from my lips, and the bastard laughed.

      He reached down and wrapped a hand around my throat, pulling me up so my back was against his chest as his other hand snaked down my stomach before trailing down to stop just short of my clit. I growled, but it quickly changed to a whimper when he grazed my neck with his fangs.

      “If you ever pull the shit you pulled this morning, I’m going to borrow those enchanted ropes from Pele and tie you to the bed. Then I’m going to bring you to the edge of pleasure over and over again, denying you each and every time.”

      His hand left my throat to pull back on my braid, baring more of my neck to him at the same moment his fingers brushed lightly over my clit. My pussy tightened around his cock, and I let out quick, panted breaths as I tried to push back against him, but he just wrenched my head further back, stilling my movements.

      “You understand me, Nemain?” When I didn’t answer, he nipped at my neck, and I writhed as much as I could in his grip. “Say yes, and I’ll give you what you’re aching for.”

      Two fingers swirled over my clit again, and my resolve broke. 

      “Yes,” I half screamed, half moaned. “Fucking yes!”

      “Thought you’d see it my way.”

      I felt Mikhail smile against my skin before his fangs sank in and his hips pistoned forward, resuming the brutal pace he’d set before as he drank deep. The pleasure from his bite rippled through me while the fingers that had been playing with my clit went back to clutching my hip as he pounded into me, still keeping a death grip on my braid.

      I reached down to feel his hard length slipping in and out of me, the slickness coating my fingers before I teased the swollen and sensitive bundle of nerves. It felt like my mind was shattering when the orgasm I’d been denied finally erupted out of me. Seconds later, a low, wicked groan rumbled out of Mikhail’s chest as he came hard.

      Gradually, his thrusts slowed and he pulled his fangs out of my throat. I felt the warm blood trickle down my neck as I practically sagged against him. He let go of my braid, wrapping both arms around my waist to support me, and we stayed like that, partially dressed and slick with sweat in the middle of the living room for a couple of minutes before Mikhail pulled me to my feet and buttoned his pants.

      “As far as punishments go,” I drawled, “I don’t think you really accomplished what you wanted to. If anything, I’m more likely to leave your ass in a realm in the future just so I can get a repeat.”

      His full mouth curved up into a sinful smile. “Hmm. Well, we still have several hours before we need to start getting ready. I’m sure I can come up with something else.” I squealed when he grabbed me and threw me over his shoulder, my pants still halfway around my thighs, and smacked my ass. “We’ll use your bed next. I’ve got some ideas that require a headboard.”
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        * * *

      

      “You should talk to Kalen about your magic tonight,” Mikhail murmured as he continued to run his fingers down my back in mesmerizing patterns, occasionally circling the flower tattoo between my shoulders.

      Instead of responding, I just nestled in closer where I was half-sprawled across his chest. I let my eyes drift closed, enjoying how sated I felt. We didn’t have to leave for another hour…  Maybe I could nap a little bit more…

      “Nemain?” Those lovely fingers stilled on my back, and I groaned, tilting my head up to look at Mikhail’s pointed expression. He laughed when he saw my lips twisted into an annoyed frown. “Your magic hasn’t been right since the dragon realm. You know this.”

      I huffed out a breath and shifted so I was on my back but still tucked against Mikhail’s side with his right arm wrapped around me.

      “It’s just lingering aftereffects of the all-you-can-eat dragon buffet.”

      Raising a hand into the air, I let my magic out. Blue flames sprung from my fingers before sinking lower and wrapping around my wrist, making it look like I wore a glove of fire.

      “Yes,” Mikhail drawled. “I’ve heard Kalen’s lecture.”

      Everyone had heard Kalen’s lecture because he’d repeated it at least a dozen times. When we’d first returned from the dragon realm and Kalen had learned that I’d devoured the magic of countless dragons, he’d been a little pissed.

      Badb’s rage I was used to, since the two of us were constantly annoying each other, but Kalen had never been angry at me before, only patient and thoughtful.

      That patience had evaporated the moment he’d found out what I’d done. Apparently, building up your tolerance for how much magic you could carry was something you had to do slowly and carefully. Not go Wee! and dive in headfirst.

      I’d let him yell and rant for twenty minutes before telling him I was too old for a fatherly lecture and that we’d talk when he calmed the fuck down.

      An hour later, he’d tracked me down, and we’d had a much calmer conversation. I was pretty sure it was because I’d made the father reference. It was taking time, but I was starting to accept Badb and Kalen as my birth parents. I still called them by their names, but I no longer corrected people when they referred to them as my parents. Macha and Nevin would always be my mom and dad, but I was realizing I could make space in my heart for Badb and Kalen too. I had no doubt it was what Macha and Nevin would have wanted for me.

      “My magic levels have almost evened out.” The flaming glove grew until it was more like a gauntlet. Most devourers were completely immune to magical attacks, but since I was only part-devourer, I could only block magical attacks with my fire. Kalen had been forcing me to practice making shields and armor out of it.

      I’d gotten pretty good about creating armor to protect my entire body. The problem was, it still required a decent amount of concentration on my part, which I’d often let slip during sparring. In real life, that would be the absolute worst time to leave myself open.

      “Did you tell him about extending your magic to me? And what happened when you did?” Mikhail reached out with his free hand and intertwined his fingers with mine, which were still writhed in blue fire. The flames happily leapt to him, wrapping around his hand and lower wrist.

      My heart beat a little faster, and I nuzzled into Mikhail to distract him from hearing it. As much as I hated it when he made me purr in this form, if I could have started purring now, I would have. Anything to keep him from asking these questions.

      Because what exactly was I supposed to say? “Hey, babe. You cool with my magic locking us into a mate bond? Because that’s what’s happening, and I don’t know how to stop it yet. Want some whiskey?”

      Mikhail and I had started as enemies, but the pull between us had always been there. Love wasn’t an adequate word to describe what I felt for him. I would burn through every realm that ever existed to keep him safe, and he would do the same for me. 

      This wasn’t just love. This was a bond. A fucking fae mate bond.

      It never occurred to me that being part-fae, it was possible for my magic to do this. For the most part, my body acted like that of a typical feline shifter and my fae nature was intrinsically tied to my devourer nature. I’d stupidly assumed that most of the fun things that came with being fae didn’t apply to me.

      But here I was, with my magic trying to intrinsically tie our souls together for eternity. I’d only known Mikhail for a few years, and our relationship had started in the dragon realm. Six months. We’d been…  involved…  for six bloody months.

      Seemed kind of soon to be binding our fucking souls together.

      “I’m going to take your silence as a no.” He tutted. “You’ll have to tell him about how your magic is acting between us at some point. I’ve no doubt he or Badb have noticed your magic has been extra clingy around me lately.”

      I scowled. “It’s not clingy.”

      Mikhail untangled his fingers from mine before pulling his hand away, and the crystal blue flames surged, forming a bridge between our two hands before slamming them back together. Then the flames twisted and danced until they resembled ropes binding our hands.

      I yanked my hand out of his, forcing the magic rope to snap. Mikhail laughed, and my cheeks burned as I felt him staring at me. Meanwhile, the flames winked out of existence, and it felt like my magic was sulking inside my chest.

      “Soon,” I grumbled. “I’ll ask Kalen about it soon.”

      I wasn’t lying. The bond wasn’t going to just stop forming, and I needed to ask Kalen about it and what the repercussions of letting it come to pass would be. He might have some suggestions on how it could be slowed down to buy me more time to come to terms with it, but I dreaded telling Kalen—and by default, Badb, because I knew those two told each other everything—about the bond.

      They had always been a little wary of Mikhail. Now I wondered if it was because they’d suspected the bond had been forming before I had and they felt protective of their daughter.

      Argh. I did not want to deal with this right now. Why couldn’t my magic have just kept its greedy little paws to itself so I could have explored whatever this was between me and Mikhail at our own pace?

      Mikhail bent down and kissed the top of my head. “Kalen will be there tonight. You will tell him everything so we can get his advice on how to deal with the odd behavior of your magic.”

      “You’re not the boss of me.” My defiance faded a little when Mikhail rolled out of bed and strolled over to the door, giving me a rather spectacular view of his perfectly chiseled body wrapped in warm, light-brown skin. His black hair was tousled in messy waves from the hours I’d spent running my hands through it.

      He paused in the doorway and glanced over his shoulder, an arrogant smirk on his lips. “Want to join me in the shower?”

      “Yes.” I jumped out of bed and walked towards the hallway. “Only because you always use up all the hot water though.”

      “Someday you’ll admit I’m prettier than you.”

      I patted him on the cheek. “And on that day, you’ll know that I’m lying.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      We arrived at The Inferno shortly before midnight. Cian told me to get there at 11 p.m., but my brother rarely arrived when he said he would, so I hadn’t been the least bit concerned about getting there on time. After Mikhail and I had taken a ridiculously long shower that had ended with us pulling down the curtain rod, we’d realized that we hadn’t cleaned up the living room, which had reeked of blood and monster bits.

      Once we’d taken care of that and showered again, we’d collected Magos, Elisa, and Bryn. The grimalkins had elected to stay behind, and Misha and Damon had drawn the short straw over babysitting duties and wouldn’t be joining us until Isabeau and Finn were asleep. Everyone else was meeting us there. Elisa had not so subtly informed me that if I had bothered to check my newly acquired cell phone, I would have known that Eddie and Cerri had already been there for an hour.

      “Why do I have to be the one with a phone though?” I complained as Bryn held the door open for us and we all poured into the tavern. “Magos is the responsible one, and Mikhail…  Well, Mikhail exists.”

      My vampire assassin gave me an exasperated look before reaching into his pocket and pulling out a sleek phone with a large screen. I gaped at him and then looked at Magos, who was holding up an identical phone. The two vampires winked at me before joining our friends who had already gathered in the back half of the bar.

      I spun to face Elisa, and she just shrugged, a haughty expression stamped on her face. “No one else has complained about it, Nemain. In fact, they were grateful I took the trouble to acquire the phones for them. So suck it up.”

      Bryn patted me on the back before looping an arm around Elisa’s shoulders, tugging her after the others. I looked towards the bar and found Pele, Asmodeus, and Zareen smirking at me. The first two handed over several bills of folded cash to the shorter, dark-haired bartender.

      I narrowed my eyes and wondered what the bet had been on. No doubt whatever it was came at my expense. Rude.

      “Nemain!” Eddie called from the back. “Get your ass over here!”

      He held up a bottle of whiskey, and I grinned, annoyance at the cell phone already forgotten. I wound my way to the back of the tavern where everyone was standing in front of a few large tables that had various snacks laid out. Eddie immediately handed me a shot and a pint glass of amber-colored ale.

      “Thanks.” I tossed the shot back, enjoying the smooth burn, then placed the glass onto the table. “Told you Cian would be even later than us.” I grinned triumphantly at Magos.

      “Impressive, considering we’re already an hour late.” He took a sip from his cocktail that I was pretty sure was called an Old Fashioned.

      “We were here on time,” Cerri said, holding out her shot glass to Eddie, who gave her a healthy pour. I arched an eyebrow. It never failed to surprise me that Cerri loved whiskey almost as much as me. She was so classy that I wanted to peg her as more of a wine or fancy cocktail drinker like Magos. She caught me looking and grinned, holding up the shot glass before slamming it back in one gulp.

      “Actually, we were here thirty minutes early,” Eddie grumbled.

      “Exactly.” Cerri nodded. “On time.”

      “What’d I miss?” Misha popped into existence next to me, and a thin whip of fire flared out of seemingly thin air, smacking him right in the crotch. He groaned and grabbed himself before dropping to the floor as we sipped our drinks and watched him curl into a fetal position.

      “What have I told you”—Pele joined our circle and narrowed her turquoise eyes at the young vampire on the floor—“about using magic inside my tavern?”

      “That…  the next time…  I did it… ” Misha ground out, “I’d regret it.”

      “And do you regret disobeying me?” She stepped closer and prodded him with her four-inch heeled boot.

      “Yes,” he squeaked.

      “Good. Rules are rules. Even for my favorites.” Her eyes darted to the whiskey bottle Eddie was still holding. “I’ll get us more whiskey.”

      A stunning, blonde nymph with round hips and perky breasts slipped into the space Pele had vacated and knelt down beside Misha. “You okay?”

      Misha gave the beautiful newcomer a pained smile. “She called me one of her favorites, Sten!”

      The nymph laughed and held their hand out to the vampire, helping him to his feet and giving Misha a sympathetic look as he winced a little while getting up. “Come on. We’ll get you a drink.”

      Misha nodded and looked at Bryn and Elisa. “Damon is still at the apartment. He’ll swing by once Isabeau and Finn are sleeping. Aki just arrived to watch over them, and the two of them were chatting when I left.”

      Elisa snickered. “‘Chatting.’” She held up her fingers to make air quotes.

      “Can’t believe I lost the shy one to that damn empath,” Sten grumbled as they led Misha to a chair. I grinned at the loki’s annoyance. Misha and Damon had spent most of their lives under the restrictive and watchful eye of the Vampire Council, but they were making up for it now. Sten had taken an interest in them six months ago, something I was pretty sure was Sigrun’s doing, and the boys had been more than happy to engage in all sorts of debauchery with the loki.

      Lately, Damon had been spending time with Aki, a Kalari empath who had moved to Emerald Bay last year. They weren’t officially dating, but we all knew that’s where it was headed. So far, Misha was enjoying the companionship of Sten…  and the other lokis…  and some of the daemons…  and I was pretty sure I saw him flirting with a couple of mermaids last week.

      Good for him. He deserved to live a little.

      “Are your parents coming, Nemain?” Cerri asked. I’d given her the rundown of my family dynamics after we’d rescued her from the dragon realm, so she knew Cian was technically my cousin even though we’d been raised as brother and sister and still considered each other as such.

      “You missed them earlier while you were chatting at the bar,” Pele said as she joined our group. “They breezed in and stole Eddie’s drink before heading upstairs to deal with some fae bullshit.” Pele passed me a full bottle of whiskey, and I almost kissed her. I opened it and poured myself a double shot before setting the bottle onto the table.

      “Are you trying to get drunk?” Mikhail arched an eyebrow at me.

      “Please,” I scoffed. “I’d have to chug this entire bottle to get drunk. I just need a little bit of a buzz to tolerate Dante.”

      “He’s really not that bad.” Bryn frowned.

      “It’s okay that you’re wrong,” I assured her. The valkyrie’s frown deepened, and Elisa leaned over to whisper something in her ear before kissing her cheek, which instantly stained into a dark shade of red.

      Gods, was Bryn ever going to stop being such an easy blusher?

      “I agree with the blushing virgin,” Eddie said. “Dante’s actually pretty interesting to talk to. I think you’re the only one who doesn’t like him, Nemain.”

      “I’m not a virgin!” Bryn blurted out. We all looked at her, and the blush spread down her neck.

      Elisa slipped her hand into Bryn’s. “Well, just to assuage any doubts, I think we can take care of this upstairs.”

      We all watched in amusement as Elisa winked at her girlfriend before pulling her towards the stairs that ran up the back of the tavern to the rooms on the floors above. Kalen and Badb leaned against the wall as they came down the stairs, allowing the young couple to squeeze by them on their quest to find an empty room.

      “What’s that about?” Badb jerked a thumb over her shoulder towards the stairwell as she came to stand next to Magos with Kalen on her other side.

      “Elisa is about to deflower Bryn.” I shrugged.

      “Not a virgin!” Bryn screamed from somewhere upstairs before a door slammed shut.

      Badb rolled her eyes and grabbed the bottle of whiskey I’d set aside. She didn’t even bother with a shot glass, just took several long swigs before passing it to Kalen, who poured his shot into a glass. Eddie laughed under his breath before Cerri not so discreetly elbowed him in the stomach.

      “What?” I looked at him suspiciously.

      “Nothing.” His burnt-amber eyes lit up. “It’s just that you’re exactly like your mom, and it’s a constant source of entertainment for me.”

      “I am not!” I crossed my arms as I glared at him.

      “The first thing your mum did when she got here was threaten to stab me if I didn’t hand over the whiskey. Sound familiar?” 

      Kalen glanced at Badb, and she just shrugged before snatching back the whiskey.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” I argued. “You just have a very stabbable face.”

      Mikhail laughed, drawing Eddie’s attention.

      “Even your relationship is a copy of theirs.” He pointed to me—“Feline shifter”— and then to Badb—“feline shifter.”

      I opened my mouth, but he cut me off as he pointed to Mikhail next—“Worked as an assassin for the Vampire Council”—and then gestured to Kalen—“worked as an assassin for the Seelie Court.”

      “He does kind of have a point,” Misha said from where he was still being doted on by Sten.

      “I will never buy you pizza again,” I promised him, and he gave me a wounded look, which I ignored. Fucking traitor. 

      “Kalen was sent to kill Mommy Dearest but fell in love with her instead.” Eddie cocked his head at me. “Starting to sound familiar yet?”

      “Technically, I wasn’t sent to kill her,” Mikhail pointed out. “I was sent to track down the vampire brats.”

      Eddie arched an eyebrow, giving my vampire lover a knowing look. “Were you thinking about killing her?”

      Mikhail glanced at me and then at my parents, both of whom were watching him rather intently. “I’m going to decline to answer that, given our present company. Just feels like it would be in bad taste.”

      “And because you like having your dick still attached,” I said dryly.

      He wrapped an arm around my waist and tugged me close before whispering in my ear, “Pretty sure you benefit from that too, shifter.”

      “Also, you both dress the same way.”

      I looked down at my black pants that were made from a thick, stretchy material and the black leather vest tied over my long-sleeve grey shirt before looking at Badb and blinking. Other than the fact that her shirt was a dark blue, we were wearing practically identical clothing.

      “And lastly”—Eddie held up both hands dramatically—“despite you both claiming to hate politics, particularly fae politics, you both volunteered to be the Unseelie Queen’s bitches.”

      “I will kill you,” I growled. Unfortunately, Badb said the same thing as she thrust the whiskey at Kalen to free up her hands for said killing. She also punctuated her words with a growl, which only furthered Eddie’s point.

      Kalen and Mikhail were unable to contain their laughter and lost it. Based on how Magos was rubbing a hand across his mouth, I was pretty sure he was trying to hide his own laughter.

      I narrowed my eyes at Eddie. “We should have rescued Cerri and left your ass behind in the dragon realm. You are a terrible friend.”

      “The truth hurts sometimes, my surly bestie.” He blew me a kiss.

      “Not your bestie,” I grumbled.

      “That’s easy to fix.” Eddie grinned and plucked the whiskey bottle out of Kalen’s hands before passing it back to me. “Who’s your bestie now?”
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        * * *

      

      “I feel like this is ridiculously late,” Kaysea said an hour later. “Even for Cian.”

      I pursed my lips and once again glanced at the large clock mounted on the back wall of the tavern. It was a few minutes past 1 a.m., making Cian two hours late. Kaysea had arrived not long before, a troubled look on her face that she quickly wiped away when I asked her about it.

      Kaysea’s parents had stepped down as rulers of the merfolk fairly recently. While the Seelie and Unseelie Queens had ruled uncontested for thousands of years, the monarch of Tír fo Thuinn—the merfolk realm—typically changed every five to six centuries.

      Sometimes, it was a forced change, with more powerful fae rising up to challenge the ruling king or queen, but in this case, the change had been peaceful. Her father, Aquilus, was nearly two thousand years old. The fae aged slowly, but they did age, and his magic was starting to weaken, which meant he was entering the last years of his life.

      Kaysea had thought he’d had a decade left last I checked, but it seemed like it might’ve been less than that. Her mother, Eeada, could have continued to rule because she was several centuries younger and her magic remained strong, but she had no interest in carrying the crown on her own.

      All of this meant I didn’t see Kaysea as often as I usually did, and I missed my best friend. But I understood that between her family and helping the new Merfolk Queen step into power, she had places she needed to be.

      Despite the turmoil in her life, Kaysea wasn’t one to easily panic or become concerned. If she thought it was strange for Cian to not be here…

      “I’m going to check on him,” I announced, having to speak a little louder because of the rowdiness of the tavern. Daemons had adapted to being nocturnal long ago, and even though they no longer had to be, they still mostly kept to a night schedule, which meant the hours between 10 p.m. and 4 a.m. tended to be prime time for The Inferno.

      We had taken over the back corner, but the place was packed with daemons, lokis, and a few other random species that called Emerald Bay their home. I’d even spotted a few fae in the mix.

      I pushed my way through the crowd until I reached Pele’s office and swept aside the dark purple curtain. As soon as I stepped across the threshold, the noise of the bar faded away. Pele and Mikhail followed in my wake, and I looked at them in question even as a gateway started to open in front of me.

      “Magos is going to stay here. Misha went back to the apartment to check on things there,” Mikhail said. “We’re going with you.”

      “It’s probably nothing.” I forced my voice to remain calm despite the sense of dread that had taken root inside my chest. It was true that Cian was always late for things, but it was equally true that my brother absolutely adored a good party, and he was the one who had orchestrated this one for Dante. My relationship with both Cian and his lover was strained, but we’d been making a lot of progress lately. There was no way he would choose to miss this party.

      The gateway parted, revealing a cozy-looking log cabin set in a field full of tulips with a small pond off to the side. A pair of black swans lazily swam about, occasionally dipping their heads beneath the surface.

      Nothing was real in the death realm. If you had death magic, you could make things look however you wanted. Dante was likely the most powerful necromancer in existence, and my brother was no slouch either. The previous version of their house had been a very neat, modern design, but Cian had visited Sigrun a while back at her cottage and had been inspired, so he’d completely redone their home, and Dante had changed the landscape to match.

      The swans flapped their wings and honked at us as we strode across the meadow before rushing through the front door. My heart hammered inside my chest as I remembered the last time I’d felt this sense of fear and apprehension while rushing through the front door of a cottage.

      Sebastian had been the one who favored ripping out the hearts of my loved ones, and he was long since dead, but that didn’t mean someone else wouldn’t be inspired to follow in his footsteps.

      “Cian?!” I yelled as Pele and Mikhail split up to check the different rooms. “Cian, I swear to the gods, you’d better fucking answer me!” My magic poured out of me, blue flames running down my arms and swirling around my waist as it felt my panic but didn’t know what to do about it. There was nothing here for it to attack because nobody was home.

      My brother was gone and so was Dante.

      I couldn’t stop the quick breaths escaping my lips over and over again. The living room and kitchen were empty, but it didn’t look like any type of fight had taken place. Mikhail and Pele joined me, both wearing tight, worried expressions.

      “Nothing,” Pele said.

      “I didn’t see anything out of place,” Mikhail said. “There are outfits laid out on the bed, as if your brother was picking out what to wear tonight.” He tossed me something. I caught it, and the air in my lungs seized.

      “He kept it.” My voice cracked as my fingers carefully fondled the crown I’d wound together with bits of vine. Interspersed between the thick, dark green strands were black and purple flowers I’d plucked from the garden our father had grown. “I made this for him on his birthday when we were kids. It was shortly after I’d come into my magic and I’d accidentally hurt him.”

      “So sentimental,” a smooth, rich voice said. All three of us whirled to face the front door where Lir leaned against the doorframe. “You really should have agreed to work with me; we could have avoided all this ugliness.”

      “Lir.” His name was barely more than a snarl as I flicked my wrist to trigger the mechanism for a throwing dagger to slide into my hand. But there was no dagger because the daggers had been hidden in my silver bracers, which had been burned off me in the dragon realm. I clenched my fists. “What the fuck did you do?”

      Lir gave me a taunting, close-lipped smile.

      I hadn’t even meant to do it, but blue flames shot from me towards him. My magic was just so desperate to make me happy that it was trying to take out all threats on my behalf. The fire reached Lir and went straight through his body before crashing into the wooden door, leaving behind frost and ashes.

      The sidhe warrior tilted his head to look at the damage, long, steel grey hair
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