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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 visit the FAQ’s on my website - https://greymalkinpress.com/pages/maddoxgrey-faq

      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.
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      This omnibus includes the prequel novella, A Shift in Darkness. This is a completely optional read but it’s generally best either right before or after A Shift in Shadows. The remaining books should be read in order.
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      The exhilaration of finding my prey under the light of the moon never got old. I had been alive for centuries and had hunted all kinds of things in all kinds of realms. My brother and I had been born in the human realm, but our parents had been born in the feline shifter realm, Kanima. They’d told us bedtime stories of hunting across the vast open plains or stalking through the dense rainforests. My current hunt wasn’t taking place in a location anything like what my parents had hunted in, but it was thrilling nonetheless.

      The night was clear and the moon lit our way as we silently moved through empty backyards. It was well past midnight and all the humans were tucked away in their homes, built at the city’s edge. I leapt over a tall brick fence and paused to take in my surroundings. Jinx landed on silent paws at my side.

      “This is it,” I said quietly and crept forward across the yard until I stood in front of a solid concrete wall. “The house we want is on the other side. Do you sense anything?”

      I was good at sensing magic when it was in use, but I sometimes missed more subtle spells and wards unless I let my magic out to snoop around. Jinx stalked over to the pale concrete wall and sniffed it, then tentatively tapped it with a paw. He backed up a few steps, muscles bunching together, and then leapt upwards. He started the leap as an average sized black domestic house cat and ended it as a hundred-pound sleek feline perched on the top of the wall.

      There is a ward directly on the other side. It’s not designed to keep anyone out, just to alert its creator if anyone crosses it, his voice rumbled through my mind.

      “Well, at least we know we found the house with the warlocks.” I took a few steps back and then sprinted, jumping up at the last second. My fingers caught the top of the wall and I grunted as my body slammed into the concrete, then pulled myself up to crouch beside Jinx.

      Smooth, Jinx said with a raspy laugh.

      Shut it. I pushed the thought at him. I didn’t want to risk jumping too far and crossing the ward. I scanned the area. The house was dark and no lights were on in the backyard which was mostly open. Like most of the yards we’d passed, this one consisted of several winding pathways that weaved through meticulously trimmed shrubs and elaborate rock structures. We would be easy to spot anywhere in the garden, not that it mattered. They’d know we were here as soon as we crossed the ward.

      Plan? Jinx asked.

      I pulled a throwing dagger from the sheath on my thigh and palmed it in my right hand. Let’s go say hello. A wild grin spread across my face as I leapt down. A slight tingle ran across my skin as I crossed the ward. Jinx followed a second later. We didn’t bother with stealth and stalked up the center of the garden towards the house. Halfway there, floodlights flipped on, and I heard movement from within the house. I stopped and drew in a breath, letting the scents linger above my tongue. Disappointment flickered through me. He wasn’t here.

      Damn it.

      Two human men opened the sliding door of the house and walked into the yard. Their arrogant expressions gave them away as warlocks as much as their magic. The taller of the two looked at me and then at Jinx, a sneer spreading across his face. “I don’t know who you are, but you and your fae companion picked the wrong house to intrude upon.”

      “We’re just out for a neighborhood stroll,” I said smoothly. “Hoping to meet up with a colleague of yours, actually. You wouldn’t happen to know where Sebastian is now, would you?”

      “Sebastian?” He glanced at his companion, who grimaced at the name, but shook his head. He focused on me once more, and then his eyes lit up in recognition. “You’re that shifter he’s so obsessed with. Heard what he did to that mermaid lover of yours. Nasty business.” He grinned at me.

      I went still at his words. The rage I carried with me always threatened to break the bonds I kept around myself. The chains I needed to make sure I stayed in control. Stayed alive. The warlock’s grin grew wider, realizing he struck a nerve. Something deep within me rumbled.

      Nemain, Jinx said in warning.

      I drew in a deep breath. These warlocks would die tonight, but they’d answer my question first. I just needed to control myself for another minute then I’d make him regret his words. And that goddamn grin.

      “I’m going to ask you one more time,” I said coldly, gripping my dagger tighter. “Do you know where Sebastian is?”

      “Even if I knew where he was, I wouldn’t tell you,” he said with a laugh. “I don’t know what’s got him all hot and bothered for you, which makes me curious to find out. And I’ve always been one to indulge my curiosity.” He gave me a lecherous smile as he gestured at the other warlock. They quickly moved apart from each other, their magic rising. “I suggest you and the grimalkin surrender yourselves to us peacefully, otherwise this is going to get ugly real fast. And don’t bother screaming for help. That ward you crossed through blocks all sound from getting out. No one will hear your scream.”

      “Oh,” I drawled. “It wasn’t my screams I was worried about. But thanks for letting me know I don’t have to worry about waking the neighbors.”

      I let the dagger fly as Jinx, and I unleashed ourselves on them. The warlock was true to his word about the ward, nobody heard their screams.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Another dead end," I said tiredly. "No signs he was ever here." I flung the towel I'd been using to dry my hair on the floor and sunk onto the couch across from the mirror.

      Jinx was sprawled out on the bed. He’d put his glamour back on for the trip back, but as soon as we made it back to our rented room he’d dropped the glamour again. Now his one-hundred-pound feline form was passed out, snoring slightly. I sighed. Moving him wasn't an option, Jinx was perpetually grumpy. Waking him up from a nap took him to a whole new level of grumpiness. He'd give me bad luck for a week.

      "I told you I couldn't confirm any of the details about that lead, and that it was likely bogus," Pele responded from the large segmented mirror where her form took up the left panel.

      She was looking at me with her unreadable neutral face she always used when overseeing meetings or negotiations between the various magical factions.

      From the middle section of the mirror, Kaysea studied me, not bothering to mask her worried expression. It was a little jarring to see both of my friends side by side. With her deep red skin, fiery orange hair, and tall, lithe build, Pele was the opposite of Kaysea, who had pale white skin, dark green hair, and a short, soft and voluptuous build. I knew what both of them saw when they looked at me. To say I hadn't been taking care of myself the past few years was a bit of an understatement.

      "It was worth checking out." I shrugged, wincing slightly at the pain from my shoulder injury.

      Pele latched onto the movement before I could kill it. In the dimness of her office, her usually vertical pupils had dilated enough that her eyes appeared almost completely black, with only a slim sliver of turquoise around the outside.

      "Has your shoulder still not healed?" she asked, leaning forward slightly in her chair as she studied me once more, looking for anything she had missed previously.

      "It's fine," I said defensively.

      "No, it's not." Kaysea frowned as she squinted at me. "You're clearly favoring your left shoulder. And that scar on your neck is still present."

      I pulled my damp ash blonde hair over my shoulder to cover up the scar I’d gotten courtesy of a manticore. Their kind were devious and loved to scheme, I’d suspected that particular one had made a deal with Sebastian and I wanted to ask it some questions. It had taken offense to my line of questioning and buried its barbed tail in my neck. I hadn’t so much walked away from the fight as limped, but the manticore hadn’t walked away at all.

      "Seriously, I'm fine. Everything will heal up in no time."

      "Nemain, it should have healed weeks ago!" Kaysea crossed her arms and gave me her best no nonsense look. “Feline shapeshifters have some of the best healing abilities of any species. That neck wound should have healed within seconds, and that shoulder wound within minutes. And yet here you are, weeks later, still sporting a sore shoulder and a scar. That isn't fine."

      "She's right," Pele said calmly. "You've over taxed your magic and pushed yourself too far. Enough is enough, Nemain. You need to take a break."

      "I need to find him! He's out there somewhere. I just need better leads, is all. Someone has to know something. It shouldn't be this damn hard to find one warlock!"

      "You've been searching for him for decades, so clearly it is that damn hard," Pele snapped back. "I understand why you want to find him, I truly do, but even if you did, you're in no shape to fight him. You know Sebastian better than anyone. He's crafty and resourceful. You'll need to be at your best to take him on."

      Rage shot through me at the mention of his name and the part of my magic I hid deep within me tried to surge out, but the chains I kept wrapped around it made sure it stayed contained. This was the other reason I looked and felt like hell.

      On the surface, I was just a feline shapeshifter, but underneath, I was so much more than that. The magic I kept locked away would get me killed if anyone knew I had it. Even Pele didn't know the truth of what I was capable of. Although she had suspicions about some of it, I was sure. Kaysea knew everything. She was one of the few beings in existence that could claim such knowledge.

      But even Kaysea didn't know how much I was struggling with keeping my magic locked down. It had been almost a year since I'd been somewhere safe enough to let it loose. Now it was raging inside me, fighting constantly to get free. It was draining and made me feel weary, both body and soul. Add onto that the number of fights I'd been in over the last six months and I was in rough shape. Still… they didn’t understand. I couldn’t stop now.

      “I’ll rest for a couple of weeks before following up on some of the other leads that came in,” I lied. First thing tomorrow morning, I was planning on getting the hell out of this city. The Paris lead sounded promising.

      “Liar,” Pele said.

      Kaysea opened her mouth, likely to argue with me more or announce she was coming to see me. “I’m tired. We’ll talk about this more tomorrow.” I cut Kaysea off and tapped the glyphs on the mirror. The surface of the mirror rippled and the images of my friends faded away.

      Kaysea looked outraged at being cut off. Pele smiled. I knew that smile. My friend was plotting something and I wouldn’t like it.

      I glanced over at Jinx. He was still snoring lightly. I’d get dinner without him and just bring some up to the room for him to eat later. Pain shot through me as I lifted my shoulder to rotate it. Grimacing, I rotated it a few more times before gingerly lowering it once more. My friends were right to be concerned. I was pushing myself too hard. But I didn’t have an alternative. Sebastian would never leave me alone. He would continue harassing me in my dreams and leaving bloody gifts for me on my birthday until I came back to him.

      That would never happen. I had ended things with Sebastian a long time ago and moved on. At the time I thought he had accepted that. I found someone that I loved deeply and who loved me in return. Myrna. She was my everything. And she was dead.

      I refused to live in a world where he still breathed and my love didn’t. He was responsible for her death and he made sure she suffered in her last few minutes. I couldn’t bring her back so I’d have to settle for cutting him apart piece by piece. I knew that this wouldn’t make everything right again. She would still be gone. And I would still be lost. But it’s all I’d had to keep me going.

      Unfortunately, despite my skills at finding people and items, I’d been on Sebastian’s trail for decades and I had yet to kill him. Or even come close to it. Hell, I’d only managed to see him in person a handful of times, and that was only because he had carefully planned out those meetings and laid a trap for me.

      But it didn’t matter what my friends thought. It didn’t matter that my body and magic were failing. It didn’t matter that I woke every day with this bone-deep weariness and couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t felt it. I wouldn’t stop. Not until he was dead. What I would do after that or who I would even be, I didn’t know. And I didn’t care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      After a quick shower, I headed downstairs to get some food. I could hear the chatter as soon as I opened the door to my room, breaking the quiet spell. It had been decades since I’d had a place I considered home. I never stayed in one place long enough to justify setting up something permanent.

      Depending on where I was going, I would either sleep in the woods in my feline form or check into one of the many daemon run taverns scattered across the human realm. They varied based on location and who was running them, but they usually had rooms available for short- or long-term rent.

      The ones I preferred to stay in were in towns that were also run by daemons because they usually had entire blocks dedicated to the magical folk. Humans who possessed magic could pass the wards to get into such areas, but they weren’t really welcome and they knew that, so they stayed away. Despite living in the human realm my entire life, I cared little for humans. I was happy to avoid them when I could.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option in Tokyo. The daemon tavern was in the Shibuya area of the city. Full of neon lights and popular restaurants and bars. The daemon youth loved it, and it was a popular destination for them when they came to the human realm. I couldn’t wait to get out of this city and it’s constant noise and weird organized chaos. Not that Paris would be that much better. As soon as I found and killed Sebastian, I’d hopefully never have a reason to set foot in another human city again.

      “What can I get for you?” the daemon bartender asked when I slid into one of the last open seats at the bar.

      I ordered several servings of sushi, enough to feed me and bring some back to Jinx. The bartender slid some sake in front of me and I gave him a flat look. He grinned, his white teeth standing out in sharp contrast to his dark red skin, and in one motion swiped away the sake and replaced it with a shot of whiskey. My lips quirked up into a brief smile before I snatched the whiskey up and slammed it back. He refilled my shot glass when I set it down and placed a beer next to it.

      I swallowed the whiskey and then took a few sips of beer and planned out the next day. The daemons setup taverns like this for several reasons. Many of them liked to visit the human realm, and this gave them a place to stay while they were here. The taverns were also used as neutral meeting zones for daemons, fae, and other species. To facilitate all this, every tavern had a gateway that could be used to enter other realms or to travel to other daemon taverns within the human realm. Jinx and I could use the gateway here to travel to Paris and resume our hunt.

      Halfway through my meal, the bartender slid a piece of paper in front of me. “Courtesy of Pele,” he explained with a smirk, and then beat a strategic retreat.

      I froze and slowly lowered the piece of salmon I’d been about to munch on before the bartender had made his ill-fated delivery. I knew that parting smile from Pele meant trouble, but I’d thought I could escape this city before she ensnared me with whatever she was plotting. The blank paper stretched across the dark wood on a phantom breeze and stayed rolled out even as its edges curled inward slightly. With a fatalistic sigh, I reached out and tapped the paper, sending out the smallest amount of my magic with the contact.

      Faint text appeared, and I waited a few seconds until it was readable.

      

      Stop being a prat, Nemain. You need to take a break and since you won’t listen to reason, I’m giving you two options. You can take this gig and get out of the human realm for a bit. It’ll be easy for you and you’ll make some money while you recuperate. Or you can refuse this gig and head off to Paris tomorrow morning. Yeah. I know about Paris. It’s a bullshit lead and you won’t find him there. You will, however, find me there. And I will personally throw your ass in a room and set a ward around it to prevent you from leaving until you’ve rested. Don’t even think about running somewhere else.

      I will find you.

      Assuming you see reason and take the gig, I have a promising lead about Sebastian’s whereabouts I’m willing to share with you. But only if you take the gig. Don’t be stupid. Details on the gig are below.

      

      Annoyance flickered through me. I knew Pele well enough to know she wasn’t bluffing. If I didn’t take this gig, she would track me down. I could avoid her for a while, but I couldn’t hunt for Sebastian and avoid her. Not to mention, I relied on Pele to get more leads. I rubbed at my face, trying to wipe the exhaustion away, but that only made it worse.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “You win, Pele.” I scanned through the next couple of paragraphs that detailed the gig. Pele had been arranging gigs for me for centuries and she was very thorough in vetting possible clients and information. Being a feline shapeshifter, I had a knack for finding lost things and people. I couldn’t track by scent as well as lupines, but my senses were still far sharper than most species. Hunting was natural for me and I enjoyed it, even if it was just finding a lost artifact instead of a tasty meal. The magic that I kept hidden from others was particularly useful in realms with devourer activity which is why I’d slowly built up a reputation as someone who could pull off jobs in those realms. Pele made sure that no one asked questions about why I was able to do such a thing. It was a setup that worked out well for us, but it also meant that Pele had suspicions about my magic. She was one of my oldest friends so we’d danced around it this whole time, she didn’t ask pointed questions and I never flaunted my magic in front of her. As a high-ranking daemon, it was one thing for her to suspect and another thing to know with absolute certainty. I didn’t want to put my friend in a situation where she had to choose between her loyalty to me and to her people.

      Pele was right, this would be an easy gig. There wasn’t any way I could rush it either. If I agreed to do it, it would commit me for roughly a month. That was more than enough time for my body and magic to recuperate, especially if I found some time on the trip to sneak off and let all of my magic loose for a bit. The only problem would be Jinx.

      The gig was a straightforward one, but the clients had specified a no fae rule. Being a grimalkin, Jinx was technically fae. I could ask them about it when I spoke with them tomorrow. They likely had a problem specifically with the sidhe, so maybe they would be okay with a grimalkin.

      I speared the piece of salmon with my chopsticks and plopped it in my mouth, enjoying the flavor as I chewed. While I hated most things about this city, I loved the food. Assuming I took this gig, which I almost certainly would, I’d be eating dried fruits and meats for the duration of the journey. Or whatever else we could pack and carry. It was unlikely there was anything in that realm that was edible. I grimaced at the thought. The gig may not be as challenging as the ones I often did, but it definitely wouldn’t be a pleasant trip.

      The bartender glanced in my direction and I waved him down. “Cool if I take the rest of this upstairs?” I gestured towards the board with the remaining sashimi. He nodded, and I picked the board up, weaving my way through the growing crowd and headed back up the stairs. Jinx stirred slightly when I opened the door to our room.

      Is that dinner I smell?

      “Yes, I can get you more if you want,” I told him and placed the wooden board on the floor.

      Jinx half fell, half slid off the bed and walked over to where I’d placed the food. Between one step and the next, he put his glamour back on and a small black domestic cat crouched down to delicately eat the sushi.

      I’m going to miss this, he said after he’d finished all the salmon pieces and moved on to the tuna.

      “About that,” I started, and Jinx paused his eating, golden eyes wholly focused on me. “Pele arranged a gig for me. It’s escorting a small group to some sacred places in their home realm. It’s a super easy gig and it’ll give me a chance to rest. But one of the stipulations is that no fae are allowed. I can ask if they’ll make an exception for you, but if they don’t, you could stay here and wait for me. Eat all the sushi you want.”

      Who is the gig for, and where is it? He sat back and continued to glare at me. I’d really been hoping the promise of being able to eat sushi for the next month would be enough to distract him. It’d been a long shot, but it’d been worth a try.

      “The Kalari.” Jinx twitched his whiskers mildly in distaste. I huffed in amusement.

      It didn’t matter the species, all fae were snobby assholes when it came to magic. I’d met some Kalari in passing a long time ago, shortly after they came to the human realm. They were empaths.

      While some of them had been quite strong they had no other magic and no interest in playing politics. Which meant neither the daemons or fae had any interest in them. I stretched out across the bed and propped myself up on one elbow. It was better to stake a claim on my half of the bed before Jinx jumped back on it and tried to hog it all again.

      “A few families are joining together to make the trek, and they need an escort. Given the state of their realm, it’s not like there is anything there to harm them, but they don’t want to take any chances.”

      Pele vetted them? Jinx asked, and then went back to eating. Some of the tension eased out of me. “Yes. Her and Kaysea are worried about me. This is Pele’s way of forcing me to take a break.”

      All right. Ask them if I can come along. If they won’t allow it, then I’ll wait for you here. Where are you meeting them?

      “Daemon bar in Cairo. I’ll head there in the morning and ask about you. If they say yes, I’ll send for you. Otherwise, I’ll confirm with you when I’m leaving and then come back here after I drop them off when the gig is complete. It should take a month, maybe a little less if we get lucky and find what they need early on in the trip.”

      Jinx finished eating and raised one paw, licking it carefully before doing the same to the other. I flopped down on the bed, stretching my arms above me as I yawned. A moment later, I felt the dip in the bed as Jinx jumped up and then curled up beside me.

      It will be good for you to get away for a while, Jinx said carefully.

      I squeezed my eyes shut as a heaviness weighed on me. It was easy to push off Pele’s and Kaysea’s concern, but Jinx was different. He’d been my companion since I was born and we’d been through a lot together. He wasn’t the lovey dovey type. He would never say he was worried about me, but I’d heard it in the way he’d carefully chosen those words. He hadn’t put up much of a fight either about me going off on a gig on my own.

      “Yeah,” I said quietly. “I’ll do this, recover a bit, and then we’ll go back on the hunt.”
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      “Nemain?” a daemon with light purple eyes asked as I walked through the gateway the following morning.

      I blinked at the sudden brightness of the room. The daemon tavern in Tokyo had been dimly lit, as if they wanted to give those who entered a reprieve from the flashy lights of the city.

      The Cairo tavern was its stark opposite. A large skylight let in the morning rays of the sun and the walls were painted a light tan, with darker swirls that reminded me of sand dunes. Spices drifted on the air from whatever they were cooking up in the kitchen and my stomach grumbled even though I’d eaten breakfast before leaving. Maybe I’d have time for second breakfast.

      “That’s right,” I said, after getting my bearings and stepping away from the gateway.

      “Pele said to expect you. I am Sura. Right this way, please.” She opened the door and held it open for me.

      I followed her into the rest of the tavern that was mostly empty. Daemons preferred the night and most would be sleeping now. A few tables were occupied, but not by daemons or fae. Instead, sphinxes, dryads, and some hooded figures sat around the bar, quietly conversing. No sign of my clients. They must already be in a meeting room upstairs.

      Sura led me through the tavern, nodding in greeting at the green-eyed daemon behind the bar. The decor and style of daemon taverns varied, but their layout was usually the same. I wasn’t surprised when Sura led me to some stairs towards the back of the bar that lead up to the second floor. This floor was usually for meeting rooms while the third-floor rooms were set up for lodging. The daemons likely had another building or two in the city where more long-term lodgings were available.

      We walked down a wide hallway until Sura slowed and opened a door. “They’re waiting for you inside and can provide you with the full details of the job and answer any of your questions. I shall oversee the meeting as a witness.”

      I nodded my thanks and stepped inside the large square room. A round table sat at its center, easily able to seat twenty individuals. More seating was arranged along the sides of the room. The Kalari occupied all but one of the seats at the table and most of the seats along the walls.

      I scanned the group quickly. I’d only met a handful of Kalari in the past, but there was nothing remarkable about them. They had always looked similar to humans and this group was no different. Most of those gathered had varying shades of brown skin and dark hair, but there were a couple with pale skin and light blond hair. The Kalari had originally settled in this area of the human realm, but over the generations they had spread out more. They seemed to be more comfortable living amongst the humans than with other magical species.

      Whatever they’d been discussing died down as they all turned to stare at me. I’d twisted the ring I wore around my left index finger prior to coming to this meeting to dispel the glamour I usually wore. As far as I knew, the Kalari couldn’t see through glamours so I could have kept it up. But we’d be leaving the human realm for this job so there was no reason for me to keep it on, and despite the insistence of my friends that there was no way for me to feel the glamour when it was activated…I did. It made my skin feel tingly and annoyed me. So I usually switched it off whenever I wasn’t traveling around in the human realm. This meant that the Kalari saw the true me. If they were startled by my golden-brown skin with lighter rosettes and my cat-like bright green eyes they didn’t let it show. I supposed compared to the daemons running around the bar I wasn’t exactly the oddest creature they’d encountered here.

      I approached the table and stood by the empty chair closest to the door. “Greetings, I’m Nemain. It’s my understanding you’re looking for help in searching for some sacred sites in your old realm?”

      An older Kalari rose from her seat and gestured for me to take a seat. Based on the wrinkles that lined her face and the way she held herself, I was guessing she was in her seventies or eighties. The Kalari had a slightly longer lifespan than humans from what I remembered, typically living well past a hundred. I slid into the chair as she spoke.

      “Yes, thank you for coming, Nemain. Pele spoke very highly of you. I am Sekeela.” She eased herself back down into her chair and I caught the worried look of a younger Kalari next to her. Likely her granddaughter based on their similar appearance and the difference in their ages. Both of them had light brown skin and upturned eyes, framed by curly dark brown hair. Sekeela’s eyes were a deep honey brown that, despite her age, still shone brightly.

      “Can you tell me more about what you need? I know the basics about your home realm, but not much, and I’ve never been there.”

      The Kalari sitting closest to me rose and walked over to a side table, where he poured a cup of coffee. He sat the steaming mug down in front of me along with some cream and sugar.

      “Thank you,” I murmured as I wrapped my hands around my salvation. I could give up a lot of things, but coffee would never be one of them.

      “Since falling to the devourers centuries ago, our home realm, Kalarin, has been lost to us. The last person in my family who had been to the realm was my great grandmother.” Sadness crept across her features as she spoke and part of me softened at her words.

      I’d never known the realm of my parents, it had also fallen to devourers and I’d seen that same lost expression on their face when they talked about it.

      “Every few decades the daemons would allow some of us to go back to check on the realm. Most of the time, those who went never came back. But almost a hundred years ago we discovered the volcanoes in our realm were erupting on a massive level. It was too dangerous for us to explore at that time, but we did our best to check on it every decade since. From what we can tell, the entire realm was impacted by the volcanic activity. Nothing survived, including the devourers.” Sekeela smiled grimly. “Unfortunately, even without the devourers, we still can’t return to Kalarin.”

      “Because of the volcanic activity?” I asked, trying to remember what I’d heard about the realm. I’d never sought information about it because unless one were a Kalari, the fate of Kalarin didn’t matter to you.

      Devourers was a catch-all term we used for species that had evolved to eat the magic of others. Nobody knew where they had come from, but the human realm was full of survivors who had lost their home realm to them. The only reason the human realm hadn’t been overrun by devourers was because the fae and daemons protected it, along with their own realms and a few others. But that type of protection was expensive, and realms like Kalarin hadn’t been able to afford it.

      “Yes,” Sekeela said. “The volcanoes stopped erupting decades ago, but up until recently, the air was far too toxic for us to venture into the realm. There are no signs of life, plant or animal. Ashes cover everything, at least from the areas that we’ve been able to get gateways opened in.” Her voice cracked, and she coughed. The young Kalari, who I thought was her granddaughter, retrieved some tea for her before picking up where Sekeela had left off.

      “We believe it’s safe enough now for us to go back, for a limited amount of time,” the young Kalari explained. “It’s not safe enough for us to move back permanently, and truth be told, I’m not sure many of us would choose that even if it was an option. The human realm is the only one I know. Most of us have as much human blood in us as Kalari at this point. But we believe it’s safe enough for us to return for a short time.”

      “To what purpose?” I frowned and took another sip of coffee.

      “What do you know about us?” she asked. “About the Kalari, I mean.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “Not a lot,” I admitted. “It’s general knowledge that you are empaths, but since the Kalari have mostly integrated with the humans, you’ve largely forgotten about by the rest of the magical community.”

      “We were empaths. We aren’t anymore.”

      “You lost the ability?” I cocked my head to the side. There were other species that reproduced with humans. Sometimes their magic changed through the generations, but the humans actually had quite a bit of magic. They just didn’t know how to use it. Most of them, anyway. I’d never heard of any species losing their magic altogether because of the human blood that had entered their lineage. I knew of shifters that were mostly human at this point, but could still shift.

      Sekeela put her tea down and patted the young Kalari woman on the arm. “Our empathic abilities came from two places,” she explained. “From our blood and from the underground water springs that were common throughout our realm. Without that water, our abilities remain dormant.”

      “That’s why some of the Kalari kept trying to go back, even when the realm was crawling with devourers?” I guessed. “They were trying to access the springs?”

      Sekeela nodded. “We don’t know how many of the springs are still accessible. Many of them were likely destroyed or covered by debris from the volcanic eruptions. But we have to try. Despite us losing our abilities most of us have kept in touch over the generations. If we can find those springs and work with the daemons to build a gateway close to them, we can regain what we lost.”

      “Do you have any idea where to start looking?”

      “Yes. Our ancestors created maps of many of the spring locations. We’ve reviewed them and will start in the area that is most likely to prove successful.”

      “All right,” I said slowly. “Did your ancestors say anything about what type of devourers had invaded your home realm?”

      “Not in any great detail,” Sekeela said regretfully. “There were quite a few different kinds. Most seemed lupine in nature. There was a reference to some swallowing Kalari whole from beneath the surface, but we don’t think this is true. Earthquakes were common in our realm and sometimes large sinkholes would form out of nowhere. Most of us agree that this is what happened and that some of those fleeing the devourers were unlucky enough to experience such a fate.”

      “Fun.” I grimaced. “I accept the job and can leave today if that works for you. I have one request.”

      “We will hear your request and honor it if we can.”

      “My companion often comes with me on these jobs. He didn’t come this morning because one of the stipulations of this job was no fae and he is a grimalkin. Would you allow him to come with us?”

      The atmosphere in the room changed immediately, and I knew what the answer would be even before Sekeela spoke. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” she said, her expression stony. “Kalarin was a beautiful realm and my people were well known for their empathic abilities. It may not be the most powerful of magics, but it can be quite useful for healing psychological trauma. There were a lot of gateways to the fae realms throughout Kalarin because the fae, the sidhe especially, liked to visit our realm. When the devourers invaded and my people were forced to flee, the fae promised to keep the gateways open and protect us as we fled. It was a lie. The fae only held the gateways open long enough for any visiting fae to get out, and then they closed them. Leaving my people to die. We will never forgive them for that.”

      “I understand,” I said, and I wasn’t lying. The realm my parents had been from suffered a similar fate. The fae only looked out for themselves. It was a lesson most of us had learned the hard way. “I will let him know. When will you be ready to leave?”

      The tension in the room eased at my acceptance of their decision. Sekeela gave me a grateful smile. “We can leave within the hour.”
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        * * *

      

      I slung my pack over my shoulder as I waited for the Kalari to join me in Sura’s office where the gateway was located. Jinx hadn’t been pleased about the news that he wouldn’t be joining me, but we knew this was a likely outcome.

      Sura was able to provide me with food rations that would last the duration of the trip. The younger Kalari, who I guessed were mostly in their early twenties, would have to carry both their rations and the rations of the older Kalari that couldn’t carry as much. I was a little worried about Sekeela and some of the older individuals. They had selected a region to explore that had once been an expansive plain with some hills, but we had no idea how much of that had changed since the volcano had exploded.

      There was also the concern about the air quality. Even though my healing ability was a bit sluggish these days, it should be able to keep up with healing my lungs as I breathed in the toxic air. Sura had provided some enchanted cloth masks for the group to wear that would help, along with some healing potions. But none of the Kalari in the group had any magic, and even if they did, the Kalari had never had any physical healing abilities.

      I’d have to keep an eye on the group and be ready to get them out of there if the masks and healing potions weren’t enough. I wasn’t sure exactly how I would do that. The Kalari didn’t know about my abilities, as far as they were concerned I was just a feline shapeshifter. If I had to, I could open up a gateway at any time and get us out of there, but I really didn’t want to reveal that ability to them.

      A glimmer of color caught my attention, and I spotted a bin full of bright gems sitting on a shelf. I walked over and looked at the roughly cut gems and thought of an idea. I looked over my shoulder at Sura, who was studying me curiously. “Mind if I grab one of these gems? I usually bring something with me as a good luck charm,” I lied. “I can pay you whatever it’s worth.”

      She shrugged. “They’re just common gems we use for amulets and other trinkets. There’s nothing special about them and they’re not worth anything in their current state. Feel free to take one.”

      “Thanks.” I rifled through the gems until I found an impressive looking red one. I held it up in the sunlight and it refracted the light beautifully. Perfect. I reached into my bag and pulled out a bit of wire and wound it around the gem in a simple, but secure pattern and then tucked it away in a leather pouch attached to my belt. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need it, but it would do in a pinch.

      Sekeela and the other Kalari joined us in the office a few minutes later and waited by the gateway. There were twenty-seven of them in total, mostly family units. I spotted the young Kalari who was indeed Sekeela’s granddaughter in the back of the group chatting with some of the other Kalari who were her age. Sekeela cleared her throat and everyone in the group fell silent.

      Sura bowed her head in thanks and then stepped forward to stand in front of the gate. “I will open this gateway in the designated place in Kalarin at sunrise each day until you return. Even though we do not believe there are any devourers remaining in the realm, it is not safe for me to leave open at all times.” I nodded in acceptance. This was standard protocol whenever I went to realms that were unknown or had previous devourer activity. “When you locate an active spring and decide that’s where you’d like a gateway to be established, send a pulse of magic into this gem and bury it in the earth. Upon your safe return, I will put in a request to activate the gateway.” I plucked the dark blue gem from Sura’s palm and dropped it into my leather pouch with my other gem. I understood what Sura wasn’t saying. If we didn’t return within a reasonable amount of time, the daemons would assume we died somewhere in the realm and they wouldn’t bother building a gateway there. Or come to check on us.

      “Thank you, Sura,” I said. “Everyone ready to go?”

      “We are,” Sekeela replied. Sura smiled and turned to the wooden arch of the gateway. She delicately traced some glyphs into a wide section of the polished wood and the air within the arch rippled. My magic itched under my skin at the feeling of a gateway opening and I pushed it down, keeping my expression blank and calm. A few seconds later, the gateway fully opened, revealing a desolate landscape in front of us.

      I wrapped the cloth mask around my face, tying it snuggly behind my head, and stepped through. Thick layers of ash cushioned my steps and bits of it rose into the air with each step. I took a dozen steps away from the gateway and looked around, grimacing as I waved everyone through.

      Sekeela was last and paused by my side. “I had tried to prepare myself for this, but…” She trailed off and I understood what she meant. It was morning, but the sun was completely blocked out, leaving us in a dimly lit realm surrounded by nothing but ashes. There was no life here. The sky and ground were both a desolate grey and there were no other hints of color that I could see. At least in this area the land was completely flat as if a giant had used their hand to sweep everything away. I’d been to realms that had experienced mass extinctions and there were at least large skeletons or the remains of trees left behind. Some proof that life had once been there. But here there was nothing but ash and emptiness. I imagined what Jinx would say if he saw this. Probably something along the lines of, lovely place. The ashes would have driven him insane. He hated anything that clung to his fur.

      “Good luck,” Sura called from the gateway. The contrast between the lovely daemon with her vibrant purple eyes and deep red skin standing in her sunlight office, surrounded by the dead realm, seemed cruel. I waved my goodbye, and the gateway closed. The Kalari gathered around me expectantly. I was impressed they weren’t letting the bleakness of the environment dim their hopes.

      “Let’s head north,” I told them. “We’ll travel for a bit and get an idea of what the terrain is like and then likely camp in the late afternoon while we plot out tomorrow’s path.” I started us out at a steady pace. With each mile in the barren landscape, I hoped Sura’s wish of good luck would be granted. We would definitely need it.
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      “We can rest here for the night,” I announced several hours later. We’d made steady progress all afternoon towards our first potential spring location. I’d mostly left the Kalari to talk amongst themselves as I scouted the area around us, always making sure to keep them in my sights in case they veered off course. Or something dangerous came their way. But this realm appeared to be truly and completely dead.

      The Kalari gathered around me. “It’s up to you if you want to set up your tents tonight. There’s nothing around to burn so we’ll have to make do without a fire. But the temperature has remained consistent all day, I don’t think it will get that cold at night.” Sekeela nodded in thanks and the group started getting settled for the night.

      Bedrolls were laid out before they all sat down and shared their food with each other. I did a quick perimeter check before returning to set up my own bedroll. I would have preferred to sleep in my feline form, but the cloth I had tied around my face wouldn’t work in that form. I had taken it off for a little while when we’d first arrived just to see how bad it was and quickly put it back on. It felt like breathing in smoke and gravel. Even with the mask on the air tasted foul. So I wouldn’t be shifting unless I had a damn good reason to.

      A young Kalari girl offered me some dried fruit, but I waved her off, instead chewing on a piece of jerky while I contemplated our trip. Sekeela and the older Kalari had done well today and I was significantly less worried about them being able to keep up with our long travel days. That might change if the terrain got rougher, but we might get lucky and find a spring in this area which as far as I could tell was flat in every direction.

      Gradually, the chatter among the Kalari died off as they fell asleep. I listened to their steady, deep breathing under the starless sky as I dozed on and off. If I was lucky I’d have a dreamless sleep, but I knew the chances of that were slim. Sleeping meant dreaming, and dreaming meant nightmares. Eventually sleep pulled me under and soon I was running through a dark forest, my heart pounding in my chest as fear raced through me. Slowly I was able to pull myself out of the dream just enough to realize something wasn’t right. As if feeling my awareness, the rainforest faded away and I found myself seated at a table in a brightly lit room with no doors.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I took in my change of scenery. There were only two dreamwalkers in my life and my brother would never have done something like this. He knew that I hated dreamwalking and only approached me this way if he had no other options, and even then, he was much politer about it.

      “Sebastian.” I spat out the name as he came into view and took a seat across from me. His blond hair was tied back neatly at the nape of his neck and his light blue eyes were alight with amusement.

      “Hello, my love. Your mind is distant tonight, I take it you’re off on an adventure in a different realm?” I clenched my jaw at his casual words and the corners of his lips tilted up. “Still angry at me I see. That’s a shame, I only want you to be happy.”

      “Bullshit!” I hissed as my nails dug into the table. “I don’t know what the fuck you want with me, but you don’t give a shit about my happiness. If you did, you would have left me the hell alone!”

      “You would be happier with me.” He casually shrugged one shoulder. “That mermaid was only a temporary distraction. I grew tired of waiting for you to see that so I thought I’d hurry things along.”

      I lunged across the table, but my fingers closed around nothing but air. Sebastian smirked at me from where he now stood, several feet behind the table. As a dreamwalker, Sebastian had complete control over this dream. I couldn’t hurt him here and I knew that. But that had never stopped me from trying.

      “Why don’t we have this chat in the human realm?” I asked, not even bothering to make my voice sound pleasant. “I’ve been looking for you, but you haven’t been taking my calls.”

      He laughed. “You left quite the mess in Tokyo. And London before that. Something tells me you don’t want to chat so much as try and rip my head from my body. I think meeting like this is a more productive use of our time.” He gestured around the room before studying my face. “You look tired Nemain, are you not sleeping well?”

      “Maybe if you stayed the hell out of my dreams I would sleep better.”

      “We both know you wouldn’t.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “I was hoping your anger would fade over the decades, but I should have known better.” Sebastian shook his head regretfully. “You still haven’t gotten over the death of your parents and it’s been centuries. Your ability to hold onto rage and grief is as impressive as it is tedious.”

      “What do you want, Sebastian?” I couldn’t hurt him in this dream and staying here was just making me angry. My control over my magic was already strained and this wouldn’t help. If I’d been in a better state of mind I might have been able to get him to slip up and give me some clues as to where he was, but I was exhausted. Besides I was good at a lot of things, but being clever in conversation was never one of them, definitely not against Sebastian.

      He paused, a thoughtful expression on his face. “It’s been a while since we spoke, I wanted to check in on you and see how you were doing. Your birthday is coming up and I haven’t decided what to do for it yet. I think it should be special this year.”

      I went still at his words. Ever since Myrna’s death, Sebastian had left a gift for me every year on my birthday. Usually a bloody heart. Sometimes I knew who it was from, sometimes I didn’t. Occasionally, he’d drape jewelry or other gifts over it. If I wasn’t in the human realm for my birthday he would leave it somewhere in the human realm where I would find it. Or he’d leave it at the home of someone I knew, as a casual reminder that he knew me well. And he knew who I loved.

      It was one of the many reasons I spent most of my time in the human realm. I wanted to find him. I needed to find him. But even if I wanted to walk away from this and leave it all behind me, Sebastian wouldn’t. He’d find those I cared about one way or another and use them to draw me out. So I stayed in the human realm as much as I could, only taking the occasional job outside of it.

      “Yes, I think this is the year for us to step things up a bit,” he murmured, his eyes darkening.

      Something about his tone made a shiver run down my spine. In a physical fight, Sebastian was no match for me. But he was devious and patient. I needed to figure out whatever he was plotting so I could stay out of his trap. My mind raced, trying to think of things to ask him that would clue me in on what he was thinking.

      His features smoothed out and he gave me a charming smile. “Do be careful on whatever job you’re on. You and I aren’t done yet.”

      He snapped his fingers and I jolted awake on my bedroll. All of the Kalari still slept soundly around me. I drew in several ragged breaths before forcing myself to calm down. Sebastian wasn’t in this realm and I wouldn’t be back in the human realm for several more weeks. There was nothing for me to do, but let my body and magic heal. Something told me I would need to be at my best for my birthday this year. Sebastian was plotting something new.
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      We trekked across the ash-covered landscape for two weeks, checking all the possible spring locations that had been fairly close to where the daemons had originally opened the gateway. None of the locations marked on the map had worked out. I had suspected as much when we reached the first location and we found nothing there that looked even close to what had been described. Even though this region wasn’t directly in the path of the volcanic activity, it had clearly been altered drastically since the Kalari had left the realm.

      A long time ago, this region had been valleys nestled in-between rolling hills. The valleys still existed, although they were now covered in thick layers of ashes instead of grassy plains, but the hills were no longer hills. They were mountains. We had checked what we could in the flat lands, the next location would require us to travel over the mountain.

      Sebastian hadn’t visited me in my dreams again. I’d been trying and failing not to obsess over what he could possibly be plotting for my birthday this year. Whatever it was, there was nothing I could do about it currently. These past couple weeks had been good for me, I was already feeling considerably stronger than I did at the start of our trip. Whatever Sebastian was planning, at least I would physically be in better shape. I still needed to find a way to release my magic for a bit, just to take the pressure off. But an opportunity hadn’t presented itself yet.

      We’d started the hike up the mountain this morning, but soon we’d need to make camp before it got too steep to do so. Sekeela never once complained or asked to slow down the pace. I still kept it fairly slow and took breaks fairly often under the pretense of making sure we were heading in the right direction in this harsh landscape.

      The Kalari were an interesting group. Mostly, they acted human, which made sense given how much they had integrated with the humans over the generations. But there was still something wholly unique about them. Even though they claimed not to have a lick of magic left in their blood, they still reminded me of the empaths I’d been around.

      Over the weeks, I found myself talking to Sekeela and many of the others about all kinds of things. It was odd to converse about mundane topics with people who were practically strangers to me. But I found I didn’t mind it.

      “I think that area over there will do well for camp.” I pointed to where some large boulders had fallen on top of each other to create a nice, sheltered area.

      The group followed me over to the boulders and I walked in between the two of them to see how much space we had to work with. Seeing there was plenty of room for everyone, I let them all lay out their bedrolls, and then I stretched mine out at the top of the entrance.

      Sekeela laid out her bedroll next to mine and carefully sat down. Aki was chatting with the group of younger Kalari while setting up her own bedroll, but she had snuck glances at her grandmother to make sure she was all right.

      “She’s very attentive.” I observed.

      A wide smile spread across Sekeela’s lips. “She’s a mother hen.”

      I snorted, a small smile playing across my lips.

      “She’s always been that way,” Sekeela continued. “When she was barely two years old, she’d make sure that all the other kids had their snacks before she did. She had a cat with long fur that she would very carefully brush every night. It had to be the most patient cat in the world to put up with her constant fussing.”

      Jinx would never let me brush him. He claimed I did it wrong and messed up his fur. I had once tried to tie a bow around his neck when I was a kid, and he had acted like I tried to strangle him. I’d sobbed, and he’d eventually relented and let me do it.

      
      Just the one time, he had said. After fixing the bow around his neck, I’d shifted into my feline form and made my brother tie a matching bow around my neck. Jinx and I had pranced around the house all day while my parents just watched us with amused expressions.

      The smile on my lips died.

      “Something the matter?” Sekeela asked, sensing the change in my mood.

      I shook my head and dug out my dried meat and water from my bag. “It’s nothing. Just thinking of my parents.” I snuck a piece of meat under my mask and chewed slowly.

      “I take it they are no longer with us?” she asked softly.

      I shook my head slowly, and she looked at me with kind eyes. I looked away quickly and took a drink of water.

      “Aki’s father was my son. He and her mother both died in a car accident when she was six years old. She was devastated by their loss, as any child would be.”

      My throat tightened, and I wrapped up my remaining food, tucking it back into my back.

      “I know talking about such things can be hard,” Sekeela said gently. “And I don’t mean to pry. It just seems like you’re in pain, and sometimes talking to someone other than friends and family can be easier. But I won’t push.” She held her hands up like I was a terrified animal and went about getting her own food.

      “Thank you,” I said, my voice rough. “I’m going to check on the others.” I stood up quickly and walked around the small space.

      The Kalari had adjusted to the harsh situation much better than I thought. They were clearly tired, but their overall
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