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      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 Irish version (yes I’m specifically choosing to say Irish and not UK because I don’t want my family to smother me in my sleep).

      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.

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

      
        	References to emotional child abuse/neglect

        	Drinking alcohol as a coping mechanism

        	Depression related to grief related trauma

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

      

    

  


  
    
      To Abbott, Chrissy, and Lindsay. My three ride or die besties. Thanks for putting up with my antisocial grumpy ass.
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      My back slammed into the mat for what felt like the hundredth time. Rather than get up, I just lay there panting. It seemed like the smarter move.

      “Nice technique you got there.”

      “Shut it, vampire,” I growled.

      As usual, Mikhail did no such thing. “There are two vampires in this room,” he smoothly stated. “And I’m not even the one who’s been kicking your shifter ass for the past thirty minutes. Why does he get to be called by his name but I just get ‘vampire’?”

      “Because I like him more than you. Obviously.” I winced as I pushed off the ground and leaned on my elbows. That last kick had probably fractured my ribs. My shifter healing was already fixing the damage, but it still hurt to breathe. A second later, a hand appeared in front of me, and I grabbed it, allowing Magos to pull me to my feet.

      “All good?” Magos asked, not appearing the least bit remorseful about delivering that bone-shattering kick.

      I scowled up at him. At just under six feet, I was tall, but Magos still had several inches on me. Tall and broad shouldered, Magos looked every inch the warrior he was.

      “I’m fine,” I grumbled and rubbed my side. “Wasn’t expecting that last kick.”

      “Obviously,” Mikhail chimed in, echoing my tone from earlier.

      “It’s not like you fared that much better,” I snapped.

      Before kicking my ass, Magos had sparred with his nephew. Magos didn’t believe in holding back in fighting practice. Which was why Mikhail was laid up on our couch healing from his sparring session, giving him the perfect view to provide commentary on my sparring session. If I’d had a knife on me, I would have thrown it at him, but Magos had instituted a rule months ago that all weapons had to be put away when we entered the apartment. Apparently, Mikhail and I constantly trying to stab each other wore on Magos’s nerves.

      The three of us were still figuring out our dynamic. Even though Mikhail had retired from the vampire Council, it was still hard not to think of him as their notorious assassin. Magos enjoyed having his nephew around, even if their relationship was a bit strained. That was mostly why I tolerated Mikhail staying with us. He was the only family Magos had left, and I didn’t want to take that away from him.

      Even if Mikhail had the audacity to declare he should move into the empty apartment on the second floor. I’d flat out laughed in his face when he’d made his little declaration. In truth, I had been thinking about offering that to him, but because he got pushy about it, I changed my mind. We’d been bickering about it ever since, but I was holding fast in my refusal. So Mikhail remained on our couch and I had to listen to him heckle me while I got my ass kicked by Magos.

      I stretched to test how my ribs were doing. Still sore, but another few minutes and they’d be good as new.

      “We should leave soon,” Magos said.

      We were planning on taking the vampire kids out around the town. Mikhail had never confirmed their whereabouts to the Council before he split ties with them, but just to be safe, we made sure one of us was always with them when they left the apartment. It had taken some time for the vampire kids to get comfortable around Mikhail; they’d grown up hearing stories of the infamous vampire assassin, so he had set them on edge at first. But they had gradually accepted him over the past few months. Mikhail grunted in agreement and swung his feet off the couch. A grimace of pain spread across his face, and I smirked. Before I could ask him how those ribs of his were doing, our front door flew open and Pele strolled in.

      “Vampires. Out,” she announced and dropped the black duffel bag in the living room.

      Magos and Mikhail stiffened slightly and looked at the daemon warily.

      “Pele, remember how we talked about you being slightly nicer to my vampire roommates? Well, Magos anyway,” I reminded her.

      “I remember you whining to me about it. But I never agreed to anything.”

      I huffed a laugh. Given that Pele owned this building and was allowing the vampire kids to live on the first floor and two other vampires to live on this floor, we should probably all be happy with that. I was pretty sure she was warming up to Magos, but she wasn’t a fan of Mikhail.

      “What brings your beautiful self to our apartment this evening?” I asked.

      Pele’s bright turquoise eyes focused on me, and a wicked smile spread across her face. “Jinx mentioned that while your panic attacks have gotten better, you still have issues with being bound. The warlocks almost captured you last time because of it.” She flicked a hand at the bag and ropes sprang out of it, looping themselves over the steel beams that ran across the ceiling. “You’ve been sulking these past few months since your werewolf boyfriend ran off. I’m tired of it. So I thought we’d play some games and see if we can help prevent you from immediately panicking while bound.” Pele sauntered over to me. The tailored dark blue suit played perfectly with her bright red skin and showcased all her curves. She stood in front of me and ran one of her sharp nails down my neck. “I figured it would help with the whole sulking thing, too.”

      I shivered as her nail went back up my neck. “Right,” I breathed. “Magos? Are you . . . umm . . . good with taking the vamp kids out?”

      Magos looked at me, amusement flickering in his copper-colored eyes. “Yes. I think we can manage.”

      I glanced at Mikhail and jerked my head towards the door. He rolled his eyes and followed his uncle.

      We’ll join the vampires, a voice grumbled in my head. Magos and Mikhail paused by the front door. A moment later, two cats trotted out from the hallway that led to the bedrooms, one black and one silver. Jinx and Luna.

      Jinx glared at me as he walked by. Magos opened the door for him and followed him out. Mikhail waited for Luna. The silver grimalkin paused and looked up at me. I met her lilac eyes and gave her a soft smile. Will you be okay? I pushed the thought to her.

      Yes. Thank you, a soft voice said in my head. When Jinx had found Luna in the woods of a fae realm years ago, she’d been seriously injured. He’d managed to get her to some fae who healed her body, but her magic had been completely depleted. When I first met her, she hadn’t been able to speak telepathically. The past few months, her magic had started to come back and so had her voice. Unlike Jinx, she was pleasant to talk to, so I enjoyed our conversations. She still had no memory of what had happened to her before ending up in those woods with a nearly fatal wound.

      Mikhail knelt slightly and held his arm out. Luna trotted over to him and smoothly leapt up his arm and settled on his shoulders. To everyone’s surprise, they’d become quite close over the past few months. It was probably the only reason Jinx tolerated Mikhail. Jinx would do anything to make Luna happy and feel safe.

      Mikhail walked towards the door and called over his shoulder, “Don’t break any of the furniture.” He hastily closed the door behind him.

      The ropes moved slowly and wrapped themselves around my wrists, tugging my arms up. Panic immediately seized me, but the ropes loosened until they were gently supporting me rather than binding me. The panic was still there, but it had eased a bit. Pele was one of the few beings I trusted completely. She ran her fingers through my long ash blond hair, undoing it from the braid I usually kept it in, and leaned in to whisper in my ear, “Now then, what games shall we play first?”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I lay stretched across my bed. I lifted myself up slightly and reached out to trace a pattern across Pele’s sweat-soaked skin. She’d been right. I had needed this. While I was far from being free of having panic attacks while bound, a significant weight had been lifted off me. Pele had always been able to do that for me just as I could for her. We’d had no interest in turning this into anything serious. Kaysea had learned that humans referred to this situation as “friends with benefits” and found the term hilarious. But it summed up my relationship with Pele accurately enough.

      “How are you doing? Really?” Pele asked.

      I started to lie and say I was doing fine but stopped myself. This was Pele, she would understand. “I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop,” I admitted. “The warlocks have backed off for now, but they know my secret. I just want to be done with all of it and live my life in peace without worrying about the fae and daemons finding out about my magic and killing me. Or figuring out a way to use me. I’m not sure what I fear more.”

      I looked at the drawing on my dresser of the fae tree in the woods nearby. Andrei had given it to me shortly before he left town. “I’ve never had a normal life, Pele. First it was my parents dying, then it was meeting Sebastian and hunting witches and warlocks, and then . . . everything else.” Thinking about Myrna still hurt; killing Sebastian had helped with that pain, but it still lingered. “I just want to be free from everything and have a chance to figure out who I can be without all of my baggage.”

      “And play house with a nice werewolf, perhaps?” Pele turned her head and arched an eyebrow at me.

      “Maybe.” I flicked her nose in reproach. “I’d like to be able to try.”

      She slapped my hand away. “You seem to have a better handle on your magic. Kaysea’s suggestion helped, I take it?”

      “Yes.” I raised my hand, and blue flames danced across my fingers. “Apparently keeping a stranglehold on it like I’d been doing my entire life is what made it so difficult to control. After that fight in the woods with the warlocks, I never put the chains back on it. It’s calmer now. Kaysea says it’s similar to fae magic in that it’s almost sentient.” I let the flames fade away, and my magic hummed across my skin as if pleased with my assessment.

      I went back to tracing patterns on her skin, and we lay there for a few more minutes in silence until Pele shifted onto her side, propped up on her elbow. Her sharp eyes focused on me, and I knew without a doubt that she was plotting. And that I wouldn’t like it.

      “Out with it,” I said, bracing myself for whatever bomb she was about to drop on me.

      “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      “Seriously?” I flopped back down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. “It must be one hell of a favor if you felt you had to sleep with me first.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I slept with you first because I wanted to get laid and I figured you would be irrational after this conversation,” she explained calmly, her lips tilted up in a slight smile.

      I glared at her. “What, pray tell, is this favor?”

      “About a year ago, a fae child stumbled into a small mountain village in Tír na mBeo.” The mention of the realm where the fae capital was located immediately set me on alert. “He was young and badly injured. No one recognized him, and he either wouldn’t or couldn’t answer any questions about where he had come from and who he was. The only thing the villagers knew was that the child was sidhe and that he already possessed great power. Far more than any young child should have. He understood and spoke the language of the fae but in an old dialect, and he didn’t have a translation mark.”

      “Odd.” My brows rose. “Those are typically given in the first year of life. Even in the most remote villages I’ve been to across the fae realms, I’ve never encountered anyone who didn’t have a translation mark.”

      Translation marks were practically a universal staple across all the realms. Originally designed by the daemons, the fae had created their own version, but they both worked effectively the same way. The mark was applied behind the ear with a magic branding device. It didn’t hurt but left a permanent mark behind the ear which would warm slightly when in use. The design of the mark changed periodically. The current one for the daemons was a fish they called the “babel fish”. The fae one had been the same for the past few hundred years, a mockingbird. The mark allowed someone to understand any spoken language, but some nuances were lost in translation, which is why most of us spoke at least two or three languages along with some different dialects. Given how many languages were spoken across the realms, it was a basic necessity and probably the most commonly used magic spell in existence.

      “He didn’t have one,” Pele continued. “They gave him one so he could better understand them. Those who choose to live in the mountains like their privacy. The child was odd but didn’t cause any harm and no one came asking about him, so they let him stay in the village and hoped that as he grew to trust them more, he could tell him where he came from.”

      Pele paused as she rolled out of bed and swiped one of my T-shirts off the ground. She pulled it on and proceeded to pace in front of the large window that overlooked the rocky coastline. When leading meetings or negotiations, Pele always presented a calm and collected appearance. But when she was with her friends and family, Pele was a pacer. If she couldn’t pace, she would fidget nonstop. I’d gotten her a bag full of exquisite and well-crafted fidget spinners for her birthday years ago.

      I remained on the bed but sat up and rested against the headboard. “I’ve been to fae villages like that. They definitely like to be left alone.” I pondered the information a bit more and slowly said, “Still . . . I would have expected them to at least report the child’s appearance to the nearest city.”

      “Mirrors don’t work in that mountain range once you get above a certain elevation. There are a few fae mountain ranges where that happens. No one knows why exactly.” Pele shrugged. “One of my cousins is obsessed with studying it and trying to figure out what causes the interference. Most magic works fine in the region, but apparently mirrors don’t. That only adds to the appeal for the fae who choose to live there.”

      “Can’t blame them,” I said with a huff. “There have been times in my life where I’ve shed my human skin and lived in my feline form for years. Solitude is nice sometimes.”

      “These villages are remote and communication is limited, but they do get regular deliveries of supplies. Two months ago, a supply train arrived in the village and found it decimated.”

      I looked sharply at Pele. Words failed me. The fae would fight amongst themselves, but no one else messed with them, and I couldn’t think of any reason internal fae politics would have resulted in a random mountain village being destroyed. Even more surprising was that they’d kept this quiet enough to stop any rumors from spreading.

      “They killed almost everyone in the village,” Pele continued, her tone even. “The only reason some children survived is because some of the adults quickly realized they were outmatched and sacrificed themselves to create one hell of a ward around the basement where the children were hiding.” Pele paused her pacing and looked at me, her words soft and serious as she spoke. “The beings that attacked the village . . . they were devourers, Nemain.”

      “Impossible,” I breathed.

      Devourers were the bogeyman across all the realms. They appeared seemingly out of nowhere thousands of years ago and poured into multiple realms as gateways opened at random, linking our realms to theirs. That event and the others that followed were known as Cataclysms. The devourers were composed of many species, but they all had three things in common: They were always a predator species, they were immune to any form of magical attack, and they consumed magic. Hence their name. As far as I knew, no devourer had set foot in a fae realm for at least a thousand years.

      “What type of devourers were they?” I asked.

      “We don’t know,” Pele growled in frustration and resumed her pacing.

      “What do you mean? No one recognized the species?” I asked in confusion. “Describe them. I might know what kind they are.”

      “The devourers were gone by the time the supply wagon got there. No one who is still alive saw them. We only know they were devourers because of the bodies left behind. All drained of magic.” Pele stopped pacing and looked at me before pacing again. She paused after a few steps, clearly unsure how to proceed. Unease ran through me. Pele was never this rattled.

      “What else? Might as well keep this fun train moving along,” I said lightly.

      “We’re pretty sure the devourers were fae-like. Or at least able to take that shape.”

      Every part of me stilled. “How? How do you know that?”

      “There were tracks leading out of the village. They walked on two feet. And they wore shoes. The children never saw them because there were no windows in the basement they were hiding in, but they heard them talking. Arguing about something. The language they spoke was fae.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Pele nodded. “Translation marks react differently when it's the same language but a different dialect. It was an older dialect of fae but definitely fae.”

      “Like the boy,” I murmured as I thought through the implications. “Did they find the child?”

      “We’re not sure. He wasn’t with the other children in the basement, and they did not find his body anywhere else. Based on the argument the devourers were having when the children overheard them, it seems like they didn’t find him, at least at the time of the attack. It’s been over two months since the village was destroyed, and there have been no further sightings of the devourers.

      “All travel out of that fae realm has been severely restricted. We don’t know how the devourers got into that realm, but the most likely way is that they used an existing gateway. Assuming that is how they entered, it stands to reason that’s how they planned to leave.”

      “Devourers don’t plan. At least nothing like this. Many of them are skilled hunters and they’ll plan attacks and ambushes, but this is well beyond that. They don’t plan how to travel between realms while posing as fae. And none of them speak.”

      “We both know that’s not exactly true.”

      My eyes locked onto Pele’s as her words hit me. “I’m not one of them,” I growled.

      “I’m not saying you are. But you do have devourer magic,” Pele pushed. “Maybe whatever these things are is something similar to what you are.”

      I rolled off the bed and grabbed my robe off the back of the bedroom door and stalked out into the living room. I pulled the silk robe on and lashed the belt across my waist as I stood in front of the windows and watched the waves crash ashore.

      Pele came to stand beside me but said nothing. I’d hidden my magic from almost everyone my entire life, including Pele. But I’d told her everything recently. About my ability to tear open gateways in any realm despite that fancy spell crafted by the fae and daemons to protect their realms against Cataclysms. And I told her about my devourer magic that manifested as pale blue flames and allowed me to consume the magic of others. At first, Pele had been both shocked and scared. Not of me, but for me and what would happen if my secrets were to get out. Devourers were killed on sight by the daemons and fae.

      I glanced at Pele. “Any ideas why they were after the child? This all seems odd. A powerful sidhe child appearing out of nowhere and then being attacked by a band of fae-like devourers that no one has ever encountered before? I feel bad for the kid and I’m pretty curious about these devourers, but should I get involved in this? The sidhe must be crawling all over this. I’ll have run-ins with them, and every time I encounter them is just another chance they’ll figure out what I am.”

      “I told you I needed a favor,” Pele murmured.

      I snorted. “This is a bit more than a favor.”

      “The sidhe are hiding something. My father’s always suspected the fae knew more about the devourers than they’ve ever let on. Honestly, I always thought he was just paranoid. But I’ve uncovered some odd things over the years, and a lot of shit has been going on in the fae realms recently. Something big is coming. And I think this child might be at the center of all of it.”

      Pele reached out and gripped my shoulder. “You need to find the child, Nemain. And you need to hide him from the fae when you do.”

      “Are you insane?” I stared at her in disbelief. “That is a death sentence. I thought we were trying to figure out how to keep me alive. Not get me killed faster!”

      “Hear me out.” Pele held her hands up in a calming motion. “You just need to keep him safe until we figure out exactly what is going on. If the devourers made it into the fae realm through one of the existing gateways, they likely had help from a fae. There might be some shift taking place in fae politics right now that we don’t know about. If we deliver the child to the wrong party, we’d be helping them do whatever the hell it is they’re trying to do. I need time to figure this out. And in the meantime, I need someone I can trust who is good at finding lost things to locate the damn kid. Once we figure out what’s going on, we can barter for your freedom with the fae and daemons. If we can tell them about your magic and get them to agree to never come after you, the warlocks will no longer have this hold over you. This could be your chance at having a truly free life.”

      Tentative hope rose within me as I rubbed my forehead. Jinx and Magos would not like this. Although it would be kind of funny to watch their expressions as I explained all this to them. Their heads might literally explode. “Is one of the Queens making a play against the other?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so.” Pele pursed her lips, and her eyes grew somewhat distant, as they always did when she was thinking through possibilities. “They rarely agree and occasionally take swipes at each other, but they are sisters and love each other. That’s not to say they’re not involved, though. This could be a coup against the both of them.”

      “Great,” I said dryly.

      “Figure out who is coming with you and bring them to my office, and I’ll give you the rest of the information, plus any leads I have. Make sure someone stays behind to watch the vampire brats. I don’t want them left alone here.”

      I rolled my eyes, and Pele swatted my arm. “Oww,” I said and rubbed the spot she’d hit. Blood welled over a few scratches from her claws. They’d heal in seconds, but still. “When are we leaving?”

      “Tomorrow. You leave tomorrow.”
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      I looked around the living room, making sure I had cleaned up everything after my play time with Pele. Wouldn’t want to scandalize poor Magos. If Pele hadn’t asked me for that damn favor, I probably would have done so just to provide some entertainment. But now all I could think about was what Pele had asked of me and how I would explain it to Magos. Specifically, the part where he couldn’t come with me.

      Unlike Mikhail, Magos didn’t exactly get along with sunlight. It wouldn’t kill him right away, but it was incredibly painful for him to be in it and it would weaken him greatly as his magic tried to heal the constantly burning skin. Besides, someone had to stay behind to monitor the vamp kids.

      I sighed and glanced at the clock. Just past midnight. It could be hours before Magos and Mikhail returned. Mikhail would come with me, whether I wanted him to or not. Jinx would come as well. I didn’t know about Luna. Her magic was coming back, but it was still unpredictable, and she still couldn’t remember her past. For all we knew, she had pissed off someone powerful in the fae realms and would be in danger there. I was reasonably sure we could convince her to stay and help watch over the kids. So far that left me traveling with a grumpy grimalkin and an annoying vampire. Ugh.

      “Who else could I bring?” I wondered aloud as I absently tapped my fingers on the granite countertop of the kitchen island. We would need to move fast and be able to defend ourselves if the devourers found us. Or if we had a run-in with any fae who might have a bone to pick with me for any number of reasons. When you’ve been around for a few centuries, you gather some enemies along the way. I certainly did at any rate.

      A thought came to me, and I walked over to the large mirror that hung in the living room next to the hallway. One large body length pane of glass made up the center of the mirror with another piece on top and two narrow pieces running down the sides. Thick wood carved with glyphs framed all of it. The glass piece on the right side had several glyphs running down it, each a dull blue. I tapped the third one down, and it glowed brightly. The piece of glass in the center darkened slightly as it became cloudy. I waited for a few minutes. He probably wasn’t home. If he was, he’d either be in his shop downstairs or in his office, and it would take him a few minutes to answer.

      I was about to reach out and tap the glyph once more to cut the connection, when the mirror cleared and revealed Eddie.

      Swiping his long, dark blond hair out of his face, Eddie grinned at me. “Hey, bestie. What’s up?”

      “Bestie?” I grinned back at him. “That’s a new one.”

      Eddie’s odd amber eyes looked over my shoulder as he surveyed the room behind me. “Eh. I was hoping Mikhail was there. Seemed like the kind of thing that would annoy him.”

      “Probably.” I snickered. “You busy? I got something to ask you, and it’d be better if I explained in person.”

      He refocused on me with a curious look. “Just finished up a sale and don’t have anything else planned. Come on by.”

      “Be there in ten minutes,” I said and tapped the glyph.

      Eddie faded away, and the mirror returned to its normal state. After strapping my favorite short swords onto my back and loading up with a few other weapons, I scribbled a note to let Magos know where’d I’d gone and left it on the counter.

      Eight minutes later, I parked my Yamaha on the street outside Eddie’s shop. Eddie had keyed the ward to me months ago, so I could pass through easily, and he’d left the door unlocked, as usual. I passed by the small kitchen and the living room, heading down the hallway. Ignoring the door on the left that led to his bedroom, I went through the doorway on the right into the office. That was where I always found Eddie.

      I carefully stepped around the piles of books and papers stacked haphazardly on the floor. “Still trying to find something from your realm?” I paused by the desk and peered around him to see what he was studying. It looked like a ledger of some sort. I didn’t recognize the language and couldn’t read any of it.

      Leaning back in his chair, Eddie rubbed his face. “Yeah. Pretty sure it’s another dead end.”

      “Sorry,” I said quietly and tried very hard not to glance at the painting that hung behind his desk.

      Of the woman with fiery red hair and bright emerald green eyes. Eddie had helped me when the warlocks had been in town trying to capture me. During that time, he’d learned about my ability to open gateways to any realm and had sworn a blood oath to never tell another soul in exchange for one thing—opening a gateway to his home realm so he could rescue his love. Under normal circumstances, I’d be able to open a gateway there even though I’d never been there before by using his connection to it.

      But Eddie had been exiled, and whatever spell they had cast to exile him had cut off his connection to his home realm. Without some connection to it, I had no way to open a gateway there. Usually it wasn’t that hard to find something from a realm, but whatever realm Eddie was from was locked down tight and he was having a hard time finding something from there. Since he hadn’t told me anything about where he was from, I couldn’t help him in his search.

      If he didn’t find something soon, I was pretty sure I was going to die of curiosity.

      I had no idea what Eddie was. No one did. He’d shown up in town a few months before me and opened up a shop of rare books and artifacts. He’d built up enough of a reputation that Pele vouched for him as someone who could find your ingredients and other spell casting supplies on short notice, which is how we’d met and eventually become friends. But even after hanging out with Eddie these past few months, I still knew little about him. Emerald Bay was a small town, and I wasn’t the only one curious about him. New theories and rumors were swirling around constantly.

      “Have you heard the latest rumor about yourself?”

      Eddie cocked his head and looked at me with a crooked grin. “I think I’d make a fantastic half-daemon prince.”

      “The daemons have no princes,” I said wryly.

      “I know.” Eddie laughed. “I’m pretty sure it was a bunch of young daemons who started the rumor.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me.” I straightened a pile of papers on his desk that was close to joining another less fortunate stack on the floor. “So . . . not a half-daemon then?” I asked casually.

      Eddie snorted.

      “Oh, come on! Give me something,” I complained. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to hang out with you when you smell so freaky?”

      He quirked an eyebrow at me. “What do you mean?”

      “You smell of fire and ash.”

      “I burn a lot of incense in the shop. It clings to the skin,” he said smoothly.

      “I don’t speak of your body. Your soul. Your soul burns.” I looked at him.

      Eddie went still, and something swirled in his eyes for a moment and then was gone. “You can read souls?”

      “Family gift from my mother’s side. I only got a drop of her power. She could tell everything about a person. What they were. If they were good or bad or somewhere in between. Their deepest and darkest secrets were always laid bare to her. It was one of the reasons we always lived far away from others. She didn’t like most people. Unlike her, I only get a taste.”

      Eddie said nothing and remained utterly still. Most of the time, Eddie looked harmless. He liked to crack jokes. His hair was shaved on the sides, and he wore black jeans and punk band T-shirts. But sometimes I saw a glimpse of what was underneath. Whatever the hell Eddie was, he was a predator, and he packed some weird powerful magic. In all my years and all my travels, I had never come across anything like him. I looked at the woman in the painting. “Does her soul smell of fire and ash, too?”

      “Yes,” he breathed and then stood up and left the office.

      I watched him go and turned back to the painting, studying the woman’s features once more. “I’ll help him find you again,” I promised her and left the office.

      Eddie was slumped at the kitchen table, a bottle of cheap whiskey in front of him. I thunked down in the chair beside him, turning so I could sit comfortably with the swords still on my back.

      “Good,” I said and grabbed the bottle of whiskey. “We’re going to need this as I tell you about my upcoming adventure.”

      The whiskey burned my throat as I slammed a shot back after filling in Eddie on what Pele had told me. His face had grown more serious the longer I spoke, and he was staring at the table. I poured two more generous shots and slid a glass to him. He grabbed it without looking and raised the glass to his lips, drinking it down in one swallow.

      “I think it’s time I came clean with you about something.”

      “That sounds ominous,” I replied.

      “I never told you how I found you exactly.”

      “You said you heard rumors about someone who was good at finding things in other realms who worked through a daemon contact.” Tension swept through me and bled into my tone. Eddie and I had become close friends these past few months, and I had trusted him with a lot, even though he had kept some secrets from me.

      “I did, and that was true enough. You’ve built a solid reputation over the years as someone who is good at finding lost things. With Pele managing your gigs, no one was ever in a position to ask questions about how you accomplished what you did.”

      I kept my mouth shut as my heartbeat sped up.

      “I knew of you before I ever heard the rumors of the work you do through Pele.”

      A muscle ticked in my cheek. “How?” The word was more a command than a question.

      Eddie poured each of us another shot of whiskey. “When I was first exiled and thrown into the human realm, I traveled around trying to find a way back. At first, I hoped I could find a fae or daemon I could bribe to open a gateway for me. When it became clear that wasn’t going to happen, I looked for other options. My magic allows me to pull memory echoes from objects that have magic or have been used by strong magic users.”

      “That explains why you run a shop full of rare artifacts and books,” I observed. “I’ve heard of others who can tell what type of magic something has by touch. I’ve never heard of someone being able to pull memories from an object, though.”

      “It’s a common talent among my kind. Sometimes artifacts have enough magic themselves to store memories. Excalibur, for example, was wielded by humans who had little magic, but the sword itself had so much magic that I can see almost its entire history. Even during times when it wasn’t wielded by anyone.”

      My eyes lit up. “Do you have Excalibur?”

      “No, but I know who currently does.” He gave me a sly grin.

      “Meh. That’s not as cool.”

      “Whatever. During my time traveling around, I came across a dagger that contained some intense memories from the person who wielded it.”

      “Who wielded it?”

      “Did your mother ever speak of her sisters?” Eddie asked.

      “They died before I was born.” I shook my head. “I was named after her older sister, Nemain. Her younger sister was Badb.”

      Eddie nodded. “I know little about the sister from which you get your name. She died not long after they fled their home realm. But Badb isn’t dead, Nemain. She’s very much alive in the fae realms.”

      “Not possible.” I said firmly and crossed my arms over my chest. “My parents would not have lied to me about this.”

      “Sorry.” Eddie shrugged. “But they did. I swear to you that Badb is alive.”

      I stared at the center of the table and processed this information. Once I got past the shock of Eddie’s declaration, denial immediately rose up. But as much as I wanted to believe Eddie was wrong, he never was when it came to stuff like this. Did my parents lie to me and Cian? Or did they not know my mother’s sister was still alive? Eddie was staring at me from across the table, patiently waiting for me to accept what he’d just told me.

      I met his gaze. “Keep talking.”

      “Your mother was a powerful necromancer. Her older sister, Nemain, was a strong telepath. The younger sister, Badb . . . could open gateways. To any realm. At any time.”

      The world slipped out from under me. My mother knew. And she never told me. Even if she hadn’t known her sister was still alive, she knew someone in our family had magic similar to mine. She watched me struggle all those years with my magic and never uttered a word.

      Not one. Damn. Word.

      My magic flowed out, wrapping itself around my skin, trying to comfort me as my emotions raged. I had long suspected my parents knew more about my magic than they had let on but never something like this. If they were still alive, I would rage at them and demand an explanation. But they had died protecting me and Cian, which made me feel guilty about being angry at them. I was so confused about how I should feel. I wished Cian were here so we could talk it out. My brother was always the rational one. I closed my eyes and sank into my magic, letting it soothe me as I took a couple of deep breaths. When I opened my eyes a few minutes later, Eddie was staring at me in amazement. Something swirled in his amber eyes, almost like smoke; he must be using his magic to see mine.

      “Your magic is a wonder, Nemain,” he breathed. “I know why you have to hide it. But know that you never have to hide it around me. I swear on my soul I will tell no one.” Magic emanated from him, and I knew without a doubt Eddie would never betray me.

      I cleared my throat but left my magic out. “Did my parents know my aunt was still alive? Did my aunt know about us?”

      “Yes, to both. I don’t know how much they communicated with each other, but each sister definitely knew the other one was alive.”

      “What exactly has my dear aunt been up to all this time?”

      Instead of answering my question, Eddie asked, “Did your mother tell you about what happened when their realm fell?”

      “Yes,” I said slowly and thought over what I’d been told. “She claimed they fought their way to a gateway the daemons held open. I’m going to take a wild guess and say that’s not how it happened.” The realization of what must have happened hit me. “My aunt opened a gateway, didn’t she? She’s the reason they escaped.”

      “Yep. That’s not all she did, though. Apparently your Aunt Badb was so pissed off at the fae for closing their gateway, and thus dooming all the shifters, that she tore open several gateways directly into the fae realm. Including one directly into one of the fae Queen’s strongholds.”

      I whistled. “Holy shit. I’m surprised she’s still alive.”

      “It’s not for lack of trying on the Queen’s part,” Eddie said, the corner of his mouth quirking up into a grin.

      “Which Queen? Seelie or Unseelie?” Most of my experience with the fae was with the Seelie court. I tried to avoid interacting with anyone who was politically relevant. Fae politics were bloodthirsty and complicated, and I wanted nothing to do with them.

      “Seelie,” Eddie replied. “It took a couple years, but eventually the Seelie Queen figured out who your aunt was and sent some sidhe warriors to retrieve her. She and her sisters were living in Ireland at the time and slaughtered all the warriors. The Seelie Queen responded by unleashing the Fomóire on Ireland. It wasn’t the best political move by the Seelie Queen. The Unseelie Queen stepped in and political power amongst the fae shifted in favor of the Unseelie, but the Seelie Queen didn’t seem to care. She just wanted Badb dead. Badb, your mother, and your Aunt Nemain were quite ferocious on the battlefield.”

      “I wish I had known them,” I whispered.

      “Do you want to see?” Eddie asked tentatively.

      My brows rose and bunched together in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “When I was piecing all this together, I went to Ireland. I figured out where the last battle took place and where your Aunt Nemain died. The magic seeped into the earth there, and I was able to use it to see part of the battle.” He held his hand out towards me. “I can share it with you.”

      I was pretty sure I had stopped breathing as I looked at his outstretched hand. After a few seconds, I reached out, fingers trembling, and took his hand.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      Magic punched me. I gasped and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to come to terms with it. When I opened them, I saw a battlefield. The sound came crashing in a moment later. Metal clanging against metal. People screaming in pain and rage. I whirled around, studying the battle taking place in front of me. The Fomóire were easy to spot. Their telltale grey skin was covered in armor, but their eight foot tall, bulky forms stood out across the battlefield. All of them wielded battle axes I would struggle to lift, let alone fight with. They clashed with an army made of humans, feline shifters, and beings who might be druids.

      The battle was going in favor of the Fomóire. Shifters in both feline and human form lay dying around me. The humans were also dying in massive numbers. They’d shown up to this fight, even though they had to know they were physically and magically outmatched. I’d seen a lot of death in my life, but I’d never seen a battle like this before. I hoped I never would.

      A huge Fomóire, over ten feet tall, howled and charged across the field. At that size, it must be a female. They were considerably larger than the males. She wore a long cloak made of black feathers. The battalion leader. She aimed towards the druids, who were barely holding a line against the Fomóire. She was twenty yards away when a gateway opened in front of her and three beings leapt out. Two leapt over the large Fomóire with a familiar feline grace and tore into the line of Fomóire who had charged after their leader. The third landed directly in front of the Fomóire leader and brandished a sword.

      I froze.

      I knew that sword. Growing up, it had hung over our mantle, I’d watched my mother wield it on more than one occasion. I moved to the right to get a better look, and my jaw dropped. Black armor coated my mother like a second skin. I’d never seen armor like it before. It looked light and flexible, but I could see hits she’d taken from arrows and swords the armor had deflected.  It was torn in some sections, where blades had finally managed to cut through it. Her sword was coated with blood, and her green eyes were bright against her golden brown skin. Holy shit, my mother was enjoying the hell out of this.

      I glanced at the two sisters who were tearing into the Fomóire. They wore the same black armor. One was using a sword like my mother and the other a spear. They laughed as they dodged and slashed their way through the Fomóire ranks.

      “I told you,” Eddie said from beside me. “Surely you’ve heard the tales of The Morrigan.”

      “But I thought The Morrigan was one of the Tuatha Dé Danann?” I frowned. Not a lot was known of The Morrigan, other than they served the Unseelie Queen. Because of that, most assumed they were sidhe and belonged to one of the elite families known as the Tuatha Dé Danann.

      “Everyone does. The Tuatha Dé Danann have done nothing to dissuade people of that notion. But now you know the truth.”

      The Fomóire leader swung her axe at my mother, who gracefully leaned back, letting the axe pass over her. She used the motion to thrust her sword up into the Fomóire’s armpit, the weakest point of the armor. The blade bit into flesh, and the Fomóire growled in rage. My mother tore the blade free, and it glowed with a soft blue light. She hacked at the arm just below the shoulder. A piece of the armor broke off, and she hacked again. The Fomóire’s arm fell to the ground along with the battle axe, and the Fomóire fell back, screaming in pain.

      “I’d forgotten her sword did that,” I murmured. My brother still had the sword. He’d asked me once if I wanted it, but I told him to keep it. I couldn’t bear the thought of wielding her sword.

      My mother walked towards the Fomóire leader, who pushed herself to her feet again. Blood poured from her shoulder; she would bleed out in less than a minute. My mother knew this, and a cruel smile spread across her lips. A chill ran through me. I’d never seen that smile on my mother before. She took her time walking towards the Fomóire. The Fomóire looked behind her; almost all of her battalion was dead. Her eyes flicked to the ground several feet to her right. I followed her gaze and saw what my mother did not.

      “No!” I cried and started to leap forward.

      Eddie grabbed me. “I’m sorry. This has already come to pass. There’s no changing what comes next.”

      I watched helplessly as the Fomóire dove to the right and picked up the spear with their remaining arm and hurled it. My mother was fast and her sword burst through the Fomóire’s chest, but not before the spear found its mark. A scream tore across the battlefield, and Nemain grasped the spear that had gone through her chest.

      Through her heart.

      A few Fomóire were still alive. They wouldn’t make it, so they followed their leader’s example and focused their attention on the wounded shifter. They leapt towards her and bit
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