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            Quick Note From The Author

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      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.

    

  


  
    
      Hey there! Please note that this is the early edition of A Shift in Night and is not the final version. If you see this message, please delete this version from your library and download the current one which includes the epilogue : )

      

      The official version will release October 28th, 2025!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “This is bullshit,” I tried to growl, but it came out more like a frustrated whine.

      In my four hundred years of existence, the universe has mostly been a giant dick to me. It clearly forgot about its standard operating procedure though when it blessed me with a gorgeous mate and a hot daemon girlfriend.

      Recently, Pele—the hot daemon girlfriend—had been spending a lot of time in the daemon realm. Our relationship had been going on for centuries, but it’d always ebbed and flowed. Given that Pele was soon going to be taking over her father’s role as Head of the Daemon Assembly, her scarcity hadn’t been a surprise.

      What was a surprise was her suggesting that Mikhail crash our playdate.

      So after checking with Mikhail to see if he was cool with it, I gave the only reasonable answer to such a question.

      Sign. Me. The. Fuck. Up.

      Neither of them had even the slightest interest in each other, which meant I would be the center of attention. In my head, I assumed the way it would play out was Pele would tie me up and Mikhail would go down on me, then maybe they’d switch places and Pele would break out some toys.

      I may or may not have spent a lot of time coming up with multiple scenarios while sunbathing in my feline form, but there was a fatal flaw in all of this that I failed to take into account. If Pele was the queen of edging, Mikhail was the fucking king.

      “Something wrong, shifter?” Mikhail taunted from between my thighs as his tongue flicked around my clit, but not touching. He’d been doing that for the past ten minutes while Pele kissed and licked my neck and collarbone. The two of them had been getting me worked up for hours, and there was fuck all I could do about it because Pele’s stupid magical ropes were holding my arms above my head and my ankles were loosely tied to the floor.

      Thanks to some unfortunate events in my life, I tended to panic when I was bound, but Pele had been helping me work through it over the past few years. On the surface, it looked like just fun, sexy times, but underneath was a trust that went both ways. 

      I trusted Pele not only to bind me but to know how far she could push, and she understood the enormity of that trust and never abused it. She trusted me to be honest about how I was feeling at any particular moment. The first few sessions had been intense, to say the least.

      Being bound still brought on an initial panic, but I was able to work through it now instead of my mind just shutting down. Pele had planned ahead for tonight’s event and had made sure there was some give to the tie-downs to make me more comfortable.

      How thoughtful of her.

      “You are both the absolute worst,” I hissed. “As soon as I’m free of these ropes, I’m punching both of you in the face and burning your houses down!”

      “My house is fireproof.” Pele snorted and her breath tickled my right nipple, which was something she clearly noticed because she breathed on it again and then laughed at my squirming.

      “And my house is your house,” Mikhail pointed out, his damn head still between my thighs. “And while you might do it anyway just to spite me, you wouldn’t risk damaging your weapons.”

      I let out a long growl and then began listing all the ways I was going to get even with them once I was free. It was a long list and very detailed. I was still going when the door suddenly swung open. Unsurprisingly, it was Asmodeus. We were in Pele’s personal playroom beneath The Inferno, and they were the only one who would have strolled in so casually.

      What was surprising was the way Pele stiffened for half a second before forcing her posture to relax as she watched Asmodeus stride across the room. She and Asmodeus had been working together for well over a century, and during that time, it’d been a not-so-secret secret that Asmodeus was in love with her. Pele, in all her stubbornness, had been denying her feelings for them because she’d been worried about not being able to protect them. Her list of enemies was almost as long as mine.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t sympathize; I had the same concerns about Mikhail, but some things were worth it, and Pele was one of the people who’d convinced me that my friends and loved ones make me stronger. The fact that she wasn’t taking her own advice when it came to Asmodeus was something I found incredibly frustrating. I could only imagine how Asmodeus felt about it.

      Mikhail and I just worked out our issues by stabbing each other. I didn’t care what Elisa said. That was a totally valid and healthy way to deal with disagreements in a relationship.

      Asmodeus didn’t even bat an eye at me tied up naked in the center of the room. As always, they looked professional . . . and hot. Their long black hair was pulled back into a sleek bun, and their lean frame was wrapped in a perfectly tailored black suit. Turquoise eyes met mine, politely staying above my neckline. “Apologies for the intrusion, but there is someone here to see you, Nemain, and I’m afraid it can’t wait.”

      Mikhail said something under his breath before rising from between my knees to stand behind me, slinging an arm around my stomach and tugging me against him.

      “Please tell me it’s not Unseelie business,” I pleaded. “I thought I made it very clear that I was taking a two-week break from all their bullshit.”

      Mikhail’s chest rumbled against my back as he let out a raspy laugh. “I don’t think anyone is doubting your declaration after the tantrum you threw yesterday.” 

      “It wasn’t a tantrum!” I raised my foot as much as I could with the ties and slammed it down, aiming for his foot, but he moved away just in time and tweaked my nipple in retaliation. Heat flared throughout my body, and I swallowed the moan that tried to escape. 

      He hadn’t let me come once in hours, so the asshole didn’t get to hear me moan.

      “You set half of the Unseelie Court fae on fire,” Mikhail mused as he continued to tease me with his fingers.

      Asmodeus arched a dark eyebrow. “Really, Nemain?”

      “The vampire is being overly dramatic,” I hissed and tried to kick Mikhail away, but he just chuckled and moved to my other nipple. “I only set their clothes on fire. Maybe some hair.”

      “How responsible of you,” Asmodeus replied, a hint of amusement flickering in their eyes at my explanation. “Tonight’s interruption is not fae-related. It’s . . . your business. He’s waiting for you in the meeting room on the third floor, down the far right hallway. That one has the least amount of furniture to break.”

      “Quit being cryptic, Asmodeus.” I scowled as the barest amount of a smirk appeared on their full mouth. “Who is he?”

      “You’ll find out once you get dressed and go upstairs like a good little shifter.”

      “Looks like playtime’s over.” Pele sighed from where she’d been standing off to the side.

      “This wasn’t playtime.” I glared at her. “This was torture. Untie me.”

      “Now who’s being overdramatic?” She glanced at her nails and frowned, holding her hand out so she could further examine the gleaming black polish tipped with a vivid reddish orange.

      Fuck this. Blue flames sprung to life along the ropes over my head before frozen ash rained down around me.

      “You know I hate getting that in my hair,” Mikhail growled as he quickly let me go and moved back.

      “I’m not talking to you,” I said in a sing-song voice.

      “You just did.” He snapped his fangs at me before shaking some of the ashy flakes from his shoulder-length black hair.

      Asmodeus simply stood there with their hands neatly clasped in front of them. They hadn’t so much as looked in Pele’s direction once since entering the room, nor had she acknowledged them.

      “That was my second favorite set of ropes, Nemain.” Pele dropped her hand and gave me an annoyed look.

      Half a thought from me had the ropes hanging to the far left on the brick wall igniting in crystal blue flames. Pele’s glare deepened, and I smiled. The red ropes hanging next to the currently burning ones went up next.

      It was still hard for me to use my flames like this, but I was getting better. I used to always funnel the devourer fire through my body and then direct it from there. My father, Kalen, had been working with me on that. Although he hadn’t been super happy about me using my newfound skill on the fae gathered in the Unseelie Court the other day.

      Badb, my mother, had found it hilarious.

      “Not the purple ones,” Asmodeus said evenly. “Those are my favorite.”

      Pele’s head whipped so fast from me to the daemon standing in the center of the room that I was surprised I hadn’t heard a snap. “And who exactly are you using them with?”

      Asmodeus’ eyes flicked to her. “As you stated last month, we have a work relationship and nothing more. What I do in my personal time is none of your business.”

      For a split second, hurt shone in Pele’s bright eyes before she hid it. “Fine,” she ground out. “But this is my playroom. Find your own.”

      “Of course.” Asmodeus bowed their head, not a hint of emotion showing on their beautiful face. “If you require nothing else of me, my shift is over. Also, I compiled a list of replacements for my position on your desk. Let me know who you would like to speak to, and I’ll arrange it.”

      Without another word, they turned on their heel and left the room.

      “Pele,” I started, pulling my magic back to me and snuffing out the remaining blue fire.

      “Don’t,” she snapped, her tone low and dangerous, before deep orange flames surged across her vibrant red skin as she flung a hand towards the purple ropes Asmodeus had pointed out. Within seconds, the ropes were nothing but ashes.

      Then she closed the distance between us, the flames dancing along her skin winking out of existence a second before she wrapped her fingers around my throat and squeezed. Instantly, Mikhail was at my back again, but he didn’t seem concerned about Pele’s hostility. Instead, he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me snugly against him while his fingers dug into my flesh.

      “We’re not talking about it,” Pele snarled before thrusting two fingers into my hot and aching center. The two of them had worked me up so much that she slid in easily, even as my pussy clenched around her slender fingers.

      “Fuck,” I said on a strangled moan. “Okay. Not talking about it. Just keep fucking me please.”

      “Look at that.” Mikhail laughed as his fangs dragged across my neck, causing me to shiver. “She said, please. Is there something else you want, my violent little mate?”

      “Touch me,” I pleaded, not having it in me to be my normally bratty self. It was like my mind and body were wholly focused on my building climax. “Bite me.”

      Apparently, Mikhail was done playing because he sank his teeth into the space between my neck and shoulder as one of his hands dipped lower to roughly rub my throbbing clit. I screamed, arching further into him.

      Every muscle in my body tensed, and it felt like my skin was on fire. Pele curled her fingers, thrusting them harder into me while Mikhail’s clever fingers created the most delicious friction. Neither of them pulled back, leading me up to the edge and letting me fall over.

      My hips bucked forward, and they both fucked me through the orgasm, not slowing until I slumped against Mikhail, my legs on the verge of giving out. His arm around my waist was all that was holding me up as his fangs popped out of my neck and he raised the hand he’d gotten me off with before licking it clean.

      It took me a second to realize I was whimpering as tremors still coursed through me.

      Pele finally slid her fingers free and used them to grip me by the chin, smearing the evidence of my desire across my skin.

      “How are you feeling, Nemain?” Her eyes bored into mine, searching.

      “Slightly less mad at you,” I panted.

      “Good.” She smirked. “Now let’s go find out what trouble has come your way.”

      I sighed but set about grabbing my clothes from where they’d landed on the floor hours ago and pulled them on. When I started walking towards the door, Mikhail stopped me and ran his fingers through my hair, a smirk on his lips. “Can’t have you going into a meeting with hair that says you’ve just been fucked.” 

      “Heavens forbid my reputation take a hit like that.” I leaned into his touch a little.

      “Come on, you two,” Pele ordered from where she stood at the door. “You can do your sappy mate bullshit later. I’m leaving tomorrow for the daemon realm, and I’ll likely be gone for at least a month… maybe longer. I’d like to know what this is all about before I depart.”

      The hazy satisfaction I’d been reveling in at Mikhail’s touch vanished, and I looked worriedly at my fiery friend. “You’re going to be gone for that long?”

      Pele’s expression tightened. “My father is officially stepping down in six months. Most of the factions back me taking his place as head of the Daemon Assembly, but there are others using the transition to make a bid for power. They need to be dealt with sooner rather than later.”

      “Do you need my help? You’re more important than whatever is waiting for us upstairs.” I knew she’d say no, but I hoped she’d say yes because I hated sitting on the sidelines while she struggled through this on her own.

      Pele shook her head, confirming my fear that she was too damn stubborn to accept help. “You are fantastic at killing but shit at politics, Nemain.” The corners of her mouth quirked up into a faint grin.

      “She has a point, love,” Mikhail snorted.

      “Right now I have a lot of support,” Pele continued. “But that will wither and die if I have the Unseelie Knight swooping in and waving her pointy murder sticks around.”

      “Rude way to talk about my swords,” I mumbled.

      The amusement fell from her face, and Pele gave me a tired smile. “I need to handle this myself as much as I can. The Assembly has always respected my father, and most of them respect me. Others doubt my ability to lead and fully step into my father’s shoes. I have to prove them wrong.”

      I knew Pele could handle herself, but this still felt like leaving her to fight all on her own. Wanting to prove herself made sense, and I could appreciate that, but still . . . What if some of her enemies just happened to meet unfortunate acciden⁠—

      “No,” Pele interrupted my murderous thoughts and stalked towards me. As soon as I was within reach, she gripped me by the chin for the second time tonight and forced me to look in her eyes. “Bad shifter.” Then she slammed her lips against mine, kissing me hard before pulling back. “No killing my enemies before I say so. Understood, Nemain?”

      I stubbornly clenched my jaw, but she continued staring at me unrelentingly. After a tense couple of seconds, I sighed. “Understood.”

      “Good.” Pele released my chin. “I’ve got this. The second I think I don’t, I promise I will let you know.” Then she turned and headed up the stairs. 

      I let out a long, frustrated breath and started after her, Mikhail falling into step behind me, snickering. I stopped suddenly, slamming an elbow back, and was rewarded with a gasp of pain. “Quit laughing.”

      “I’m allowed to be entertained by Pele scolding you.” He slapped my ass. “Now get moving so we can see what this is. The sooner we deal with it, the sooner you can have your thighs wrapped around my head.”

      My mind short-circuited as a parade of lusty thoughts marched through it, causing my foot to freeze midway to the next step. There were several meeting rooms on the floor we were heading to . . . Maybe we could dart into one real quick and⁠—

      “Don’t even think about it, Nemain,” Pele called from the top of the third-floor landing. “Work first, play later.”

      I sulked as we finished making our way up the stairs. Pele waited until we reached her before striding down the hallway, then she went through the last door on the right, leaving it open for us. 

      Multiple flippant responses were going through my head as I stomped into the room, ready to verbally and maybe physically eviscerate whoever had disturbed my sexy fun times.

      Okay, it had been an epic edging fest, but sooner or later, they would have started fucking me.

      My fingers pushed open the door that had fallen halfway shut, and I froze as my gaze connected with a pair of beautiful hazel ones. “Andrei?”
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      “What are you doing back in Emerald Bay?” I stopped a few feet into the room and stared at my former lover. He was the same as I remembered but different. His boy-next-door good looks hadn’t changed, and while he’d added a little muscle to his six-foot build, it wasn’t anything drastic.

      Slowly, I scanned him and started noticing little differences. The way he held himself perfectly balanced, ready to fight at a moment’s notice. A few faint scars were on his arms and neck, the marks lighter against his tan skin. Werewolves had impressive healing, and he hadn’t had those when I’d known him. Only something magic-related could have hurt him that badly.

      I’d once told Kaysea that Andrei was a lover, not a fighter. At the time, that had been true . . . but it didn’t seem to be anymore.

      My gaze drifted back up to meet his stare, but it was a wolf looking back at me. He blinked, and the gold in his eyes retreated until the hazel was back.

      What happened to you? I thought.

      When we’d been together, Andrei had been more than a little naive when it came to everything nonhuman. Hell, he hadn’t even known that other realms existed or just how many nasty beasties walked around in the human realm, hidden out of sight. I’d been the one to pop his supernatural cherry.

      I’d also been the one to ultimately end things between us. Andrei had loved me . . . and I had loved him enough to let him go, because Andrei was a good person.

      I was not.

      There was still a lightness to his hazel eyes, but it wasn’t as bright as before. I’d hoped that when Andrei and the other werewolves had left Emerald Bay, they’d find somewhere safe to live and stay out of trouble, but either trouble had found Andrei or he’d gone looking for it.

      “Nice to see you too, Nemain.” He let out a raspy laugh. “I see you’re still as direct as ever.”

      “Sorry.” I snorted. “You just weren’t who I was expecting to find. Last I heard, you were somewhere in Europe.”

      “I was . . .” His eyes snapped over my shoulder to Mikhail, and a golden sheen rolled over them. “I see the vampire stuck around.”

      “Don’t hurt him,” I said quickly.

      “Wasn’t planning on it.” Andrei’s gaze didn’t move from Mikhail, and his hazel eyes turned yellow. Shit. His control over his wolf had never been great, but it seemed to have gotten worse.

      “She wasn’t talking to you, pup,” Mikhail drawled.

      A low rumble filled the room, and Pele stepped to the side next to another closed door and crossed her arms, a disinterested look on her face. I would have asked her to help, but she probably would have just set Andrei on fire. She’d never particularly cared for werewolves . . . or vampires, for that matter. Mikhail and the other vampires in my life got a pass because of their connection to me, but even that had taken a while.

      Suddenly, Andrei inhaled sharply. “You’re fucking him.” His wolfish eyes focused on me, and there was a darkness to them that I’d never seen before. That, more than his sharp tone, had me instantly concerned.

      What had happened to my sweet wolf?

      “That is usually what one does with their mate,” Mikhail answered in a casual tone, like he hadn’t just thrown a bomb into the room.

      “Not helping,” I snapped at him over my shoulder.

      “Oh.” He grinned at me. “Was that what I was supposed to be doing?”

      “I hate you,” I muttered.

      “I love the way you sweet-talk me.”

      “Mates,” Andrei growled, drawing my attention back to the pissed-off werewolf. His nostrils flared again and this time his gaze cut to Pele’s right hand before cutting back to me and looking at the spot on my neck where Mikhail had bitten me. “So you mated the vampire but you still fuck the daemon?”

      “First, Nemain was fucking me long before either of you were in the picture, and second, it’s called polyamory, wolf.” Pele was studying her fingernails again. “Try not to be so boring.”

      Andrei’s upper lip quivered. “Is this why you broke up with me? You knew I wouldn’t be down with sharing, but the vampire is an asshole so what does he care, right? Is that what you look for in a mate? Just a warm body in your bed so you can forget about the fact that you got your last mate killed? Or was Myrna not your mate? Just a fuck buddy like me?”

      Shock and hurt tore into me, but I kept it off my face. This wasn’t Andrei—or at least not the kindhearted man I’d known. This was the aggression of his wolf manipulating his emotions. His words pained me, but I was more concerned about his mental state. Werewolves weren’t as stable as vampires, sometimes their human side and wolf side fought each other until both were driven mad.

      Mikhail suddenly appeared in front of me, twilight eyes scouring mine. “You alright, love?”

      “I’m fine.” I gave him a small smile. “Connor’s said way nastier things to me. Helped me build up a bit of a tolerance.”

      Kaysea’s—and Myrna’s—older brother didn’t like me. We’d come to more of an understanding lately and were almost cordial, but he’d spat all kinds of vitriol at me in the decades after Myrna’s death.

      “Okay.” Mikhail kissed my forehead. “Also, I never agreed to your initial request.”

      My initial request? “Don’t hurt him.” Oh, shit.

      “Mikhail,” I warned, my hands shooting out to grab him but closing around empty air. Damn it.

      A second later, Andrei let out a pained grunt as two daggers sank into each of his shoulders, pinning him to the wall. Before he could pull free, Mikhail was there with his sword against the werewolf’s throat, mist still rolling off it.

      “I suggest you get your wolf under control or whatever reason brought you back to Emerald Bay is going to die with you.”

      Andrei’s yellow gaze snapped to me as beads of blood formed where the sword bit into his skin. “You going to let him do this?”

      “I don’t let him do anything,” I said tightly. “Mikhail is my mate, not a pet, and if someone had spoken to him the way you just did, their blood would be decorating these walls right now. I’m honestly impressed by his restraint.”

      “That’s right. I forgot you were both insane.” The yellow in his eyes glowed a bit brighter.

      “Not so much insane as aggressive and prone to violence.” I held his stare. “Although, given how hard your wolf is riding you, maybe you don’t have much room to talk.”

      A bit of hazel bled back into his eyes.

      “I don’t really care about your control issues,” Mikhail said in a low, deadly tone. “The next words out of your mouth better be an apology for being a prick.” Then he leaned a little closer, baring his fangs. “And it better be a fucking good one.”

      I could see the struggle on Andrei’s face as he tried to pull his wolf back, eyes flashing rapidly between yellow and hazel. Any lingering hurt feelings were gone, replaced only by concern for my friend. Was this why he had returned? Because he knew he was losing control over his wolf?

      That concern erupted into a bonfire. I’d heard of werewolves who had gone insane and lost their grip on humanity. They never came back from it.

      “I’m sorry. That was a cruel thing to say,” he ground out and squeezed his eyes shut, and when he opened them a few seconds later, they were hazel again. “Truly, kitty cat. I didn’t mean it.”

      His old nickname cut through my fear and helped me calm down. I hadn’t lost him yet.

      “Apology accepted.” I gave him a small smile, and the tension in the room died down.

      “Damn,” Mikhail muttered. “Was really hoping you’d say something dickish again so I could take your head and be done with you.”

      Andrei gave him a cool look. “I didn’t mean most of the stuff I said, but the part about you being an asshole, I stand by.”

      My mate grinned and pulled his sword away a little too harshly, causing Andrei to hiss as blood leaked out of the shallow cut on his neck.

      “Delightful,” Pele said flatly. “Now tell us what the fuck you’re doing here, wolf.”

      A flicker of golden yellow flashed over Andrei’s eyes at the command, but he pushed the wolf back. “It’s probably better if I let her explain.” He walked towards the door next to Pele that connected to another meeting room but paused with his hand on the knob. “I need you to not freak out, okay? She’s a witch, but you’ve met her before. No killing.”

      “It’s not like I just randomly kill people for no reason,” I huffed and crossed my arms. Mikhail and Pele both stared at me. “Annoying me is a reason!” I snapped. “Open the fucking door, Andrei.”

      He hesitated for a moment before doing as I demanded, and two familiar faces walked in. I wasn't surprised to see Andrei’s sister, Stela, but the witch who followed her was a bit of a surprise.

      She was exactly how I remembered her. Barely over five feet with warm, medium brown skin and large, dark eyes. Her long black hair was woven into a braid that hung over her shoulder. Age-wise, she appeared to be in her early thirties, but the shrewdness in her eyes said she was a lot older.

      Lestari, the witch who had helped us once by unlocking Luna’s memories. She hadn’t asked for anything at the time, which was annoying because it made me feel like I was in her debt. 

      “Never thought I’d see you again, Lestari.” I crossed my arms as Mikhail moved to stand next to me while Pele remained against the wall.

      “Why?” Stela asked in a gravely tone. “Because of your reputation as a witch killer?”

      I swung my gaze towards Andrei’s sister as she moved to stand next to her brother, a few feet behind the witch. Gone was the pretty brunette who’d favored a pinup style of dressing and perfect makeup. She still had her curves but had added a decent amount of muscle to them, and the loose-fitting clothes she wore were similar to what werewolves who shifted frequently preferred. There was a balance to how she moved and held herself that hadn’t been there before either.

      Looks like she’d accepted her wolf nature entirely and was leaning into it. I probably shouldn’t provoke her. Meh.

      “Still pissed at me for killing your girlfriend then, huh?” I arched a brow. Stela bristled and let out a low, rumbling growl. “Seriously?” I snorted. “Best case scenario, she was gonna ditch your ass without a word, leaving you heartbroken. Worst case, she was planning on killing you and harvesting your parts for a spell. We’ve all had shitty relationships. Get over it.”

      “It wasn’t your choice to make!” Stela bared her teeth and took a step towards me, only for Andrei’s hand to shoot out and grip her by the wrist.

      “Actually, it was.” The small amount of amusement I’d been feeling slid from my face, and I gave her a hard look. “She was a threat to me and mine, which meant she had to die. Don’t act like you wouldn’t have done the same if someone had threatened your brother.” 

      Stela looked away, her mouth tightening in anger.

      I looked at the witch. “I get why she’s here. They’re a bit of a package deal.” I waved a hand at Andrei and Stela. “But what brings you back to Emerald Bay?”

      Lestari held my unflinching gaze. “Sometime soon, likely within the next couple of days, Emir is going to come to you with a request. One you won’t be able to refuse because of the blood bargain you agreed to six months ago.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Keeping track of me, witch?”

      The bargain I struck with Emir, the leader of the warlocks, wasn’t exactly widespread knowledge. It still pissed me off that I had it . . . but I didn’t regret it. There were too many important people in my life now, and I couldn’t keep watch over everyone twenty-four seven.

      As part of our bargain, Emir and those he commanded would never directly attack me and those I cared about. Furthermore, he would alert me if he knew of any attacks that my other enemies were planning. In exchange, I agreed not to attack him directly and to help him with some unspecified tasks.

      It’d been far from an ideal bargain because I’d had to agree to make my enemy stronger, but in the wake of Cian’s and Hades’ kidnappings, there hadn’t been a lot of options. In the aftermath of the bargain though, Emir had made good on his side of things. We’d been able to avoid two attacks that had been planned by Katrina, the ex-sister of the vamp brats and just all around-bitch, and another by Balor’s right-hand douchebag, Lir. 

      I hated Emir with every fiber of my being because he was the reason my parents were dead, but I’d do whatever was necessary to keep my remaining loved ones safe. To keep Mikhail alive.

      Because I knew in my bones that my mate would be a target.

      Lestari shrugged. “You’re a potential enemy, and Emir absolutely is one. I’d be a fool not to keep my eye on you and your dealings with him.”

      Fair enough. 

      “What makes you think Emir will be coming to me with a request?” I tilted my head to the side. “Do you have a spy within the warlocks or a very gifted seer in your coven?”

      The witch smiled widely. “Neither. The vampires are a product of the human realm; they love technology. We bugged the offices of several Vampire Council members as well as their phones.”

      I blinked before giving Pele a disgusted look. “This is exactly why I didn’t want a cell phone. It’s bad enough that I have to worry about magic bullshit. Now I have to be concerned about someone bugging my phone.” I pointed menacingly at her. “I know you’re behind Elisa forcing that cell phone on me.”

      Pele rolled her eyes. “You barely use the thing and it’s protected. Asmodeus created a spell that secures the phone.”

      “It’s a good one too,” Lestari mused. “We’ve tried to break it a few times.”

      “Asmodeus excels at everything they do,” Pele said in a strained tone. I knew it wasn’t Lestari’s casual admission of prying into our business that had her upset. 

      Something had broken between her and Asmodeus, and it was hurting her. Hurting them both. But knowing Pele, she’d just stay on course and keep denying what she wanted.

      If there was one person in the world more stubborn than me, it was Pele Das’ki.

      “Do you know what Emir is going to ask of Nemain?” Mikhail cut in, clearly noticing Pele’s discontent and trying to smooth things over.

      “He made a lot of lofty promises to get the vampires on board with an alliance,” she replied. “They’re losing patience, so he’s attempting to ease the growing dissent by giving them something major.”

      “The ability to walk in the sun?” Mikhail guessed.

      Lestari nodded. “That and other things, but the magic used to create the vampires and werewolves isn’t well understood. He wants to go back to the source of it all: the sorcerer realm.”

      I whistled. “Even I haven’t gone there, and not for lack of trying.” I thought about it more. “Okay, my attempts before were half-assed because I was in my twenties and curious, but I think they’ve done something to make their realm harder to find.”

      “I’ve also tried to find it.” A crease formed between Pele’s dark orange brows. “I think they’ve used some version of a lookaway spell. So access to the realm isn’t blocked . . . you simply can’t find it.”

      “When you were listening in on the vampires, did it sound like Emir had found a way to locate the realm?” I asked Lestari. “Because if you came here to ask that I refuse to help him, I can’t. Not an outright refusal.” I held my right hand up with the back towards her and tugged on the blood oath. A slight tingle raced across my skin as the bloodred circle made of chain links flared to existence for a few seconds. “But I truly don’t know how to find the realm, so if he wants me to, then Emir’s shit out of luck.”

      I couldn’t tell Emir no if he asked, but I didn’t have to go out of my way to help him either. Blood oaths operated under the letter of the law, not the spirit, and that often cut both ways. There might come a time when Emir would be in a similar position and choose to fuck me over.

      Blood oath or not, we were far from allies.

      “He knows how to find it,” Lestari replied.

      “Fuck.” I tilted my head back and stared at the ceiling.

      This meant the vampires would get stronger and would be able to wipe the werewolves out of existence once and for all, and then Emir would likely point them at the witches. Between the leveled-up vamps and Emir’s powerful warlocks, the witches would be annihilated.

      I dropped my head back down and looked between Lestari and the werewolves before holding Andrei’s stare. “What have you come to ask of me, Andrei? I can’t break the blood oath. If Emir truly knows how to find the realm, I’ll have to bring them.”

      “You will,” he agreed. “I know you can’t break the blood oath.” He briefly glanced at Lestari. “But there’s nothing to say you can’t bring us as well.”

      My brows rose. That was definitely not what I’d expected. “Why do you want to go to the sorcerer realm?”

      “You might have noticed that my control over my wolf is slipping.” He gave me a sad, dejected smile that tugged at my heart. “I don’t know how to fix it. I’ve tried, but it’s only getting worse. Something is fundamentally broken between me and my wolf, and I’m not the only one like this. The werewolves were created by the sorcerers. If anyone has the answer on how to fix this, it would be them.”

      “They might be able to offer us more too,” Stela added. “The vampires have additional magic, but we don’t. We’re fast, strong, and can heal from a lot, but the only other magic we have is being able to shift into our wolf forms. ”

      “You want to even the playing field.” Mikhail eyed Stela. “What makes you think the sorcerers will be willing to help you?”

      The werewolf looked towards the witch.

      Lestari smiled. “I know someone who has personally met sorcerers. According to her, they make the fae look humble. The war between the werewolves and vampires won’t interest them, but the flaws in how they created the werewolves will.”

      I suspect the unnamed she in question was Hecate. I didn’t exactly know what their history was, but I knew there was something between the Mother of All Witches and Lestari because Hecate had mentioned her in passing before. And there was a tone when she said the witch’s name.

      Complicated witch relations aside, Hecate had a good read on people. I mulled it over. The sorcerers didn’t come to the human realm often, or if they did, nobody knew. They didn’t interact with anyone, and the biggest impact they’d ever made here was when they’d created the werewolves and vampires a little over eight hundred years ago. Rumor was the whole thing had been over a bet, but nobody knew for sure because they worked their magic and then abandoned their creations.

      “What if you’re wrong and they refuse?” I looked to Andrei. “It’ll be dangerous, and my hands are somewhat tied in how much I’ll be able to protect you. If Emir or his allies directly attack me or mine, I’m allowed to protect myself.”

      When Emir and I had made the blood oath, we’d also signed a contract that Asmodeus had helped me craft. Specific people were named as off-limits; anyone else was fair game. I hadn’t put Andrei’s name in the contract, though Asmodeus and I had discussed it. Andrei had left town years ago and seemed to be lying low, and I already had a lot of people to name who were in the direct line of fire. We’d agreed that it was better to not draw attention to Andrei because he hadn’t seemed like a prime target for anyone.

      But now he was putting himself directly in harm’s way.

      “I need whiskey,” I muttered and rubbed my forehead.

      Andrei took a deep breath, his nose crinkling, and then walked over to a small cabinet against the wall. He opened it and withdrew a bottle filled with a dark amber liquid. “Still fine with drinking out of the bottle?” He smirked as he walked over to me, completely ignoring Mikhail, and passed me the whiskey.

      “Of course.” I unscrewed the cap and took a long swig. Much better.

      Then I held the bottle out to him, and he took it. “I know it’s a risk, but I don’t expect you to protect us. We can do that ourselves.”

      Mikhail snorted. “Pretty sure the last time you went up against a warlock, you ended up dead.”

      I grimaced at the memory of Andrei kneeling on a beach, bound by the magic of my ex-lover Sebastian. He had died that day. The only reason he was still here was because I’d called on Hades and demanded that he bring back Andrei’s soul from the afterlife.

      The god of the dead had been less than pleased, especially because he’d barely tolerated my existence back then. We weren’t exactly buddies now, but we were getting closer. Something Cian, my brother, appreciated. He hadn’t enjoyed playing peacekeeper between his lover and his sister.

      “Things have changed.” Andrei took a long drink from the bottle before giving Mikhail a wolfish grin. “The warlocks and vampires will find me much harder to kill these days.”

      Mikhail’s twilight eyes narrowed. “Don’t get overconfident, pup. The ones you and your sister have been taking out across Europe have all been mid-tier at best. You haven’t gone up against any Apex vampires yet, and Emir’s top warlocks will flay the skin from your bones.”

      “Been keeping tabs on me?” Andrei repeated my question, a raspy growl punctuating his words.

      “I may not give a shit about you, but Nemain does.” Mikhail shrugged. “Your death would hurt my mate.”

      I snatched the bottle back. “What does your intel say about when Emir will be making this request of me?” I asked Lestari before taking another swig.

      “Two days from now.”

      “Alright.” I sighed. “We can plan more tomorrow. If I’m going to be out of town, I need to get some things in order first.”

      “So you’ll help us?” Andrei asked.

      “Yeah, wolf.” I smiled. “I’ll help you.”
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      “So?” I asked casually. It was a few hours after sunrise, and Mikhail and I were still in bed at my apartment. After leaving The Inferno last night, we’d come home and Mikhail had made up for the hours of edging by making me come over and over again until I’d passed out. He’d also woken me up this morning by burying his head between my thighs.

      It wasn’t an unusual way to wake up. We’d been together for almost a year now, but we both still had a hard time keeping our hands off each other. Yet there had been an underlying intensity to how he’d claimed me repeatedly last night that made me suspect my slightly psychotic vampire might have a bit more on his mind than he was sharing.

      So now I was going to do one of the many things I dreaded: talk about emotions.

      “So?” he repeated and continued toying with the ends of my hair. 

      I turned on my side so I was facing him and blew out a frustrated breath. 

      “Look. I don’t really know how to do this. The last time one of my exes rolled into town, he wanted to kill everyone I loved and force me to take him back.” Muscles feathered along Mikhail’s jawline as he tensed at the reminder. Mikhail and I had met during that tense time, and we hadn’t been friendly to each other, but the pull had been there all the same. “Everything with Sebastian wasn’t exactly fun, but it wasn’t complicated either. He wanted me. I wanted him dead.”

       “And this situation is?” Dark, twilight eyes bored into mine. “Complicated?”

      “It’s definitely more complicated than killing.” And gods, I could use some straightforward killing because I had too many things filed under it’s complicated at the moment.

      Mikhail stared at me for a long moment before dropping his gaze back to my hair that he was still rolling between his fingers.

      “If you weren’t stuck with me as a mate . . . would you want Andrei back?”

      He was trying to keep his expression blank, but I could read the faint tension in it, and that was nothing compared to what I felt through our bond. The thread that tied our souls together was practically screaming.

      Mikhail was genuinely worried that I regretted him. It was true that my magic had sprung the bond on us, and thanks to my weird heritage, it was a bit hard to predict and even more difficult to control. 

      Normally, fae mate bonds could be dissolved. Ours likely couldn’t, not without a lot of pain and the possibility of one or both of us dying.

      Yet none of that mattered because I’d chosen him long before the bond had formed. I’d just been lying to myself about it. He was mine, and I was his. Apparently, he needed a reminder.

      In one fluid motion, I pushed up off the bed. Mikhail released my hair, his hands falling to my hips as I straddled him.

      Then we went completely still, as if the breath in our lungs had frozen.

      I’d intended to wrap a clawed hand around his throat and give him a lecture about being an idiot. Maybe draw a little blood. Then he would apologize for voicing such a foolish notion while giving me all the orgasms. 

      That had been the plan, but it wasn’t smooth skin that my fingers were gripping; it was the cool, silver handle of a sword. One pressed against Mikhail’s throat with mist clinging to it.

      “Umm . . . is this yours?” I pulled the pale, silver blade away and studied it. Faint mist was still rippling across the sharp edges. It certainly looked like his sword. 

      Mikhail stared at the weapon, his eyes almost comically wide. 

      A laugh bubbled up my throat, then another, and soon, I was laughing uncontrollably. Mikhail grabbed the sword before I accidentally stabbed him and dismissed it with half a thought, leaving mist curling in the air where the sword had been a second ago. 

      “How the fuck did you do that?” he demanded. 

      “Aww,” I cooed between laughs. “Is someone upset that his sword prefers me over him?” 

      He jerked his hips up, and his hard length ground into me, turning my laugh into a moan. Neither of us had gotten dressed, so I felt every inch of him pressed against me.

      Despite being fucked for hours, my body was instantly ready to go again. I wondered if it would always be this way between us. If we’d always be insatiable for the other. I rolled my hips, and we both groaned as he slid through the wetness.

      “Nemain,” he ground out. “Behave.” 

      I bit my bottom lip hard enough to draw blood, and Mikhail’s eyes narrowed before he flipped us until I was pinned to the bed. The tip of his cock was notched at my entrance, and I whimpered. Actually whimpered in need. Ugh. Mikhail had turned me into such a hussy.

      “Answer my questions, and I’ll give you what you want.” He smirked.

      “Mikhail,” I said evenly, “If you try to edge me again, I’ll summon your sword again and shove it up your ass.” 

      “Kinky.” He tilted his head, causing his dark hair to fall over his shoulder. “How’d you summon it in the first place?” 

      “I don’t know,” I huffed. “It wasn’t intentional, and honestly, I wouldn’t have thought it was even possible.”

      His dark brows furrowed together. “It has to be the mating bond, right?” 

      “Probably,” I admitted. “Fae mates can share their magic with each other to some extent. There has never been a bond like ours before though, so it’s hard to predict.” 

      “Your parents are bonded,” he pointed out. 

      “But Badb is one hundred percent feline shifter. You and I both have devourer blood.” 

      I’d talked to both Badb and Kalen about mating bonds, which had been incredibly awkward. It would have been less cringy to talk about sex, but instead, we’d had to talk about a bond that could only be formed by deep and unrelenting love.

      Gross.

      Magic wasn’t truly sentient, but it did react to emotions. Fae were one of the few species that could directly interact with magic without the use of spells or artifacts, and they did it by having an empathic bond with magic, which meant fae bonds were intertwined with our emotions. They didn’t have to be romantic in nature, but there had to be a deep love between the bonded individuals for it to happen.

      Discussing lovey-dovey feelings that I had for Mikhail with my parents had been painful for everyone involved. The three of us were great at expressing anger and frustration, but not so much undying love.

      To add insult to injury, I hadn’t even gotten anything useful out of the conversation. Neither Kalen nor Badb could share their particular brand of magic with the other. Kalen’s flames didn’t protect Badb, and he couldn’t open gateways like her. They could share raw magic and give each other power boosts, but nothing more.

      So we’d all suffered through a twenty-minute conversation for nothing.

      Kalen had suggested I talk to the Unseelie Queen, Elvinia, but I wasn’t willing to go down that road yet. I might be her Knight and an official member of the Unseelie Court, but I still didn’t trust her. The fae queens marched to the beat of their own drums. For now, our goals were mostly aligned: keep Finn safe and the queens’ older brother locked away.

      I had no illusions about what I was to them though. I was a powerful tool for them to wield. The moment I was no longer useful or my existence started to cause them problems, they’d turn on me.

      I didn’t fault the queens for it because I felt the same about them.

      All of this meant that Mikhail and I had no idea what to expect with our mate bond. Up until now, it had been my magic that’d been acting strange. It liked Mikhail and had often gone to him whether I’d wanted it to or not. Blue flames would wrap around him like a protective blanket.

      He hadn’t been able to summon them yet like I had his sword, but maybe that was coming next? A small amount of dread formed in the pit of my stomach. My devourer flames would never harm Mikhail, but they could harm someone else. Growing up, I’d had almost no control over them, and more than once, I’d hurt my brother, Cian, because of how unpredictable they could be.

      Things had gotten better once I’d accepted that part of myself, but the mating bond was interfering with my control again.

      “Stop dwelling on the bad parts,” Mikhail purred. I let out another half-strangled moan as he pushed his cock into me . . . and then hissed when he stopped.

      “What did I say about edging?” I growled. “And you don’t know what I was thinking about!”

      “My love, you’ve always been terrible at lying to me.” He slid in another inch and chuckled when I bit my lip to hold back the sounds of just how much I enjoyed the feel of him. “You were thinking about all the unknowns of our mating bond and worrying about your magic reacting poorly and hurting someone. Elisa. Bryn. Kaysea. Take your pick.”

      I glared at him. “It’s a valid concern.”

      “It is.” Slowly, Mikhail fully sheathed himself, and this time, I couldn’t hold back the moan as I stretched around him. Then he held perfectly still and watched me pant beneath him. “But think about all the fun things we can do if we can truly share magic. All the new and creative ways we can slaughter our enemies.”

      I thought about it. What if I could imbue his sword with my devourer flames? Or figure out how to make my dual blades vanish into mist like his?

      “Now you’re getting it.” He gave me a feral grin. “I’m going to need you to scream for me, because the wolf is outside and I want him to know you’re mine.”

      “Wha—” My question was cut off as Mikhail drew back before slamming back into me at the same moment he sank his fangs into my throat.
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      An hour later, I braided my damp, ash-blonde hair over my shoulder while we walked down the stairs of our apartment building. I paused at the second-floor landing, and Mikhail went still beside me as we looked at the door. The building was owned by Pele and had a total of three apartments. I’d always lived in the top one because it had the best view of the rocky coastline just outside the building.

      For a while, Bryn and Finn had lived on the second floor and the vamp brats on the bottom one. Elisa had typically slept with Bryn in the second-floor apartment, leaving Damon and Misha to keep track of Isabeau and often Finn since he had a bed there too. But Elisa and Bryn had more or less moved into the bottom-floor apartment now that the two teenage boys had moved out.

      Men, not boys, I corrected myself. Damon and Misha were both twenty now. Still young, but old enough to make their own choices.

      Even if that choice was to get far away from me and Mikhail.

      I glanced at Mikhail, who was still looking at the door. His expression was blank, almost tranquil, but I could pick up the little clues as to what he was really feeling: the slight pinching at the corners of his mouth like he was fighting back a grimace and how his fingers were curled as if they were holding a dagger, but there was no enemy to stab here.

      “Do you think he’s okay?” he asked quietly.

      “No,” I answered in an equally soft tone. “I think he’s far from it.”

      Guilt hit me hard and fast. We had survived our encounter with the Olympian six months ago, but we hadn’t walked away without wounds. I wish it had been me. That I’d been the person who had been hurt. I knew Mikhail felt the same.

      Instead, it had been Magos who had paid the price for defying the gods.

      He’d saved me when nobody else could and helped me patch my soul back together. I owed him so much, and there was fuck all I’d been able to do to help him. He was Mikhail’s last living blood relative, and more than that, the two of them were bonded in blood and death. They’d both been turned into vampires at the same time and they’d both seen the fall of everything they loved.

      I’d always known the Olympians were cruel and petty, but it was one thing to hear of the fucked-up shit they’d done and another to experience it.

      Artemis had seen that Magos was the strength for me and Mikhail. Her prick of a nephew had also enlightened her to the grief he still carried for his beloved wife, who had been killed in the war between the vampires and werewolves.

      The bitch had seen all that . . . and had used it like a poisoned dagger. Every time Magos drank blood, he would lose a memory of his wife, and it wouldn’t simply drift away to nothing; he would know that he lost something vital. Normally, vampires could easily go weeks without drinking blood and months before they started to weaken. Artemis had increased his thirst to ensure he had to choose.

      Sacrifice a memory, or sacrifice his sanity.

      Recently, he’d gone almost a month without drinking. He’d been so calm about it that none of us had realized how close to the edge he’d been.

      Until Bryn had come home five days ago and gone to the second-floor apartment to retrieve something. He’d ripped into her so fast, the young valkyrie hadn’t had a chance to fight him off. 

      In part because she hadn’t been willing to hurt him. 

      Bryn might not have known Magos as long as the rest of us, but they were both so similar in nature. Honorable. Steadfast. Their friendship had been instantaneous.

      It hadn’t been enough to stop Magos from almost ripping out her throat.

      The only thing that had saved her was Sigrun and Niall arriving. The two of them had been able to pull Magos off Bryn, who hadn’t even been concerned for herself. Instead, she was worried about Magos. We all were. That night, I’d gone to the pocket dimension that was serving as Artemis’ prison and threatened to do all kinds of things to her if she didn’t reverse the curse. It wasn’t the first time I’d promised to rend her flesh from her bones over and over again, but then I’d done something I hadn’t done since my parents had been killed in front of me.

      I’d begged.

      She’d laughed in my face and repeated the same thing she always did. “A curse cannot be broken, but I bet your friend can be.”

      Badb had come to retrieve me hours later after I’d hacked the goddess’ body apart multiple times. Apparently, I’d been so unhinged about it that I’d freaked out Nemesis. Maybe one day I’d be proud of disturbing the literal embodiment of retribution who had been born of chaos and darkness, but for now, I just felt defeated.

      Magos had refused to leave the apartment since then and had requested that only Mikhail and I enter.

      “I’m forgetting what my parents looked like,” Mikhail said softly, his gaze still on the door. I didn’t exactly know why he was bringing this up now, but there was so much sadness in his tone that I didn’t interrupt. “My father died before our realm fell, and then my mother died not long after Magos and I were turned.” His throat bobbed. “For a long time, all I knew was rage and violence. Magos tried to pull me back so many times. Sometimes he did . . . sometimes I laughed in his face and walked away.”

      My chest tightened because I knew exactly how Mikhail had felt. I’d lost myself too after my parents had been killed, and then Myrna. Magos had helped me too.

      “Time is stealing the color of my father’s eyes. The way my mother’s hair would curl around her face,” he continued, a low rasp to his voice. “It saddens me, but what’s being done to Magos is cruel. He’s held on to his memories of Hasina for so long, only for them to be ripped from him now. He doesn’t deserve this.”

      “I know.” I swallowed. “You and I are the villains. Magos is the hero.”

      Heroes usually died. 

      My magic churned in my soul, desperate and wrathful.

      “They have to be able to help him.” Mikhail’s eyes latched onto mine. “I’m not leaving that fucking realm until they do.”

      I closed the distance between us and leaned my forehead against his. “If anyone can fix this, it’s the sorcerers. Nobody can manipulate magic like them. This will work, love.”

      We stayed there for a long moment, breathing in each other’s scent. This was the other thing we’d discussed this morning. How we could make this trip to the sorcerer realm work to our benefit. 

      I was a little frustrated with myself that I hadn’t thought of this before. Of all the ideas I’d had for how to get rid of the curse, the idea of tracking down the sorcerers had never occurred to me. Like everyone else, I’d accepted it was impossible.

      Granted, Emir hadn’t made an appearance yet to ask this of me, but Lestari seemed confident he would, and I didn’t think anything other than absolute certainty would have brought the witch here to ask for my help. I’d spent a good portion of my life killing witches in the years after my parents had been killed. She had helped us once before, but we were hardly on friendly terms.

      “You should stay with him today,” I said softly. Ever since our mate bond had formed, we’d both been reluctant about being apart. While I was far from an expert in mate bonds, that much I knew was normal. It usually took a few years for a bond to fully settle. Until then, our magic would be chaotic, something we were very much aware of, and we’d feel this underlying tension whenever we were apart. 

      It was unpleasant, but we could manage. If Lestari was correct about Emir asking me for this favor in two days, we had a lot to get done before then.

      Mikhail pulled away so he could glare down the stairs at a spot on the wall, as if he could see the werewolf on the other side.

      “How do you know he’s there?” I asked curiously. Neither of us had actually laid eyes on Andrei, but Mikhail had been confident he was waiting outside.

      Mikhail’s gaze slid back to me. “I can feel a werewolf nearby. Not a lot of those in town these days.”

      I frowned. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “All vampires can, but it does take some practice to attune yourself to it.” He brushed a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “The feeling is faint. Just a sense of . . . wrongness. I’m assuming the werewolves get a similar sensation when we’re around, but I’ve never asked.”

      Interesting. I filed away that bit of knowledge.

      “It could be Stela.” I fiddled with a button on his shirt. 

      Mikhail rolled his eyes. “You were dead to the world, but before you woke up, a car rolled up. I remember the sound of that piece of shit Bronco. It’s the pup.”

      “You’ve got to stop calling him that.” I smacked his chest.

      “He’s not even forty yet.” Mikhail smirked. “I’ve seen over eight centuries come and go. You’re four hundred. Can’t believe you fucked him. Cradle robber.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I will stab you.”

      Mikhail leaned forward to whisper in my ear, “We don’t have time for foreplay, love.”

      His lips brushed the spot on my neck where his fangs had been buried less than an hour ago, and a shiver ran through me. 

      When Mikhail started to pull away, I wrapped my hands around the back of his head and kissed him deeply with everything I was feeling: fear and concern for Magos, the constant stress I felt over keeping everyone safe . . . and the exhilaration about going to the sorcerer realm.

      Like Finn and Isabeau, my magic had awoken at a young age. When I’d been a kid, I’d loved the thrill of stepping out of one world and into another.

      Into something new and full of infinite possibilities.

      Even now, all these centuries later, I was still excited about it despite the circumstances.

      When we broke our kiss a moment later, we were both breathing a little hard.

      “Tell Magos what’s going on.” Reluctantly, I released him and stepped back. “We need to convince him to come with us so the sorcerers can examine him in person.”

      Mikhail’s eyes hardened. “He’s going with us. His only options are whether he’s conscious or not.”
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      When I walked out of the building and around to the small parking lot on the side, Andrei was leaning against his old, beat-up Bronco, wearing jeans and a light grey T-shirt.

      His posture was relaxed, and he gave the same lopsided grin he used to wear all the time when we’d been together. We were both different people now, and our relationship was definitely different, but it still made me happy to see that look on his face. To know that, despite everything, he could still smile like that.

      “Traded the bike for a car, eh?”

      I glanced at the ’71 blue Chevelle parked in the spot next to him. “Still have the bike, but the car is more practical these days.”

      Not that I was driving it all that much. I was getting better about opening gateways within the same realm, so there wasn’t much point in driving. Elisa used it the most. My Yamaha was parked at Kaysea’s small cottage on the other side of town because it had a garage.

      Been a minute since I’ve taken it out for a ride, I thought wistfully. There were few things I appreciated about humans, but sushi and fast bikes were at the top of the list.

      “No vampire today?” Andrei looked over my shoulder as if he expected Mikhail to appear out of thin air, which to be fair, was entirely possible.

      “Not today,” I answered tightly, refusing to look up at the window of the second-floor apartment. If I did, I’d probably march right back inside so I could make sure Magos was alright with my own two eyes. Except he was far from alright, and seeing that would send me spiraling.

      I didn’t have time to spiral.

      Andrei studied me as I closed the distance between us, the grin sliding from his face as his hazel eyes darted to the building before returning to me. “Something happen to the big guy? I don’t remember his name.”
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