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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. 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.

      
        
          	
        Emotionally abusive ex-lover with stalker tendencies
      

      	
        References to and recollections of past physical and psychological torture
      

      	
        Emotional death of loved ones including parental death and death of a lover by abusive ex-lover
      

      	
        Drinking alcohol as a coping mechanism
      

      	
        Depression & panic attacks related to grief/trauma
      

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

      	
        References to an attempted forced binding/marriage
      

      

      

      Also… quick little note on language. I am a strange, strange person, and I’ve lived a bit of an odd life. I was born and raised in California, but was mostly raised by my Canadian grandmother and was then unofficially adopted by an Irish family in my late teens. You might be wondering why I’m mentioning this, and the reason is that I have a bit of a magpie approach when it comes to the English language.

      Sometimes I like the American English spelling… sometimes I’m really attached to that extra “u” and go for the non-American version. Variety is the spice of life y’all.

      Bless the soul of my copy-editor because she just sighs heavily at the start of each manuscript and deals with my eccentricities. So if you’re an American and looking at a word and thinking it’s not spelt right… it is most likely the non-American version of the word.

    

  


  
    
      To Cee for always making me the perfect cup of coffee.
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      Darkness was never something I feared. Quite the opposite, actually. It was something I sought out for comfort. To feel safe. When I was young, I believed I was the creature to be feared by everything that went bump in the night.

      I thought myself invincible.

      Almost four centuries of living taught me just how wrong I was. But even after I realized there were things even I had to dread, I still harbored no fear of darkness itself.

      Until they took me.

      And shattered my soul.

      The room that currently served as my prison was so devoid of light that even with my exceptional night vision, I saw nothing. No shapes. No outlines. No hints of anything. No windows and no clocks, making time infinite.

      That was one of the many ways they tortured me. And there were many.

      “Ah, good. You’re awake,” a pleasant voice said in the darkness.

      A snap sounded, and soft light filled the room. I blinked rapidly, trying to adjust my vision. Clear, light blue eyes met mine.

      The warlock waited until I was focused on him. “How are you doing this beautiful evening, my love?”

      “Fu-fu-fu—” Spasms ran through my cracked and dry throat before I could force the rest of my words out.

      The vampires working for the warlock had already visited me for their nightly entertainment. One of their favorite games was to see how much pain I could handle before screams finally tore out of me. I’d choked down my cries as they shattered each finger bone. But I broke when they began crushing the bones in my legs.

      My magic had healed the more serious injuries first, leaving my throat sore. Under normal circumstances, I would have healed myself within minutes, but my magic was running a bit low these days. The warlock sitting across from me made sure of that. In addition to the vampires essentially using me as a juice box, he had crafted a potion that made it hard for me to think and weakened my magic, all except for healing. He only wanted to break me, not kill me.

      Sebastian always was a clever one.

      When we’d been lovers, he’d used that cleverness to charm and entertain me. That had been so long ago; it was hard to remember a time when I had loved him instead of hating him with every piece of my broken soul.

      It’s amazing how much can change in a century. Now Sebastian uses his spells to torture me in an attempt to bend me to his will.

      I was fairly certain my stubbornness would outlast his cleverness, but my mind wasn’t exactly firing at all cylinders these days, so that might be wishful thinking.

      Sebastian clucked his tongue and moved towards me. I tried to shift away, but they’d tied me too tightly to the metal table I currently laid on. Panic rose as I pulled against the ropes. Memories of being bound and powerless in my youth flooded my mind.

      I reached for my magic even though I knew I would find nothing but emptiness. Sebastian gave me a small smile.

      Gods, I hated that smile.

      “I’m so sorry it had to play out like this,” he murmured. His eyes looked me over sadly, and I wanted nothing more than to claw them out. “I would have preferred to keep things between us a private affair. You would have come back to me eventually, I’m sure of it. But things are changing, and my hands are tied.”

      He lifted a hand and stroked my cheek, fingers trailing down my jawline and brushing against my lips. I held perfectly still, biding my time.

      “The others don’t know you’re here. They think I’m still looking for you. But I can’t hide you forever. And they will do far worse to you once they have you.” His thumb brushed gently over my bottom lip once more. “Agree to work with me, and this will all be over. I can protect you from them. You loved and trusted me once. We can put the past behind us and be as we once were. Together. Unstoppable.”

      I snapped my teeth. He yanked his hand back with a glower, but not before I drew some blood. My tongue flicked over my lips, and I savored the sweet, coppery taste.

      “I will never come back to you.” I sank every scrap of strength left in me into those words, my voice coming out strong and even.

      Rage flashed across his features before the smooth, charming façade settled back into place. “I’ll see you soon.”

      He snapped his fingers, and the lights went out.

      I closed my eyes, not that it really mattered, and listened. Sebastian was gone, and my body relaxed as much as it could while bound this table. I had no idea when he’d be back. Sometimes he’d be gone for long stretches of time. He never participated with the vampires in their torturous games. But he was the one in charge, so he was responsible all the same. Sebastian had always preferred psychological torture over physical.

      My ears picked up on a slight shuffling sound outside my door. The guards were probably bored. I don’t know why they bothered; no one had come for me, and it seemed unlikely anyone would do so now.

      I wasn’t sure exactly how much time had passed, but Sebastian and his vampire cronies had kidnapped me on my last birthday. And he hadn’t mentioned my birthday again. There was no way he wouldn’t have brought it up and made some sort of perverse celebration around it. So, less than a year. My friends and family likely thought I was dead.

      If only. Death would be a gift.

      My heart ached every time I thought about them. They’d been so worried about me and my never-ending quest for revenge against Sebastian. They’d pleaded for me to stop, at least for a while, instead of continuing to throw my life away as I tried and failed to kill Sebastian for decades.

      It was all for nothing. I had failed, and he had finally won.

      All I could do now was continue to deny him until he finally lost his patience and killed me. Or until the vampires went too far and drained me dry in their games. I hoped Sebastian would at least leave my body somewhere to be found by my loved ones, but he was a vindictive enough asshole to deny them that.

      I had started to drift off when I heard one of the guards gasp, followed by several thuds.

      My eyes shot open. Bodies hitting the floor?

      Two of the thuds sounded lighter than the others. I craned my neck to look in the direction of the door, even though I couldn’t see anything. A few seconds later, the door swung open, and light filtered in from the hallway.

      The scent of a cool rainy night drifted into the room, and I went completely still.

      Impossible. There was no way he was here.

      I had finally gone insane, and my memories were fucking with me. Or I had drifted off to sleep and Sebastian was using his ability to weave dreams to mess with me.

      Despite my disbelief, I couldn’t stop myself from inhaling that familiar scent. It’d been centuries since I’d smelled it, but I would never forget it.

      “My apologies for taking so long, child,” Magos whispered quietly while cutting me loose from the steel table.

      I said nothing as I studied him quickly and efficiently cut me loose. Last I’d seen him, his hair had been long and contained in tight braids. Now it was shaved close to his scalp. Other than that, he appeared the same as he had the day I’d saved his life by being a nosy child with very little self-preservation instincts.

      “Are you real?” I whispered as he helped me stand.

      His copper eyes burned bright with anger, making them stand out even more against his dark brown skin. “Yes, I’m real. I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. Your family and friends have been looking for you. When I heard you were missing, I did my own investigating. Some old contacts claimed a shifter had been captured by a group of vampires aided by a warlock. I took a chance on it being you.”

      Maybe I’d finally lost it and was hallucinating this conversation. I rolled my shoulders back and shifted my weight, savoring the ability to move. It felt real.

      Hesitantly, I reached out and touched his arm, trailing my fingers down towards his hand. He held a sword with a slight curve. Mist still clung to it.

      The tentative hope I’d been feeling settled deep within my chest at the sight of the blade.

      This was real. It had to be.

      “I take it you can’t shift or use magic?” His voice was gentle as he looked me up and down, but his face hardened the longer he looked at me. The torn-up tank top and underwear I wore left most of my flesh on display. There was no hiding the bite marks, cuts, and burns all in various stages of healing.

      “No.” I shook my head vehemently before stopping and forcing myself to focus on his question. “No magic. No shifting. They dose me with a potion every morning to block that.” I licked my dry lips. “It clouds my thoughts, too.”

      “I’ll get us out.” With slow but urgent movements, he led me to the door and out into the hallway.

      Pain flooded my still-healing body with each step, and I latched onto that to help push back the fog that settled over my mind. We stepped over the headless bodies of the guards and continued down the dimly lit hallway.

      The vamps hadn’t bothered to keep the house in any decent shape. The wood floor was worn, some lights were missing bulbs, and the ’70s-style wallpaper was peeling or completely missing in some areas. Random statues and paintings decorated the hallway. They’d likely killed or turned the owners ages ago and used this as a feeding house. My nose wrinkled at the stench of rot leaking from some of the other rooms. Furious shouts came from somewhere deep within the house.

      “Stay behind me. And stay close.” Magos ran out the door and down the hallway.

      I followed, trying to push away the questions bouncing around in my head. How much time has passed? Why had he come by himself and not gone to my friends and family if they were looking for me? Are they okay?

      “Escape first. Ask questions later,” I mumbled. I didn’t have a clue where the exit was, but my intuition was adamant I should trust him.

      Even if he was a vampire.

      “Come on, Nemain! Move!” he called out in that melodious accent I’d never been able to place.

      We soon reached the end of the hallway and turned around the corner, and my vampire rescuer shoved me to the side. I slammed into the wall. Magos was fast, but not fast enough. I bit back a scream as the blade that had been aimed at my heart buried itself in my shoulder instead. Pain erupted as it tore through flesh and bounced off bone, ripping free with more damage.

      A growl rumbled out from my chest. They’d been slicing my flesh without any fear of retaliation for so long that they’d forgotten who I was. What I was capable of. It was time to remind them just who they’d been fucking with.

      I ducked when the dagger-wielding vampire struck at my chest. A familiar heat spread through my muscles as I rotated until my back was against his chest. Grasping his hand, I pulled it back until his wrist snapped and he dropped the long dagger. I snatched it out of the air and slammed an elbow into his face. The vampire’s head snapped back, blood pouring from his nose. My arm flew in a move based on nothing but muscle memory and sliced through his throat. He gurgled as his hands clenched at his neck, trying to hold back the blood gushing out between his fingers.

      My fist slammed into his face once more, and he collapsed to the floor. With one downward motion, I shoved the blade through his mangled neck. I rose as his head rolled away from his body.

      I tried to focus on where Magos was and the rest of the vampires, but it was so hard to think. The fog that was ever-present in my mind thanks to Sebastian’s potion had lifted slightly during the fight, but now it was pressing back in. I gripped the blade harder and willed myself to stay here in this moment.

      A loud crash from behind made me jump, and the lights went out. My back was against the wall, but all I could hear was my frantically pounding heart.

      Panic rose as I struggled to stay calm, breathing becoming difficult as my lungs refused to expand. The fog’s pressure intensified, and my thoughts kept slipping away, replaced by doubts.

      Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe this was a trap. A new method of torture to break me.

      I could still smell Magos, but too many other scents were present for me to pinpoint his precise location. My chest tightened further as I gripped the blade like it was the only thing keeping me anchored to this reality.

      The sounds of bodies crashing into each other and snarls came from farther down the hall.

      If this was real, I needed to get my shit together and help Magos, but I couldn’t convince my feet to move from where I was rooted against the wall. Someone grabbed my arm, and my body moved on pure instinct.

      I broke his hold and threw a punch but missed. I froze and listened, trying to pinpoint his location. Got it.

      I spun and kicked out with my right leg. He danced out of reach, and I couldn’t tell where he was. I shook my head, but whatever was in that potion made my head fuzzy. Focus, damnit.

      Before I could throw another punch, my attacker grabbed me again but just as quickly released me.

      My fist flew forward in his general direction only to be caught in someone else’s much bigger hand. I hissed as I tried to pull free until moonlight filtered in through the nearby window, as if a cloud had hazed by, allowing a glimpse into the night sky. I relaxed when I saw Magos in front of me, holding a very dead vampire in his other hand.

      “It’s rude to assault the person rescuing you. I’ve taken care of the remaining vampires, but I’m sure more are on the way. Also, you should watch your language.” His face was turned away from me, but I was pretty sure he was grinning.

      “You could have said something,” I muttered.

      Although, given the bodies on the ground, it looked like he’d been busy taking out several more vampires while I’d been having a minor panic attack. I looked down and saw another vampire at my feet. Well, his headless body anyway.

      Magos disappeared around the corner, and I ran after him, down the stairs and out the front door. A break in the clouds allowed the full moon to light up the sky.

      I slowed, breathing in the crisp night air. I was free. Free. But then the adrenaline coursing through my body faded and shock settled in. Before I could process much more, Magos pulled on my arm, and we took off at a sprint once more.

      He glanced over his shoulder at me. “I have a car on the other side of the gate at the end of the driveway. We just have to make it there, and then you can rest.”

      I jerked my head in a quick nod and pushed my body to run a little faster as we fled into the night.
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      I woke with a start, gasping for air as my vision narrowed. Tears tracked down my face, and I frantically reached behind me, my fingers slipping under the pillow and curling around the handle of a dagger.

      Breathing in, I focused on the feel of the cool, rough handle. My fingers traced the slight dip where a piece was missing.

      My dagger. My bed. My room.

      Slowly, the panic faded. I was free. No ties held me down. I let out a long breath, released the knife, and rolled onto my back. Sebastian may no longer have me, and he may have failed in binding me to him, but he had succeeded in breaking me.

      I’d never been much of a crier, but now most mornings I woke up with puffy eyes and dried tears on my lashes.

      Not that I’d been the picture of good mental health before I’d been captured. But that me, the one who ran purely on rage and the need for vengeance, felt like a distant memory. She was still there, lurking beneath the surface, usually making an appearance when something caused me to lose my temper.

      But now there was this other layer between the new me and the old me. One filled with tears, panic, and numbness.

      I hated it, but I didn’t know how to fix it. And while I also hated the panic attacks, a small part of me enjoyed feeling numb after being so angry my entire life.

      The magic inside me, however, felt… differently.

      It despised the numbness.

      Every time I had a panic attack, it would surge forward and try to break free. Sometimes I was able to shove it back down, while other times it succeeded, and we had to go into damage control mode to get it contained again. Clean up whatever mess was made. I’d destroyed more than one home since Magos had rescued me.

      Outside the large windows that took up an entire wall of my bedroom, the sky was starting to lighten with the hint of sunrise.

      I sighed. Whatever nightmare I’d been having must have been a doozy, but at least my magic remained safely contained. And he hadn’t come to visit me in my dreams.

      Any time I went to sleep and didn’t have to see Sebastian’s face was a gift.

      I was still tired, but I knew there was no going back to sleep at this point. A quick glance at the digital clock next to my bed told me it was 5 a.m. I had been asleep for a whopping two hours. Ugh.

      After rolling out of bed, I walked over to my dresser and pulled on a pair of stretchy black pants and a dark grey tank top. The large bedroom was sparsely furnished, containing only the bed and a modern dresser with two matching nightstands. The only personal effect I had rested on the dresser, a housewarming present from my best friend, Kaysea. A large electric blue flower rose from a thick stem that had smaller vines wrapped around it. A few long green leaves stretched outward.

      Once the sun came up, they’d twist toward the window to soak up the rays. The flower picked up on my movement, turning its deep orange center towards me. The thick petals surrounding it trembled as it swayed back and forth slowly.

      It must be hungry. I frowned. When was the last time I’d fed it? Two days ago? Maybe last week?

      “I’ll feed you soon,” I promised.

      The vines started to unwind, and I quickly left the room before they finished. It wasn’t dangerous, but it was grumpy when hungry, and I didn’t feel like getting slapped in the face. As soon as I stepped foot in the hallway, I heard the coffee grinder start up in the kitchen. Vampire or not, my roommate was simply the best.

      A small part of me expected to wake up and find Magos gone one day. I had saved his life once, so he had saved mine. But the debt was repaid, and he didn’t owe me anything else. Plus, he was a vampire, and I wasn’t exactly on good terms with vampires these days.

      But he had stayed by my side this whole time. Nursed me back to health and helped me as best he could when my magic raged out of control.

      I’d tried to push him away in the beginning. I wasn’t a safe person to be around. But nothing I did could make him leave, and finally I gave up trying. Now I didn’t know what I would do without him. He was my anchor in the chaotic storm that was my life.

      When I’d reached out to Kaysea and my other best friend, Pele, after getting free, they’d both been so relieved to hear from me. Kaysea had cried tears of joy, and Pele had cussed me out for being stupid enough to get caught in the first place. But once Pele was done throwing a bitch fit, she’d offered me a place to stay. I’d refused at first, both because I wasn’t one to accept charity and because my control over my magic was too volatile after I’d first gotten free.

      But Pele had eventually convinced me to come by promising to arrange gigs for me to take once I was feeling up for it in exchange for rent.

      My magic had been tamed enough that I’d accepted under one condition: Magos came too.

      She hadn’t been thrilled about that part. Vampires weren’t well-liked in the magical community, and after learning vampires had worked with Sebastian to capture me, my friend’s dislike of vampires only increased. That she’d conceded to my request and allowed Magos to stay in the apartment and even gone so far as to adjust the wards for him spoke to just how worried she was about me.

      I was glad I’d taken Pele up on her offer to move here. Before Sebastian had captured me, I’d been planning on visiting Pele in Emerald Bay. While she lived in the daemon realm, she ran the tavern of the daemon-run town on the Washington coast. I’d grown up in the human realm, and it was easier for me to travel around here. Whenever I was in the fae and daemon realms, I had to worry constantly about anyone looking too closely at my magic. But in the human realm, all I had to do was slap on a glamour and I was good to go.

      It didn’t hurt that I loved the old mill that Pele had renovated into three apartments. She claimed she’d done so with the intention of using it for visiting friends and family, but this one had been furnished to my tastes and overlooked the rocky coastline.

      She’d even gotten me a motorcycle to ride and claimed that it “came with the apartment.” I had no doubt she’d done all this when she’d learned I was alive and free. She’d wanted me to have a safe place to stay.

      Pele was never one to talk about her feelings, particularly mushy feelings, but she always showed them with her actions.

      I walked up to the bar in the kitchen and slumped onto one of the stools. My hand flopped out onto the countertop, and my fingers made a “gimme” motion.

      Magos’s eyebrows rose slightly, but he handed me a mug. I took a sip. Perfect.

      “Did you work as a barista at some point in your life? Is that how you’ve been occupying yourself these last few centuries? Seems like that’d be difficult with the whole vampire thing. Or did you manage to find a coffee shop open only at night?” I tilted my head and arched an eyebrow at him.

      Magos seldom smiled, but the corners of his mouth twitched as he strolled out of the kitchen.

      I sighed and settled in to enjoy my coffee. Despite living together for almost a year, I barely knew anything about him. Figuring out his past had become a bit of a game between us, one I was sorely losing.

      With his dark rich brown skin, short-cropped hair, and strange copper-colored eyes, Magos was jaw-droppingly gorgeous. At just over six feet with broad shoulders and a strong chest, he drew attention any time we left the house.

      He pretended not to notice, but I was always entertained by all the stares he received from women and men. Granted, humans were pulled towards vampires regardless of their looks to a certain degree, and the older the vampire, the stronger the pull. Magos claimed they couldn’t help it. I remained unconvinced.

      Regardless of his ridiculously good looks, there had never been the inkling of anything romantic between us, despite what my brother and some of my friends believed.

      Magos and I had met when I was a child. To be fair, that meeting had been fairly brief—less than a day, in fact. But when you save someone’s life, you tend to remember it. I wasn’t sure how to define our relationship now. I’d never had much in the way of family, only my parents and brother. But I supposed Magos would have fit well into the role of uncle.

      I enjoyed my coffee and stared out the window, trying to ignore the unease that was always lurking in the back of my mind.

      My friends and family had worked so hard to make me feel safe here, and I felt guilty about not being okay. Part of me wanted to run. Disappear somewhere in the human realm or one of the other realms for a while. It's what I usually did when things in my life went to hell.

      But after centuries of running… I was tired. So instead, I shoved the feeling away and watched the waves crash into the rocky shoreline.

      Pele truly had found and designed the perfect home for me. Similar to my bedroom, the rest of the apartment was sparsely furnished. The main living area was one big space that consisted of the kitchen, living room, and a workout area. The living room held a couch and a few chairs that faced a large TV. The rest of the space was dedicated to sparring and weapons storage.

      “Up for some sparring?” I moved towards the large sparring mat without waiting for Magos’s response.

      No art hung on the bare brick walls. Only weapons. Lots and lots of weapons.

      They had been the first thing I’d started to collect when we’d settled down here. My main swords hung next to the front door, but my collection of throwing knives and just-in-case-shit-really-hits-the-fan swords hung on the brick wall behind the sparring mat.

      I walked past all the blades to grab my favorite fighting staff and twirled it in my right hand.

      Besides being a clean roommate who served as my personal barista, Magos was also my sparring buddy. Shapeshifter healing is remarkable. It’d taken me only a few days to fully recover after escaping the vampires. Physically, at least. We’d started sparring shortly after that. I’d been training with my swords since I could hold them as a child. And after my parents’ deaths, I threw myself into training even more. It was rare to encounter anyone with the skills to go up against me in a one-on-one fight.

      Magos kicked my ass every time. It didn’t matter what we chose—short swords, longswords, staffs, freaking nunchucks—the end result was always the same.

      I usually grumbled a bunch of swear words in as many languages as I knew while Magos helped me back to my feet. I hadn’t beaten him yet, but over the past couple of months, I’d made him work a lot harder to get me down.

      Magos nodded, walked across the mat, and grabbed his favorite pair of bastons. The two-foot wooden sticks didn’t look intimidating, but I was well aware of how much they hurt when he landed a hit with them.

      He made no comment about me being up again so soon after going to bed. He had probably heard me screaming. Nor did he comment on me wanting to spar again after he’d given me quite the beating earlier in the night. He knew both the coffee and the sparring helped me settle.

      Neither of us were good at talking about our past, but we were good at helping each other in other ways.

      “Just going to stand there? Afraid I’ll mar that beautiful face of yours?” I crooned.

      As usual, he didn’t move. Just stood there with a calm, easy expression in the middle of the mat as I circled around him.

      “My apologies. I thought you wanted to exercise your body, not your mouth. You can assault me verbally just as well if I’m seated, can you not?” he said dryly.

      Before my clever retort could come out, he spun around and slammed one of his bastons into my staff. I pushed back, only to receive a blow to my ribs with the other one. I bit back a cry and jumped out of his range.

      We continued to circle each other, looking for openings.

      “Plans for the day?” He closed the distance between us.

      I blocked the blow to my right side and spun out of range of the follow-up coming to my left. Not quick enough. I felt the sting on my shoulder as I backed away.

      “Going to check in with Kaysea this morning. She was planning on meditating to see if she could trigger a vision. If she’s foreseen anything, I’d like to know. Might check in with Pele, as well. And I need to convince Andrei to spend my birthday here.” My tone stayed steady even though the mention of my birthday quickened my pulse.

      I moved to the left and stabbed with my staff, but he easily blocked it. I spun behind him and gave two more quick thrusts. Also blocked. I danced out of reach before Magos launched a counter offensive. He studied me calmly as I moved around him.

      “There are no signs Sebastian knows where we are. It’s unlikely anything will happen on your birthday.”

      “I know.” I feinted towards Magos’s left. He didn’t fall for it. I made a face at him, and he just rolled his eyes. A habit he had definitely picked up from living with me. “I just don’t want to be caught unprepared. He might not know where we are, but we also don’t know why he worked with those vampires to kidnap me. He’s been content for decades to torment me all by himself. Something must have changed.

      “Since we don’t know what, I want to err on the side of caution. Kaysea will be safe in the fae realm. Pele, likewise, will be safe if she remains in her bar. Andrei is the obvious target and the weak link. He’ll be safer here with us.”

      “Very well.”

      Then he moved. One moment we were circling around each other and the next I was blocking his blows as fast as I could. My staff shook each time it blocked a blow, and despite pushing myself as fast as I could, I had only a few more seconds before his blows made it past my defense.

      Just once, I would like to get him on the mat. Winning was out of the question. Unless I used my magic, which I never did when we sparred. Magic wasn’t something that could always be counted on. I’d learned my lesson on that.

      Magos’s technique was perfect. Every move was as graceful as it was deadly. He spent just enough energy for each strike and nothing more. Magos fought with perfect control, whereas I fought like a wildcat who had just escaped from its cage... which wasn’t exactly far off.

      I lunged towards him and jabbed with my staff. He knocked it aside, and I let it go as he swept me off my feet as I’d anticipated.

      But I didn’t land on my back like he expected. Instead, I arched my spine and reached out with my hands; as soon as they hit the ground, I pushed myself back and landed on my feet in a crouched position. Feline shapeshifter agility for the win! Launching myself forward, I pulled an absolutely stupid move that only worked in the movies. I crashed into Magos’s knees, and we both ended up on the mat.

      I reached for my staff, but before I could move, he switched our positions and was straddling me and pushing the wood baston against my throat. Game over.

      Laughter erupted from his throat as he looked at me with amusement dancing in his eyes. He smiled so rarely, let alone laughed so freely. I might have lost the match, but I still considered this outcome a win of sorts.

      “Satisfied? Can I return to my chair and coffee now?” he asked, still smiling.

      “Sure. I’m going to lie here for another minute and enjoy my moment.” I might not have beaten him, but I still got his ass on the ground.

      Of course, I’d lost the match. Lost. Just like I’d lost the fight when the vampires had jumped me years ago.

      My smile slowly faded.

      I closed my eyes as the panic I’d fought back less than an hour ago rose again. My chest tightened, making breathing difficult, but I forced myself to maintain steady breaths. Something told me today was not going to be fun.
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      Magos settled in a chair facing the window as he did most mornings, watching the sun peek over the horizon.

      He’d been sitting waiting for the sun to rise when we’d met all those centuries ago, in fact. My family had just settled into our cottage on the coast of France, and I’d been out exploring the new terrain. I’d always been a terribly curious child, and finding a vampire sitting cross-legged next to a steep cliff had been quite the surprise.

      I hadn’t understood at the time why he was there. I knew a little about vampires, enough to know that the sun wouldn’t kill them, but it was painful. He’d been sitting so close to the cliff that I was worried he would fall off and not be able to get out of the sun.

      My father had been the one to tell me that while the sunlight didn’t immediately kill vampires, it could kill them if they stayed out in it for days on end. Their magic  would be forced to constantly heal the burns and would eventually run out. Without access to more blood to replenish itself, their magic would cannibalize their own body.

      That was why when vampires had come to our door, seeking shelter, my father had agreed. My mother had not been happy. But my father was always the kind-hearted one, and the vampires had left that night without causing any trouble.

      Well, that might have been because my mother had watched them all night with her sword in hand and a promise of violence in her eyes.

      I’d told Magos my concerns that day and he’d just given me a sad smile and told me he’d be fine and to run along. But I hadn’t left him. Instead, I’d broken my promise to my parents and used my magic to get him out of there. I’d taken us somewhere the sun couldn’t reach us and talked his ear off asking questions about where he was from and where he had been.

      He’d answered all my questions and gradually started talking to me and asking questions about my life. I knew my parents would be horrified to know I was telling a stranger so many of our secrets. But even back then, I had just known I could trust him. When I’d brought him back to the cliffs after dark, he’d promised to tell no one of my magic and had thanked me for the gift of my company. He’d also promised to return the favor someday.

      The memory of that day always came to me when I watched him wait for the sun to rise. I wondered how often he thought of it. We hadn’t spoken of that day and what his intention had been since we’d been reunited. I didn’t know Magos’s age for sure. He was obviously older than me since I had met him when I was a child.

      I suspected he was one of the original vampires, which would put him at over six hundred years old. He didn’t volunteer any information, and I didn’t push. It’s not like there weren’t plenty of things I didn’t want to talk about, and he never pressed me on them.

      I walked back to my bedroom, leaving him to watch the sunrise. I pulled off my clothes and tossed them haphazardly towards the laundry bin. My shirt missed and landed on my bed instead.

      A furry grey head popped up to look at me from under my shirt, followed by a second furry black head.

      Shit.

      Luna just blinked at me with sleepy eyes, but Jinx glared grumpily. He was set in his sleep schedule and didn’t like to be disturbed. Personally, I didn’t think it was fair since he spent most of his time sleeping, so it was impossible not to interrupt him at some point.

      Humans have this stupid superstition about black cats being the cause of bad luck. Go to any animal shelter, and black cats will be the dominant color. It was a bunch of bullshit, of course. The domestic cats of this realm had no bearing whatsoever on one’s luck. Bad or good.

      Unfortunately for me, that was not the case for grimalkins. Like the flowering plant on my dresser, Jinx and Luna were not of this realm. Their glamours made them look like a typical domestic shorthair cat, but their true forms were considerably bigger. Not quite as big as mine, but still big enough to be a physical danger. It was their magic that made them a true threat. Jinx, in particular, had a vindictive streak.

      “Sorry. Sorry.” I raised my hands in a placating gesture.

      Luna moved slightly and settled herself against Jinx, her light silver fur contrasting sharply against his inky black coat. She started purring, and Jinx glanced down at her before shooting me one more dirty look. Saved by Luna again.

      My instincts were screaming at me to stay inside today, but that wasn’t an option. Technically, I could have met with Kaysea and Pele through the mirror in the living room, but given how my past birthdays had gone, I wanted to meet with them in person. Magos was probably right, and chances were slim anything bad would happen. But if something did, and if I was taken again, I wanted to see my friends one last time in person and not through a mirror.

      Gods, that’s dark. I left Luna and Jinx to their nap and headed to the bathroom.

      Standing under the shower head, I let the hot water wash over me. After scrubbing off all the dried sweat, I wrapped a fluffy towel around myself and headed back into my room. The two grimalkins stretched out across my bed were enjoying the sunlight beaming through the windows. Jinx was so adorable when he was sleeping and not terrorizing me.

      I eased open one of the dresser drawers and pulled out a pair of loose-fitting black pants and a long-sleeve black shirt. Like most of my clothing, these came from the daemon realm and were geared towards fighters.

      I pulled on the pants first and checked the various pockets out of habit, then slipped the shirt on. The fitted fabric clung to me before the sleeves widened below the elbow. Daemons never made anything that wasn’t practical, whether clothes or weapons. The fashion and material were a little odd for the human realm, but not enough to stand out. And it wasn’t like I interacted with humans all that often anyway.

      Living in the human realm meant I could mostly avoid the politics of the fae and daemon realms, something I very much preferred. I’d lived in normal human cities and towns, but whenever possible, I tried to settle in daemon-run towns.

      Places like Emerald Bay offered a thriving magical community, which made it easier for me to pick up jobs. And it usually meant not many humans were around, either. Daemons typically chose remote locations humans didn’t have any reason to visit, but they did have a presence in all the major cities as well. Emerald Bay had less than two thousand humans. Some knew about magic and all the things that went bump in the night. The rest had no idea and went about their daily lives, thinking they lived in a quaint coastal town.

      Once dressed, I walked back across the hall to the mirror in the bathroom to set my glamour before going out. Emerald-green eyes with vertical slit pupils stared back at me. My mother’s eyes. My father used to tell me that whenever he missed the infinite green fields of Ireland, all he had to do was look into our eyes and he felt like he was home.

      As I stared into my irises in the mirror, I could almost hear him say it and hear my mother’s lilted laugh. That brief moment of happiness dissolved as the laugh turned into her dying screams.

      A flicker of anger flared to life before numbness surrounded me once more. I didn’t fight it; instead, I sank into it further.

      I touched the leather necklace around my neck. Really, it looked more like a collar, but the leather was soft and comfortable. I ran my fingers against a dark blue gem set into the leather. With a quick push of magic, a tingle spread across my skin, and the reflection staring back at me changed.

      I studied my reflection in the mirror to make sure the glamour was working as it should. My eyes remained their vivid green, but my pupils were no longer catlike. Running my tongue around my normal-looking teeth, I could still feel my fangs even though I couldn't see them. The glamour also made my slightly tapered ears look more rounded and, most significantly, changed the appearance of my skin.

      I wrinkled my nose in distaste. Human skin was so boring. My non-glamoured skin was a deep golden brown with lighter rosettes that matched my feline coat. With the glamour in place, my skin was just a boring flat brown. My ash-blonde hair remained the same color, and I pulled it back into a braid.

      These days I could almost get away with not wearing a glamour. Humans would just assume I was wearing makeup and fancy contacts. If anything, it was my tattoos that would grab their attention more.

      I stared loathingly at the brilliant blue flowers that wound their way down my arms. They were a similar shade of blue to the flowering plant on my desk. But these flowers were much more delicate and had smaller petals that tapered off to narrow points. Winding green vines connected all of them as they flowed over my shoulders and down my back.

      Another flower would likely show up on my birthday, and I briefly wondered where it would appear this time.

      Not for the first time, I wished the glamour was capable of hiding the tattoo. I’d still know it was there, but at least I wouldn’t have to look at it every day. But the only one who could remove it was the warlock who’d cast the spell. And I didn’t think Sebastian would be removing it anytime soon.

      Slowly running my fingers over one of the blue flowers, I sighed and let my arm drop before leaving the bathroom.

      I grabbed my bracers off a shelf by the front door and clasped them to my forearms, feeling the intricate glyphs carved into the silver on top. A silver dagger slid into the slim holster on the underside of each bracer, hidden by the wide sleeves of my shirt. I strapped the harness that held my two short swords on my back, shifting my shoulders slightly as I looked over the remaining knives and grabbed one to shove into the pocket in my boot. Helmet in hand, I left the apartment.

      My bike was the only vehicle in the small parking lot. The Yamaha rumbled a bit but smoothed out. Heading toward the beach cove ten minutes away, I relished the chilly morning air.

      Part of me wanted to keep going. But I needed to check in with Kaysea, so I reluctantly pulled into the beach parking lot.

      I trudged up the beach, ignoring the humans getting their morning jog in. After a quarter mile, I came upon a small cove between large rocks where the water traveled in further. Any humans who bothered to walk this far would get a sudden urge to return the way they’d come. If they still moved forward, they would get a wicked case of vertigo for their troubles.

      A tingle spread over my skin as I crossed the fae-created boundary. I stepped up the few stairs of a wooden gazebo and stopped by a small mirror with a cloudy surface. The symbol I traced across the mirror glowed a soft blue before fading away. Turning away from the mirror, I sat on the bottom step and watched the tide roll in and out. It shouldn’t take Kaysea long to get here.

      Most of the fae had returned to their realms during the Industrial Revolution. Despite common myths, they could handle iron and other metals just fine. But the fae found the pollution of the human realm to be distasteful. Some chose to stay behind, while others traveled back and forth. The merfolk in particular liked to play occasionally in the oceans in the human realm despite the growing amounts of pollution. The animals that swam in the oceans here were far less likely to eat them.

      Everyone had an opinion on the fae. Humans told fairy tales and thought the fae were good beings who granted you fun little wishes and couldn’t lie. The witches and warlocks thought the fae were manipulative and dangerous; I always chalked that up to jealousy, though. And others in the magical community thought they were patronizing snobs who didn’t have nearly as much power as they claimed.

      My opinion was that they were all of the above. Except for the power bit. They very much had all the magic they claimed and then some. Aside from Kaysea, I mostly avoided them. Any travel I made to one of the fae realms was quick and to the point. Not drawing the attention of the fae was on the top of my to-do list.

      I glanced down the shore toward the portal to the Kaysea’s fae realm. She had been my friend for a long time, over half my life. I’d met her while traveling in the fae realms after my parents had died. I’d been stubbornly staying in the fae realms, determined to discover the reason I always got the distinct impression I shouldn’t be there, like what humans felt when they approached a boundary ward.

      My brother, Cian, didn’t get that feeling in the fae realms. No one I knew did. I’d come up with various reasons for why it was important, but really, I just desperately needed the distraction from the grief and rage I’d been feeling.

      And then I’d quickly found myself in hot water.

      Things were about to take a turn for the worse when Kaysea spoke up and said she’d brought me there, saving my skin in the process.

      She got me out of the fae realm but stayed with me afterwards and we gradually became friends. The only person I’d been friends with longer was Pele. Although, Pele and I had been lovers first, our friendship coming later.

      Movement in the waves caught my attention, but I didn’t see Kaysea. I continued scanning until a familiar merfolk who was definitely not my friend came into sight. A disappointed sigh slipped from me as I walked towards the edge of the water and looked at the merman.

      Kaysea’s older brother Connor bobbed up and down in the waves, only his head and shoulders visible. His dark green hair was pulled back away from his face, making his already sharp features stand out more. Kaysea had light green eyes, but Connor’s were several shades lighter and looked almost white. They freaked me out a little. Not that I’d ever admit it to him. It was hard to see any emotion in his eyes, but the flat expression on his face told me he was in his standard asshole mood.

      He was a good twenty feet out, but I sure as hell wasn’t getting in the water with a merman who held a massive grudge against me. I might be thick sometimes, but I wasn’t stupid.

      “Kaysea isn’t feeling well at the moment. She asked me to inform you that she’ll reach out to you through the mirror later today,” he said coldly. Pleasant as always.

      Connor had barely hid his contempt for me ever since my lover, Kaysea’s twin, had died a horrific death. I couldn’t entirely fault him for that. Part of me understood I wasn’t responsible for what Sebastian had done. But he had only targeted Myrna because of me. Kind, funny, and sweet Myrna had been the love of my life and more than I’d ever deserved. Kaysea understood how much Myrna’s death had devastated me and grieved with me over the loss.

      But Connor held me directly responsible; I held no doubt he would kill me the first chance he got. On land, he was no match for me, but the reverse was true in the water. My guilt over Myrna’s death meant nothing to him. His anger and hatred hadn’t softened over the decades.

      “What do you mean, she’s not feeling well?” I asked with the politest tone I could muster. Must not murder bestie’s brother.

      “I mean, she is feeling the opposite of well. Shall I procure you a dictionary?” he snapped.

      “What, does she have a cold? Maybe she should get out of the cold water. I could run and get her some orange juice. Maybe some Airborne? There’s a pharmacy right around the corner. I’ll just go in and ask what they prescribe for a mermaid with a cold?” Annoying him always cheered me up a little.

      “If you must know, one of the younglings was exploring some caves near our territory and encountered some not particularly pleased inhabitants. She was badly wounded and near death by the time she made it back. Healing her took most of Kaysea’s magic, and my sister is exhausted. Both of them are resting, not that you care about the well-being of anyone besides yourself.” Connor idly picked at some drifting seaweed.

      “You could have told me that in the beginning instead of acting like such a jackass,” I retorted, annoyed that he’d ruined the fun I’d been having about teasing him and making me feel like a jerk.

      “Perhaps one of these days you’ll start acting your age and then you won’t make such a fool of yourself every time you speak.” He gave me a flat stare before diving under the surface. His tail rose out of the water, and he slapped it down, sending a wave of water crashing against me. I leaped back before I got soaked.

      Asshole. Pretentious asshole.

    

  

OEBPS/images/logo-large.jpg
GREYNMALKIN






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/qr-maddoxgreywebsite.jpg





OEBPS/images/ashiftinshadows-lg.jpg
5HA® OW§

MADDOX GREY






