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Rath (IPA: /ɹɑːθ/) (pr.: ră) 

Definition: (n.) (historical) A walled fort, especially in Ireland, typically built during the Iron Age.








CHAPTER ONE

Aoife







I took in a deep breath of the frozen air as I stepped out of the terminal, watching my crystalline breath fume. I wanted to say that there was something distinctive about Logan Airport or Boston, that there was a scent of the city that was unique. But there wasn’t. It was just jet exhaust and diesel and the whiff of cigarette smoke from people in the petting zoo. I considered going and asking for one even though I’d quit eight years ago. I could certainly use one now, I thought.

The weather echoed my bleak mood. A shroud of overcast lingered overhead, a gray and dismal sheet. It reflected the grimy brown of the city lights along with my dour emotions and mood. My heart thumped in a slow, leaden pace of grief that made my chest ache. 

I had always been firmly convinced that if my sister died, I would know. Given my experiences over the years, it wasn’t such a far-fetched thought. And I hadn’t felt nothing. There had certainly been something, but Liz’s voice bearing the news over the phone had still left me bereft and collapsed my world around me. By all measures, it was the worst day of my life. And now, here I was, slogging through the ice and oil-strewn lanes of Logan, looking for Liz. 

A parade of buses adorned with a mosaic of logos and names swept past me. From the rainbow hues of car rental shuttles to the demure browns and grays of long-distance passenger lines to the city's Silver Line, marked by its robust T emblem. I felt, for a fleeting moment, more akin to a disoriented stranger than a returning offspring of this city, scanning the ceaseless flow.

“Aoife!” Liz called from the pickup lane. She looked as she always did, never aging, forever twenty-whatever, blonde and perfect, dressed in a brown wool long coat, black blouse, leggings, and riding boots.

I clenched my eyes shut, steeling myself against the encroaching shadow of dread that gnawed relentlessly at the edges of my consciousness. A potent cocktail of resentment and frustration surged within me, leaving bitter emotions in its wake. 

I took a deep breath, steadying myself, and opened my eyes once more. 

Liz, who, for a fleeting span after Marcella's divisive machinations, had played the part of a surrogate mother, loving and caring, only to abandon me at the brink of adulthood. She’d left me alone to grapple with Uncle Donny and his whiskey-soaked incompetence, hard to do from Trinity, Oxford, Sandhurst, or any of the dozen other places I’d been between school and the military, including Afghanistan. On top of that, the prospect of confronting Ma after an abyss of nearly two years was a daunting beast in itself. Had time trickled by so relentlessly?

"Hey. Good to see you," Liz's voice broke through my musings. Her arms unfolded, an offering for what seemed a heartfelt hug that I chose to disregard.

Good to see you? The phrase hung in the air, a strange welcome for someone freshly grieving a sister's loss. Surely, an 'I'm sorry' or an 'I wish it were better circumstances’ would have been a more fitting sentiment. Gods.

“Let’s just go, okay? I want to get this over with.”

Liz frowned in annoyance and slid behind the wheel of the Audi while I took the passenger seat.

We sidled right into a lane headed for the Sumner Tunnel, forcing our way between a beater of a Honda and a new-ish Ford redneck F-150, complete with a gunrack and Georgia plates. She was taking us down past the Science Center. It made sense this time of night. Traffic would be light, though I had no idea where we were headed. I couldn’t remember if Cait had mentioned where they lived.

 “This your car?” I asked absently, the question serving more as a distraction, an attempt to fill the enveloping silence and stifle the rising depression in my chest. Besides, I didn’t know what else to say. What I wanted was comfort, but clearly, Liz wouldn’t be bearing any. I was doing my best not to drown in the raging tide of sorrow over the last words that Cait and I had shared—angry words, enraged even. We’d both been upset. And now, she was gone. I’d never be able to say, ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘I love you.’

“No, it’s Marcella’s.”

My chest tightened further with a deep swell of rage at the mention of her name. “Will she be there?”

“Of course, Cait and I live with her. Now, I know— “

“It’s fine,” I interrupted, cutting her off. “It’ll be fine.” It’s not fine, my thoughts screamed at me. It’s not fine at all. It’ll never be fine. But I said nothing, keeping my eyes forward and my mouth shut.

“Look, before we get to the house, I wanted you to know that there’s no funeral.”

I snapped my head around and stared at her, the sudden declaration bringing another boiling surge of rage and a deeper ache to my chest and stomach. Tears and sobs of grief finally burst forward and threatened to overwhelm me as I snapped, losing my temper. “No! You’re not sweeping this under the carpet! I won’t let you erase her like you erased me! Cait deserves a proper memorial.”

Liz's hand darted towards the glove compartment, retrieving a handkerchief and throwing it in my direction. Her fingers then tightened around the steering wheel, pale against the dark leather. Her ruby lips pressed into a firm line, a silent declaration of her irritation. “Aoife, it's not like that. I—" A weary sigh tumbled from her lips, hanging between us for a long moment.

Her words, when they finally came, held the crisp, firm tone she'd often employed during my tumultuous teenage years. A remnant of a past that seemed lifetimes away, each syllable felt sharp and precise. "Listen, it’s not what you think. Not in the slightest."

“How could you know what I think? You called me and told me that my sister had died. That she was shot. And you sounded pretty fucking distraught. If she’s not dead, it was a hell of an acting job. Where is she?”

A profound loathing churned within me, not for Boston itself, not really, but for the specter of Da’s funeral. It seemed to cling to every corner of the city, every crosswalk, the different, and yet still familiar, skyline, even the airport, the place where I’d been whisked away on a one-way ticket to a world of chaos and turmoil, first to London and then to Ireland, stuck for two and a half years with me Ma’s booze-addled friend and the pain-in-the-ass vampire surrogate mother sitting right next to me. 

Now, here I was, back in the place where it all happened, where my life had been turned upside down. I wouldn’t say ruined. I’d made an okay life for myself. But it had never been the same, never right. I’d lost my twin, the other half of my soul. No, not lost, abandoned. I could have found her later. There had been nothing stopping me. In a dark corner of my thoughts, I acknowledged a haunting truth. I had forsaken her, driven by my own distorted quest for selfhood. I had wanted to be uniquely me without the comparisons of a mirror image that always seemed just a little brighter, a little smarter, a little better. And in my selfishness, I had sown the seeds of my own bitterness, and now, here I was, reaping the fruit, rife with thorns, that I’d laid in my own path. It was karma.

“It’s not that I know what you think,” Liz replied, an old, familiar restrained agitation tightening her jawline. “It’s that you can’t imagine the situation. Now please, just wait until we get there. It’ll only be a few minutes.”

“Fine,” I huffed in a verbal sigh and crossed my arms, letting the silence drop between us, thick with furious frustration for the remainder of the ride.

She wasn’t wrong about the trip, as it turned out. It was, in fact, brief, and we arrived only about fifteen minutes later, the car practically overflowing with a suffocating and icy quiet that felt almost physical, as if we’d brought the cold weather into the car with us. 

Liz pulled us into the underground garage of a posh-looking four-story house. An old BMW 3-series lurked quietly in one corner like some dusty, undead beast, its spectral gaze following us as we pulled in. Three of the half-dozen or so parking spots were filled with two Honda Civics and a police cruiser. They must have guests, I thought.

“The gym is through there,” Liz said, jabbing a finger at a door to my right as we disembarked. “The lift is over there. That stairwell,” she motioned toward another door, “leads up into the house as well as the sub-basement.”

I glanced around, taking in the exits and the stairs she mentioned, also noting the location of the garage door control panel. “You live here? This place is pretty posh.”

“Your sister and I do. We raise our daughter here,” she said, and I thought for a moment she cringed a bit.

“Katie? The little vampire girl? Cait said it was a long story, only that she was taking care of her. She was short on details, I guess.”

“She didn’t mention we were together?”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “No, but we only spoke a few times in the last couple of months, and it was—” I sighed. “It was awkward.” Could this day get any weirder? The vampire who’d practically raised me for two years was dating my sister. Eww.

“Come on. I’ll take you to Cait.”

Liz ushered me into the lift, unlocking and pressing B-2. The lift descended with a mild hum as we stood in silence. I half-expected Muzak.

“Christ, how far down is this sub-basement?” I asked after a minute or so.

"Nearly a hundred feet into the bedrock," Liz replied with a mischievous curve to her lips. "Consider yourself fortunate we chose not to brave the stairwell."

I didn’t have anything else to say, so I shut up and waited.

Eventually, the doors opened into a compact corridor, and we stepped out, turning right. At the far end ahead of us, flush into the sealed concrete, sat a water-tight steel hatch, wheel lock and all. To our rear lay the door to the aforementioned stairwell. Just the thought of climbing it made me feel tired. 

In between, nestled halfway down the right-hand side, was a door of striking red wood with a knob at its center, a beautiful anomaly in this subterranean environment. The etched wheel of runes with which Marcella had a fondness for embellishing her notepads and other possessions was also embossed on the door at about eye level. “Oh, look, it’s Cruella’s little magic circle,” I said snidely. “Is she around? Looking for puppies to drown?” 

I was almost convinced that the ghost of a grin threatened to crack Liz's grim facade for a fleeting moment. But it rapidly solidified back into her stern glower as she ushered the door open, signaling for me to enter ahead of her. "Marcella is at work.”

The sight within stole my breath. Cait lay in repose, garbed in a sheer gown of pure white silk, a picture of gentle sleep on a polished wooden table. Bathed in the pure light of the overhead, she seemed more a serene specter of a woman than the sister I once knew. Her gangly arms and legs were filled out with corded muscle. The stark alabaster of her skin lay over those muscles in a flawless expanse, a vivid contrast to her crimson lips. She looked like an auburn-haired Snow White lost in perpetual slumber, missing only a glass casket and seven short blokes with pick-axes. The moment was surreal, like looking into some dark, magically distorted-looking glass.

“Mirror, Mirror on the wall,” I muttered to myself wryly.

We were roughly the same size and build, and similarly fit, but even if I hadn’t known already, there was no doubt, gazing at her, that my sister was a vampire. The scene was breathtaking in a macabre way, like something out of a twisted Brothers Grimm tale. I chuckled to myself at my odd thoughts, though, as a weird part of me was glad she’d been hitting the weights before she’d been turned. At least she’d be buff for eternity.

“Is she—“ I glanced at Liz.

“Alive? Oh, yes. I mean, in so far as any vampire is. But, Aoife, her soul is missing.”










CHAPTER TWO

Weyna







“Weyna, blossom, wake up.” The tender prodding of a delicate hand elicited an ungraceful grunt from my throat, and I rolled over, seeking refuge in just a bit more sleep. The nudge shifted to an insistent jostling of my shoulder. “Weyna, you have to wake up! We’ve overslept.”

One eyelid lifted reluctantly, revealing Boudka’s stunning face, framed in the halo of her untamed mass of golden hair. Her lips, generously full and ripe for stealing kisses, were drawn into as fine a line as they might manage, and her striking ice-blue eyes glared at me in a mild annoyance that was teetering dangerously on the edge of disgust and irritation.

“Damnit, Weyna! Wake up,” she barked, her voice edged with anger and disapproval. “I’ve already filled the bath water, but you owe me. Nemhain will be here any minute, and I need to leave.”

I stuffed my head under my goose-down pillow to ward off the ambient light filtering through the tent walls. “Just a few more minutes, Boudka. Please?” I was whining now, but I’d been having the most vivid dream, even up to the violent and terrifying end.

“Maybe you can lay about, but I work to earn my keep.” She blew out an exasperated breath and thumped my bed. “I have a dozen duties, and you are not going to make me late. If you get into trouble, that’ll be on your head.” 

I cringed and sat up, a ready retort on my tongue, but she was gone. I ran a hand through my hair, then shook my head to clear the fog of the far too-lifelike dream. It had been so real and immersive; it took me a moment to figure out where I was, even who I was.

“What the hell?” I murmured softly, but it came out strange, in a language I both understood and spoke but seemed alien in my ears, much like tasting a strange fruit whose flavor contains familiar notes but is still foreign.

Boudka pulled back the flap to the tent's confines, ushering in an accompanying breeze that held both a bitter chill and the sweet perfume of the nearby grasslands. The resonant whispers of the ancient trees that grew beneath the high ridge upon which the fort stood sounded in the distance, providing a soothing undercurrent to the bustling morning activity outside.

I let a playful smile curve the corners of my lips as I gazed at her through my mop of black hair and danced my eyebrows at her. “Couldn’t stay away?”

She smirked, maybe a tad taken in by my childish grin, and shook her head. “Brat.” 

In my youth, I had never been one for blondes. They just never tugged my fancy, probably because there were so few in my village. The few that lived there often wed swiftly. Not that I hadn’t stolen a memorable moment with a few, maybe even married, but I’d never tell. Yet, Boudka, who seemed to radiate the morning's glow, entranced me from the moment our lives intertwined.

In the early morning light, her hair danced like a field of wheat interwoven with gilded rosé threads, and the fingers of dawn streaming among the clouds anointed her head in a soft pink and purple halo. Her skin glistened with the dew-laden droplets that descended from the canvas overhead, which seemed to shimmer as they fell and traversed her skin, giving her a glow that rivaled the best of Fae glamour. She was truly stunning.

I took a deep breath, appreciating the light balm of the early spring air. I felt as if it cleansed me of the lingering frost of my dream, which had been biting and cold, the ground, the trees, the streets, all but the gaping maw at the end of the damp tunnels, which had blown hot with the desolate breezes of my mother’s shattered home. This was so much nicer, bewitching even in some ways. And between the crisp morning air and Boudka’s beauty, I found myself thoroughly distracted.

I glanced up at her again, finding her eyeing me once more with tolerant irritation. “What?”

“I said you are such a brat,” Boudka laughed. Then she raised an eyebrow, and her annoyed smirk turned to devilish delight. “Uh oh. I see your mother tromping through the camp, and she looks to be in a foul mood. You probably want to make yourself presentable because I’m leaving before she sees me and I have to look at her sullen puss of a face. And I don’t want her dressing me down. I’m late enough as it is.”

Snatching my tunic from the floor, I chuckled, but when I looked back, the flap was vacant once more, though she’d left it pinned back, giving anyone who might happen to walk by a full view of my skinny childlike body. Boudka called it willowy, but she was just being kind.

Great, I thought wryly. Thanks for that. Then I snorted in amusement. Sullen puss. That was a good one.

“I’m on it,” I grunted to the empty air as I pulled myself from my bed and pulled on the robe.

I still felt groggy, as if my mind were gummed in a barrel of sticky syrup. My thoughts diverted down the strange avenues of the dream that felt more like memories than constructs of my subconscious. But now, at least, I had a firm grasp of where I was, here in my mother’s bathing tent, my home for the last four years. 

The waxed canvas walls wafted like sails in the wind, their tympanic rhythm tempting me back toward my cot, but I resisted, instead pulling my waist-length hair into a ragged bun and readying myself for the day’s chores. Straightening the rugs that covered the dusty ground and making my bed somewhat haphazardly, I prepped the tent and adjusted the stand that held a large depiction of Shaddani at its apex. The painting didn’t really need to be moved, but it gave me a moment to admire the exotic image within. Of everything in the tent, it was the one thing I truly appreciated, the only thing that sparked some sense of wonder.

Within its gilded frame, the massive painting showed The Vermillion Palace, blood red and glowing, the centerpiece of the capital city. Great Black Dragons and vast murders of crows circled its heights. Shaddani’s three moons floated in the backdrop of the night sky.

A few feet from my bed, beneath the wide painting, a large wooden tub lay recessed into the ground and surrounded by a circle of flagstones, and within it rested slightly undulating crystal-clear water, the breeze giving it a slight flutter as eddies and currents of air created small whorls and ripples across its surface.

Bless you, Boudka. I’d have to thank her later for filling it. Nemhain finding it empty ahead of her morning bath would have been the last thing I needed right now. Not after yesterday. Not after what everyone was calling “the sheep incident.” I drew in an exasperated breath as a flush of embarrassment swept through my thoughts, and I relived the same vivid mortification I’d felt only the night before, bringing on a sensation of being a simple and complete failure.

Thickly woven towels of Fae watercloth, dyed in black and emblazoned with the emblem of our clan, sat draped across their stand, their ends perfectly even. Boudka again. She was such a sweetheart.

My thoughts drifted back to the long, bizarre, and frightening dream, still pulled as if drawn by some gravity. Though, if I was honest, some parts had been less than terrifying. I suppressed a hot-cheeked smile at the more prurient aspects of the reminiscence. 

Slices of the dream had been positively scandalous, and every sparkling detail was still shining in the theatre of my memory, haunting, uncanny, and bewildering, as if I’d been living another life entirely, one I honestly did not understand. What was worse, an altered state of being hovered about me. My head was weirdly muddled, swaddled with thick emotions, and though my thoughts felt more directed and precise than they’d been in years, trembling rage nested somewhere, burrowed deep within me. It squeezed at my chest. I took a few deep breaths to quell it. And it helped— some. But the ember still remained smoldering in my chest like a poorly extinguished flame.

The Dark Lady’s unique timbre wafted in from outside, just over the noise of the flapping canvas. It sounded as if she was scolding someone for something, and her sharp tone interrupted my uncomfortable musings. Then I heard Boudka. Nemhain had spotted her hurrying from the tent and was laying into her. The only thing I could make out was Nemhain saying, “Unless you’d rather be down in the village.” 

I hurried to the bathwater. It was, of course, still ice cold. Boudka hadn’t had time to place heating stones in the water. How could she have? She didn’t have access to the Bethadi stores. Fuck, I swore to myself again. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I’d have to heat it myself.

In the strictest sense, my mother's edict had unequivocally forbidden me to dabble in the mystical arts until I acquired a more robust command of its intricacies. Yesterday's fiasco had only served to cement this decree. Nevertheless, the prospect of her arrival to chilly bathwater threatened to stoke a slightly more incendiary wrath.

As I drew in a lungful of air, an involuntary prayer fluttered in my mind, pleading not to blow up myself, the tent, or the whole damn camp with my magical meddling. The incantation, "Tednia," was no more than a simple utterance, a mere ripple in the vast ocean of spells. Yet, the resulting surge of arcane energy coursed potently through my veins, raw and untamed like a vast current.

It demanded a brief, anxiety-stricken duel to tame this elemental tempest into some semblance of order. My inner sight honed in, splitting the world into myriad threads of 'tarzhi,’ the lifelines through which the blood of magic pulsed. They appeared as vine-like striations, their spectral luminescence denoting their origins — radiant white, sterling silver, and gleaming gold represented the ethereal Bethadi, verdant green and oceanic turquoise bore the essence of Earth magic, and a palette of cosmic purple, deep blue, and bloodied vermillion stood for our own, for the Shaddani's mystical lineage.

With a desperate resolve, I swept aside the intrusive tendrils of distractions and focused my entire being on the task at hand, perception wide open to the intricate dance of magical strands before me.

They were wild things, following my nervous system somewhat but fraying and braiding in chaotic, random chains. Slowly, with effort, I coaxed them into a semblance of structure, directing each strand into an orderly direction in-line with the whole, sending them lancing to my fingertips.

Once I felt I had the energy under some air of control, I dipped my hand into the water, holding the magic just long enough to bring the water to a pleasant, comfortable temperature, only satisfied when a soft waft of steam floated up from the bath. I breathed a sigh of relief. My control had been less than stellar as of late. But then again, this was a minor spell, and I suspected my body wouldn’t let me boil my hand. At least, I hoped it wouldn’t.

The tent flap flew back just as I withdrew my hand and stood. I bowed my head in mock obeisance to the royal pain-in-the-ass, Nemhain, the most high and mighty, obnoxious, annoying, and capricious hero of Mother Danu’s army. She was also, unfortunately, my mother. Ugh.

“Oh, lovely,” she said, her voice tinkling like glass in critical irritation despite her words. “Thankfully, you didn’t cook yourself while heating the water.”

I froze, still staring at the rug-strewn ground. Why does she always have to rub it in? I thought. I knew I was an awful witch, but I didn’t need a reminder. Nor did I need her to scold me either, but that was how she was, never satisfied or happy with me or my efforts.

“Weyna, I am the Goddess of Magic,” she declared as she stripped off her clothes. “Did you think I wouldn’t know immediately when you used magic to warm the tub?”

“No, ma’am. I mean, Yes, ma’am,” I said, cursing silently under my breath. “I didn’t want you to miss your morning bath ritual.”

A long, thin finger crooked under my chin, pulling my eyes to hers. “You seem different today. Something about you is—“ She paused, a thoughtful expression on her face. “Nevermind. It would be best if you had a bath yourself. Why don’t you join me?”

“Mother—I mean, ma’am?” I almost stuttered. “It’s forbidden. I’m supposed to be your servant.”

“And I am the Queen of Shaddan, and though I have few subjects left, you are my daughter. I can do as I see fit. Now, take off that tunic, step into the bath, and get the smell of yesterday’s chores and last night’s fiasco off that body, girl.” 

I sniffed at myself. I didn’t smell fantastic, but I didn’t stink, not really. Still, I stripped out of my tunic and took my mother’s hand, letting her lead me into the tub. 

The warm heat conjured an errant memory from my dream. I was sitting in a pool, my head against milk-white breasts, feeling almost drunk as hands roamed over my body, washing off dried skin and cleaning my hair. I pushed the thought aside quickly and suppressed the shiver running down my back. Best to be bathed and out.

“Nemhain, I’d like a word—What is going on here?” A harsh raspy voice called from the tent flap. “Planning on seducing my slaves now, too, are we, Nemhain?”

My mother turned, sloshing a bit of water over the edge onto the flagstones. “Saya! If you recall, this is my daughter, so I won’t be seducing anyone. And if you try to take my daughter in place of that stupid boy, I will place my foot less than delicately in your fabulous gray arse. We came here to save these people from the Kaushkari, not enslave them. Now get out!”

Saya squinted at my mother, then turned her spiteful gaze on me as if I’d done something to her personally. I quickly looked down at the water, and after a moment of seething, Saya threw down the flap and left.

My mother scowled at the tent entrance, waving slightly in the morning wind. “Obnoxious bitch,” she muttered. “As if I’d let her take you. Honestly, Weyna, that woman is going to push me too far one day.”

I said nothing, choosing instead to finish washing. 

Saya and my mother had been feuding for months now. It had something to do with a servant boy Saya had captured trying to sneak a peek into her tent one night. In response, Saya had claimed him as a slave. I didn’t really know the rest of the story. 

From what I did know, though, I thought it too harsh a punishment. He was young and stupid, and it didn’t excuse the indiscretion, but sometimes kids did stupid things. I had done plenty. 

Truthfully, though, Saya had only been trying to get a rise out of my mother. Of course, I didn’t see why. It was about as hard as stabbing a dead goose.

“How was your rest, Weyna?” My mother asked, abruptly pulling me from my thoughts.

“I rested well, ma’am.” As if she was really interested, I thought bitterly. 

I looked up briefly into her eyes, expecting the usual cold calculation I saw there, but this time they crinkled at the edges with a bit of humor.

“Is something funny, ma’am?” I scooped up a bucket full of water and rinsed off the body soap, and began washing my matted hair with her champi bar. If I was going to break the rules, it seemed a shame not to do it all the way, but if my mother found the use of her personal supplies irritating, she certainly didn’t show it.

“Funny? No,” she replied and grabbed the sponge off of the small squat tray next to the bath. Then, as she scrubbed under an armpit, she sighed. “Weyna, daughter, why do you think so ill of me? I’m simply trying to teach you some responsibility. Why can’t you take Badb’s or Macha’s example if not mine?”

I pursed my lips in aggravation, and my mouth ran away, my brain in tow. “What kind of mother are you? Why are you like this?” I snapped hotly, voice shrill and loud. ”All you do is criticize my every effort. Never once have you given me a kind word. You insist on having me call you ma’am or your majesty or a hundred other weird appellations, but never just mother or, heaven forbid, ma.” My hand flew to my mouth, sending water into her face.

My mother’s hands went still as her expression turned hard, eyes drilling into me like motes of reflected crystal light. “I am the kind of mother that wants her child to survive. Remember when I found you, your father’s body pulled over you, stinking and rotting, trying to hide from the emisai? Did it occur to you that I might not want to see you dead with him?”

I scowled. “If you cared so much, where were you when the Fomori came? Where were you when those things slaughtered everyone in the village? Where were you when—“

“I was coming for you!” She shouted back, her voice echoing throughout the tent and probably beyond. She took a deep breath, calming herself. “The Fomori invasion was unexpected. But I felt it when your father died. We were connected. I winged it straight back to save you. Then I brought you up here to protect you and to try to teach you something, anything really, to protect yourself because I realized I couldn’t be there all the time.” Her voice rose again, and the tent darkened around us, the shadows lengthening as her temper began to falter. “We are at war! But all you do is complain and shirk your responsibilities and chase that wench’s skirt.”

My eyebrows rose at her rather ignominious description of Boudka, and I opened my mouth to say something about it, but she held up her hand.

“Stop and listen for once, Weyna. Everything north and east of here is in ruins, everyone dead at the hands of the Fomori or fed to the maw of Mother Darkness as raw material to make more of them. You have a purpose here, and you will learn to use your magic and defend your people. One day you will have to take my place! I can’t live forever. Even the Shaddani die.”

“They’re not my people,” I shot back hotly, pulling myself from the tub now that my hair was rinsed.

“If not them, then who? Who is like us, child? Besides, your father was human, and those humans are the only people we have.” 

“And they would see me burned alive if they knew what I could do!” I had no people, only her. We weren’t of Mother Danu’s people, the people that humans called the ‘Light-Fae.’ Nor were we of the Óșeni or the Kylr, but we certainly weren’t human. We were of Shadden, and that home was gone now, destroyed by the Kaushkari and claimed, at least in part, by Mother Darkness, a land irredeemable from my mothers telling.

“It doesn’t matter, Weyna! They’re all we have, and we’ll not see this world turned to ash like our own. Don’t you want Boudka to have a home?”

Ouch. That was a cheap shot. “Of course I do. But couldn’t she come to live with us in Bethad? I thought when this was over, we would be going there.”

“No, child, she can’t. The magic there would twist her into something unrecognizable, and even if it didn’t, she’d be at the mercy of even the weakest of them. Boudka has magic in her, for sure, but I’ve yet to figure out how to unlock it. And given all the interest you’ve shown in developing your own skills, you’d be at the mercy of those flippant dimwits, too.”

I blanched. The Bethadi were capricious creatures. They had a code of honor and a religion of sorts, which is why they were following Mother Danu at all, but they had no morals as humans saw it, and many of them thought humans were nothing but sport or playthings.

My mother read my expression. “Now you see the reality.”

I grabbed one of the towels and began to dry myself. “Well, then, Óșen, why not there?”

“Óșen is a miserable place. Just look at the Swasari. Do you think they earned their reputation as battle-hardened warriors by sitting at a summer lake eating grapes? Óșen is cold and too dark for any human long term, drifting around a dim red star. She would be miserable and looking to leave for Centrus within a week, and I wouldn’t blame her. This is her home—our home. Besides, getting to Óșen means going through Shadden, which means winning this accursed war with Mother Darkness and at least pushing back her forces so we can cut a path there. Though, given how quickly she is massing forces and creating new Fomori, we may have to just close the gate. Or would you like to try sneaking her through Kaushkar and Centrus? There’s no direct gate to Óșen here or in Bethad.”

“But— “ I tried to protest, but my mother shut me down.

“Even we can’t go home. And even if we could, where would we go? The old palace is all that remains of our once-great civilization. It’s livable, yes. My sisters and I stayed there, trying everything we knew to stop Mother Darkness until even we had to flee. It’s barely thirteen leagues from the current gate, but she’d find us eventually. 

“No, Weyna. This is our home. This is where we stay. Maybe, one day,” her voice softened, and she stepped from the tub and grabbed a towel, giving me a pitying look. “Maybe one day, someone, maybe even someone like you, will bring back the trees and the stars and the moons. But we don’t know how to wrest control of Shaddan from Mother Darkness, save for sending her somewhere else, to be someone else’s problem. As long as she controls the magic of Shaddan, we’re stuck here.”

“Send her to Kaushkar,” I murmured. “It’s where she belongs anyway. It’s where she wants to be, isn’t it?”

“We can’t do that. I made a promise as queen to protect her from Dyeuspater, and part of that pact was not to send her back. An agreement among the Fae, light or dark, is sacrosanct. I couldn’t break it if I wanted to, and for any Shaddani to try would be to court death and ruin worse than we have already faced. I have explained this to you. It’s why the Fae are so,” she paused, then settled on a politic word, “particular about their agreements.”

“Ruthless, you mean,” I muttered.

But she wasn’t listening now. Her entire demeanor had shifted like a summer breeze, turning contemplative. “Now, that would be something to have.”

“What’s that?” I asked, still scowling at her.

“The agreement between the Shaddani and Hel.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Hel?”

She waved a dismissive hand and paced. “Mother Darkness. It’s her true name.” Then once again, she was scowling at me. “It doesn’t matter. The agreement was lost with the vault. There’s nowhere else to go, Weyna. We’re stuck here. We have to make this work.”

I pulled on a fresh tunic and cast my eyes toward the tent flap, defeated. She was right. This was the only home we had if I wanted to be anywhere near Boudka. I wasn’t ready to concede the point but nor did I have another good argument, so I pulled my hair into a loose braid and stomped from the tent to attend to my chores. Obviously, Ma had never been in love. Yes, she has. Don’t be stupid.

I stopped and shook my head just outside the tent. My internal monologue was definitely taking on a much cheekier tone.










CHAPTER THREE

Aoife







Liz guided me upstairs, the weight of Cait's condition settling in my stomach. As we waited for the lift, Liz explained that Cait had remained unresponsive for the most part since being shot, leaving them uncertain of how to pull her out of it. They had even run an EEG to confirm there was brain activity, and surprisingly, there was far more than expected for a human in her condition, let alone a slumbering vampire.

The sight of Cait in her current state shook me to my core, leaving me withdrawn as the lift rumbled to the third floor in a way that seemed off. Liz led me to Cait's room, where I would be staying, at least for the night. I envisioned a room filled with colorful posters and peculiar trinkets reminiscent of our childhood. However, the reality before me was starkly different.

When we’d been kids, Cait had put up posters and collected weird things. She had this clock-lamp thing shaped like a panda that sang happy birthday and a penguin-shaped music box that played the Imperial March from Star Wars. It seemed like everything she bought for our room sang or played or tapped out some tune. And they were all colorful and bright. This place was dreary by comparison. There was a polished cherry wardrobe along one wall. It was nice, elegant even, probably antique from the look of it. Two nightstands flanked the queen-sized bed, covered in a tasteful solid blue duvet with a grey throw blanket, and a gorgeous pen shell lamp sat on one nightstand next to her badge and a small gun safe.

“God, sis,” I whispered with a snort. “You’ve gotten old.”

On the bed, a fat orange tabby meowed at me, and I walked over to stroke him. He sniffed at me, then looked at me through narrowed eyes, then sniffed at me again. I’d say he jumped off the bed then, but it was more of a plummet. Once on the floor, he collected himself and sauntered away, looking extremely put out.

“That’s Jabba,” Liz chuckled. “Cait’s—our cat. He’s probably hella confused right now.”

Liz opened a small chest in the corner, constructed from gray-painted wood. "I picked up clothes in your size. I wasn't sure of your preferences, so I sized them for your sister and hoped." She paused, her eyes scanning the contents. "Mostly jeans, t-shirts, and sweaters. There's a Canada Goose jacket hanging up in the closet downstairs. I bought it for Cait, but she won't be needing it anytime soon, so you're welcome to it."

I nodded. “I’m sure it’ll all be fine.” Nothing like hand-me-downs for the afterthought sister. I turned back to Liz. “Umm. . thanks. I’m sorry I was so grumpy. I just—“ 

I blinked back hot tears before a high-pitched voice squeaked, “Auntie Aoife!” from the doorway.

I turned and found a pretty girl of maybe seventeen with long black hair and big grey eyes staring at me. If you discounted the cute stuffed vampire bat in her arms, the pair of wide-legged jeans and white t-shirt hocking ‘Girl in Red’ would have been right at home with about a quarter of the girls in Galway. She was definitely in the current mode. Given that she was a vampire, I’d expected a mini-mosher. And something in her expression and demeanor reminded me of Cait when she was young. Adopted or not, the apple had fallen pretty close to the tree.

"So, you must be Katie," I said, a hint of a smile forming on my lips.

“Yup.” The girl barged forward into the room and threw her arms around me. “I’m so glad you’re here. Wow, you really do look just like Mama.”

"Mama." The word felt foreign on my tongue. I struggled to find the right words, feeling a strange mix of familiarity and uncertainty. She was my foster niece, after all, but the lack of a shared history made me feel like an outsider. 

I returned the embrace, then took a step back, unsure of how to navigate this new relationship. Say something, Aoife. But my mind was blank, and the silence stretched longer than I’d have liked.

Sensing my discomfort, Liz intervened, rescuing me from my awkwardness. "Katie, come on. Let's let Aoife get settled. She's had a long trip, and I'm sure she's tired." Liz gently shooed Katie out of the room. "We'll let your aunt get settled, and then we can chat. Aoife, there's a lot you need to know." She closed the door behind them.

Shite, I thought. What the absolute fuck in an arsehole am I doing here?

I let out a sigh, momentarily feeling a weight lift off my shoulders. But then, fatigue tugged at my body, reminding me of the long flight. Opening my bag, I glanced at the medications and medical file inside and sighed once more.

A deep melancholy settled in my heart as I thought about Cait, Liz, and Katie. It was a twisted kind of family, but it was still a family—a family I'd never have. 

I shook off the somber thoughts, undressed, and wandered into the bathroom.

"Well, Cait, not short on the comforts that matter," I mused, taking in the luxurious shower before me. It was bloody glorious, with multiple heads and wall jets. I just about had an orgasm on the spot. I’d spent the last God only knew how long with one of those fucking pump showers we all had in Tourmekeady. It beat the alternatives, and they weren’t awful, but still. Honestly, any place with a regularly working shower was great after Afghanistan, but this place was the good of it, and I didn’t waste any time diving in.

It was heavenly. The warm water jetted out at all angles when I turned in the shower, and I let it hit every part of me—every part. I tried to remember when I’d ever had a shower like this. The water was instantly hot. As I bathed, the scent of smelly soap and shampoo filled the air, and I thoroughly enjoyed myself until the door opened.

"Who the fuck is it?" I blurted out, then cringed, my initial irritation giving way to a sudden self-consciousness as if it could be Katie at the door for some unfathomable reason.

"Hello?" A woman's voice, soft and low like melted chocolate, echoed through the bathroom.

I peeked around the frosted glass and was confronted with the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, carrying a pair of white bath towels. She was six-foot-two if she was an inch with short red hair, porcelain skin, and captivatingly huge green eyes that sparkled in the light. A scar ran down the right side of her face, breaking at her neck and continuing past her collarbone and under her t-shirt. And, Christ, she was fit.

"Well, I can see why my sister lives here," I remarked, turning on a little Irish charm and stepping out from behind the glass. "Is there something I can do for ya?"

She spun around, putting her back to me. “Oh, God, Sorry. Sorry. I just brought you some towels.”

“Oh, well, fair play, then.” I moved back behind the glass, grinning mischievously like the Cheshire Cat. “I’m Aoife, by the way. And you are?”

She snorted a laugh. “I know who you are. I’m Morgan. Your sister and I work together.”

“Go or stay, but close the door; you’re lettin’ the steam out.”

“Uh, yeah. I’ll be going. It was nice to meet you.”

"Oh, aye!" I called out, peeking again to confirm her departure. With a quick bite to my bottom lip and a shake of my head, I returned my attention to the shower, the warm water now accompanied by a shiver of anticipation. Perhaps Boston wouldn't be so bad. Sweet Mother Mary and Joseph, Sis, I thought. How did you manage to stay away from that one?
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The chest in the corner had several pairs of black pants and blue jeans, and I silently cursed my sister’s lack of style. There was also a pair of brown cargo pants, so I took those. A little further digging about uncovered a green t-shirt that said, ‘Kiss Me, I’m Feckin’ Irish.’ I laughed, unable to decide if I should be amused or offended that Liz bought it, and stuffed that to the bottom, instead grabbing a plain grey tank top and a green jumper. I also snatched up a pair of woolly socks. I didn’t bother with a bra. I wasn’t planning to go anywhere. 

Glancing at Cait's shoes in the closet, I silently hoped she wouldn't mind me borrowing a cute pair of heeled Timberland boots. Finally dressed in something comfortable, I located my medication, swallowing a dose of Keppra with a prayer that no seizures would interrupt my stay. Ready to face the world—or at least the kitchen—I left the room behind.

“Hello?” I called softly, and Katie poked her head out of a doorway further down the hall.

“Are you feeling better?” She asked, then looked back. “Come on. It’ll be fine.” She reached over and towed a young girl out of the doorway, obviously Katie’s sister by the look of her. The younger girl was maybe eleven or twelve with soft gray eyes and black hair in a long braid.

"Oh, hi. Who are you?" I asked, adopting a kind tone and a warm smile.

“I’m Leah.” She practically hid behind Katie.

“Well, I’m Aoife, Cait’s sister.”

“You don’t call her Cáitlín like grandma does?” Leah observed.

“Grandma?”

“The snake lady. That’s what we call her. Cait’s mama.”

I shook my head, completely befuddled, but who knew what twelve-year-olds thought? “Only when I’m upset with her. When we were growing up, Cait hated being called Cáitlín, and I’m sure she still does.” 

I took a step forward. Leah took a step back, her haunted grey eyes wary and her posture suggesting she was about to bolt, though Katie had a firm hand on her arm. It was an expression I’d seen on a few kids back home who’d been the victim of domestic violence.

I knelt down to her level and gave her a warm expression. “I’m about to make a sandwich. Are you hungry?” 

Leah nodded, and I held out my hand. “Come on, then. Let’s get you something to eat.” Then I added, “Don’t worry. I don’t bite.” 

A split second later, my hand shot to my mouth in embarrassment. “Oh, Gods, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—” 

Katie just beamed a wide grin and started laughing. Then Leah and I joined in, and just like that, we were grand. Leah took my hand, and we made our way downstairs.

As the lift doors banged and jerked open, we entered the kitchen to find Liz, Morgan, and two other women seated around the table. The sound of their conversation stopped abruptly as they turned their attention toward us.

“Here five minutes, and you broke the fucking elevator?” Morgan said with her back to me. For a moment, I thought she was serious, but then she twisted in her seat and flashed me a dazzling, if terrifying, smile, complete with fangs. 

My face fell. Another fucking vampire, I thought. I should have known.

Morgan’s grin vanished as her face screwed up in anger, and she shot to her feet, placing her hands on her hips in indignation. “You know, you don’t have to make that face. I didn’t choose this. Almost none of us did, not even your sister. So don’t be a bigoted asshole.”

Leah flinched and hid behind me. 

My eyebrows shot up in surprise, and I sputtered for an apology. “Fuck. I mean, fuck, I’m sorry. I just haven’t—“ I clamped a hand over my mouth, realizing I’d sworn in front of Leah.

“We clear?” Morgan demanded.

I looked around at the others at the table. They all looked non-plussed, but only Morgan looked angry. 

“Crystal,” I mumbled and looked back at Katie apologetically, who was likewise looking at me with a disappointed expression. 

I cringed. Way to put your foot in it, Aoife.

“Good.” Morgan sat back down amid snickers from everyone else.

“Damn, Morg, really?” One of the women said, a woman in a grey suit.

“I had enough grief in life for being a lesbian. I’m not taking it for being the walking dead. I intend to confront this shit when I see it. You can’t back down in the face of bigotry, or it never goes away.”

“Mouth Morgan,” Liz said sharply.

Leah gave her an incredulous look. “Dad says way worse than that every day, Auntie Liz.” Then she turned sullen and quiet.

Sheepishly, and feeling about as bad as Leah now looked, I led her over to the island and grabbed a seat on what looked to be a brand-new barstool. I noted she grasped onto the edges of the countertop.

I opened the commercial refrigerator that dominated one corner of the room. Blinked. Then closed it and blinked again, as if I couldn’t believe what I’d seen. Then I opened it once more. One whole column of shelves was filled with bags of blood. The rest had human food, enough for a few people. 

Turning back to Leah, I couldn't help but wonder how she perceived this unusual arrangement. The contrast between the bags of blood and the human food displayed the delicate balance this household maintained—a balance between their innate nature and their connection to humanity.

The lady in the plain gray suit jerked me from my musings when she called for a Sprite, which I handed to her.

“I’m Angela Schaeffer, Bureau,” she said perfunctorily, rising and offering her hand, which I took. 

“Aoife. Aoife Reagan, Garda Síochána, Tacaíochta Faoi Arm.” At her puzzled expression, I added, “Sorry. Irish Police, Armed Response Unit.”

“Ah.” She sat back down. I immediately recognized the type, a seasoned veteran with a no-nonsense attitude, and I thought it odd she was sitting around the table with a bunch of vampires, but everyone here seemed like proper mates. It was weird and, oddly, a bit encouraging. I realized how unfair it was to picture my sister as some blood-bound floosie clad in ridiculous attire. Glancing at Katie, who watched me intently with those earnest eyes, I saw a good-natured kid. Cait had made it abundantly clear how much she loved her. It was really becoming obvious that I needed to shed my biases and reevaluate my views.

Shrugging nervously at Katie’s scrutiny, I pulled out some luncheon meats and set about making sandwiches for Leah and me.

“I hope you don’t mind, Liz. I’m starving.”

Liz nodded, but her attention was fixed on the raven-haired vampire seated to her left. She possessed an air of mystery, accentuated by her dark brown eyes and a cocky smirk that danced on her lips as she observed me with unnerving intensity, her gaze piercing through me. Finally, after a few moments, she stood up and began making her way toward me, but before she could reach me, Katie stepped in.

“Nope!” She said, placing a firm hand on the older woman’s chest. “You just go back to the table, Nastasia. Leave her alone.”

Nastasia gently pushed Katie aside, her determination unwavering. "Move aside, child. I was just going to introduce myself. I promise," she assured, her voice tinged with a hint of a Russian accent.

Unlike Cait, I inherited my mother's talent for languages and had once thought I might follow in Ma’s footsteps. So, seizing the moment, I switched to Russian, breaking the tension that hung in the air. “Are you Russian-American or Russian-born? You don't have much of an accent."

Morgan looked up at me then, her face a mixture of astonishment and, maybe, a bit of grudging admiration. Nastasia, however, remained unfazed, responding in kind. "Russian born. Your Russian is very good. Do you speak any other languages?"

Switching to French, I replied, "Oui." Yes. Then seamlessly transitioning to German, I added, "Ich spreche mehrere." I speak several. Finally, in Japanese, a language I had been studying for a couple of years, I uttered, "Dakara, reigi tadashiku."

Nastasia's laughter filled the room, a melodic sound that seemed to hold a touch of mischief, and her amusement offered a revealing glimpse of a vibrant personality. Switching back to English, she said. “I understood the French and the German, but I don’t speak Japanese.”

“I said,” also switching back to English, “to make sure you mind your manners—especially when talking about me behind my back. I speak some Chinese as well, Mandarin and Cantonese.”

She tapped her lip thoughtfully. “It’s interesting that you don’t seem afraid of us.”

“Should I be?” I asked flatly, giving her a defiant stare.

A wide, wicked-looking grin spread across Nastasia's face, drawing my attention like a moth to a flame. It was a grin that exuded an undeniable allure, carrying with it a heady charm that sent unexpected shivers down my spine. As she laughed, the sound wrapped around the room, all silk and seduction, weaving a web of temptation that ensnared my senses.

"I'm Nastasia Volkova," she announced, stepping gracefully around Katie to close the gap between us. “I think I like you better than Cait.” 

With a certain audacity, she extended her hand in invitation. My instinct was to reciprocate the gesture with a handshake. However, she intercepted my hand, bringing it to her lips in a tender, lingering kiss. The tip of her tongue tantalizingly brushed against my skin, leaving a trail of lingering sensation. Her words reached my ears like a seductive whisper, igniting a flicker of anticipation. "Oh, yes," she breathed, her voice dripping with suggestion. "Much better."

“Nastasia,” Liz warned.

I fought to suppress the sudden surge of desire that threatened to consume me. I licked my lips, attempting to regain composure as I found myself entranced by Nastasia's liquid brown eyes, which sparkled with delight beneath the cascading strands of her dark hair. The interplay between her captivating gaze and her enticing demeanor left me yearning for more while a mix of curiosity and trepidation coursed through my veins. I felt smitten, needful, and full of longing.

"Don't—Don't do that," I whispered, my voice barely audible as Nastasia inched closer, her magnetic presence enveloping me.

Her innocent façade played out perfectly as she questioned, "Do what?"

My breath hitched as I struggled to find the right words. "The glamour," I managed to breathe out, my voice laced with a mixture of trepidation and vulnerability.

In response, Nastasia adopted a cute pout, effortlessly shifting gears from seductive to playful. She gently booped my nose, an unexpected touch that sent a jolt of electricity through me. "Maybe later," she whispered, teasingly hinting at the potential for something more. With that, she gracefully retreated, allowing the veil of glamour to dissipate.

I clenched my jaw and tightened my fists, attempting to conceal the surge of fear that welled up within me. Words eluded me, and I remained silent. 

So much for proper mates, I thought. 

The encounter left me questioning the boundaries between desire and apprehension, unable to ignore the lingering sense of both intrigue and terror that pulsed through my veins and left me shivering.

"Now, what were we talking about?" Nastasia inquired, settling into her seat with a soft smile that exuded sin and sensuality.

I realized Leah was speaking to me and used the moment to shift my attention away from the vampires at the table. "Sorry, Leah. What were you saying?”

“No mayo, please. Mustard.”

"Of course," I acknowledged, completing her ham and cheese sandwich. After deftly cutting it into small, triangular pieces, I slid the plate over to her. Spotting some roast beef and a bottle of HP sauce, I swiftly assembled my own sandwich before settling down beside her. "There you go, one hang sandwich," I declared with a playful grin.

Leah giggled at my choice of words, and I responded with a cheeky wink, fostering the connection between us. 

Seizing the opportunity for a quiet conversation, I leaned in and spoke softly. "So, Leah, how do you like living here?"

“It’s way better than home. Everyone here is nice to me, even Nastasia, and she hates everyone.”

“I heard that, you little brat,” Nastasia chided with a sweet smirk that looked completely out of place on her.

“Oh, yeah,” Katie interrupted. “Everyone just loves Leah. I’m the one they make do all the work.”

“That’s not true,” Leah shot back. “I help. I take out the trash and clean your bathroom.”

“Well, you should clean the bathroom,” Katie answered with a laugh. “I don’t use it.”

“Do too! You shower and get toothpaste all over the mirror. And you leave empty blood bags in the trash.”

Liz piped up, clearly hearing magical words that indicated food in the bedroom. “Katie! What have I told you about taking blood to your room?”

“Thanks a lot, you little squealer.” 

I suppressed a giggle. How many times had Ma read us the riot act over bringing food into our room, I wondered. Kids will be kids, even vampire kids.

I turned back to Leah. “You said it was better than home?”

Liz watched us intently, waiting for Leah's response. "Yeah, Mom and Dad used to hit me a lot. But Dad's dead, and Mom is in the hospital. She's not doing well," Leah confided, her voice tinged with sorrow. "Ms. Colewort came by and said we could stay here for now. But that was before—“ Leah's voice trailed off, her eyes welling up with tears. Overwhelmed by emotion, she clung to me, seeking solace as she buried her face in my chest. “You won’t let her take us away, will you?”

I shushed her, stroking her hair. “There, there, love. It’ll be alright.” It was weird how she’d glommed onto me almost instantly. I looked at Liz, who waved her hand, obviously wanting me to comfort her more, so I lowered myself to Leah’s level and looked her in the eye. “Over my dead body, love. No one’s goin’ to take you away. You hear me?” She threw her arms around me again and began to bawl once more. I just held on and kept stroking her hair.

After a few minutes, Leah dried her eyes and said, “I’m not hungry anymore. I’m going to go back to my room.”

I nodded. “Okay, sweetie, if you’re sure.” I didn’t know what else to say. I wasn’t great with kids.

After Leah was gone, Liz spoke up. “That’s the first time she’s cried since the attack. She must feel very comfortable around you.”

“Yeah, I was wondering about that.”

“You look like Cait; she was the only one Leah would talk to. I’m sorry if it made you uncomfortable.”

“Yeah, sure, but what can I do? Kids need to cry when bad things happen.”

Liz gave me the same smile she always had when I’d done something she appreciated, and for a second, I was sixteen again, feeling that old swell of pride.

The front door opened, and a crisp British voice called from the foyer. “I’m home. What a shit show at the office. Did Aoife arrive yet?”

I recognized the voice immediately, and every muscle in my body heaved with tension as Marcella strode into the room. Fuck.










CHAPTER FOUR

Aoife







“Oh, Good! You’re here. We can get started!” Marcella said as she blew into the kitchen, poured herself a glass of blood, and took the seat next to me. “Angela, dear, do we have any leads?”

I stared at Marcella. “What, not even a hello? Well, you made bags of your manners in the last sixteen years,” I said. “We’re not old mates from school, Marcella. I’m here for Cait, not for whatever this little gathering is. Oh, and nice buzz cut. It definitely brings out your inner dyke.”

Angela shot me a nasty glare as Marcella turned toward me, touched her hair briefly in an uncharacteristic show of insecurity, then schooled her face into a mask of indifference. 

“My apologies, Aoife. I was certain you held a bit of a grudge, so I didn’t want to say anything to set you off. Since that offended your sensibilities, tell me, are you alright?”

My jaw worked with uncertainty as I tried to figure out how to respond. Her voice had been flat, but the words had been cutting. Finally, I settled on, “Yeah, sure, I’m grand. But before you get started, I’d like to know what this is supposed to be.”

Marcella opened her mouth, but Katie beat her to it, launching off at ninety miles an hour to enlighten me.

“Right, so, here’s the deal, Auntie Aoife. You’re here because we thought Mama was dead, but thanks to Angela, who somehow managed to get some of her own blood into her at the last minute, she turned instead of dying. Because all Mama needed at that point was a little bit of someone’s soul. Right? You follow?”

Schaeffer raised a languid hand and dropped it, not bothering to turn around. “Don’t forget it almost killed me.”

Katie didn’t even slow down. “Right, so Mama came to for a few seconds at the morgue, and it totally freaked out the coroner. Fortunately, Liz was there to identify the body, and Nastasia was called in to glamour him within an inch of his sanity to forget she was there, but Nastasia’s the best. And when I say the best, I mean she can make you want her so bad it hurts. So it worked, okay. Yeah, Auntie Aoife, she wasn’t really trying a few minutes ago.”

Nastasia nodded and winked at me. 

“Meanwhile, Mama’s soul’s gone on holiday. Carol, Mama’s witch friend, is convinced she’ll be back, but they’re,” she pointed at the crowd around the table, “not so sure, except Auntie Liz, who’s my other Mama, but she doesn’t want me to call her that on account of her kids, which she still blames Marcella for, even though she says she doesn’t. And Mama and Liz are a couple, so be nice to her. 

“Liz wanted you to be here when Mama woke up, and she knows you’re a cop, so she wants you to help us find Mama’s killer. Marcella wanted to see you so you two could bury the hatchet, preferably not in her skull. Nastasia wants to get into your pants because you’re Mama’s twin, and she wants the matched set. Eww.”

“Katie!” Liz shrieked, but Nastasia just kept staring at me with alarming intensity until I flushed, then she waggled her eyebrows, and Katie kept going, clearly still on quite the roll.

 “And Morgan’s just here right now, trying to figure out how to be a vampire, but she knows you think she’s hot because she heard your heartbeat quicken upstairs and doesn’t know how to feel about it because she and Mama were in love in Iraq. She does think your cute, though.”

“Hey, private thoughts, Katie!” Morgan protested and blushed more than I ever thought any vampire would. For that matter, I was suddenly feeling pretty pink myself, among other things.

“She’s also waiting for Carol to tell her whether her sister, Caileigh, is still alive. If not, she hopes Carol can tell her where her body is, so she can take her home to bury her. But to do that, Carol has to have something personal of Caileigh’s, which is being shipped from East Bumblefuck, Montana. So she just waits and scowls all the time.”

“Oh, and you’re my family, so I just wanted to see you,” Katie finished and sat back with a wicked, wicked grin.

Schaeffer barked a laugh. “Did you catch all that?” 

Everyone was staring at Katie, but no one protested or said anything, so I figured she had it spot on. The kid was fucking brilliant, that was for sure. ”Katie, love, you’re my wingman from now on,” I crowed. “We’re best mates as of right now.”

“Goody!” She chirped. “We’ll have to hit the bars!”

I raised an eyebrow. “The bars?”

Katie gave me a fang-laden grin that was both adorable and terrifying and rose to leave.

“Katie,” Liz warned, and Katie turned, sucking the last of the blood from the bag in her hand before making a show of putting it in the trash. Then she was gone down the hall.

I just laughed. “Is she always that precocious?”

No one answered. They were all still stunned, it seemed, and there was a lot of shifting around uncomfortably.

Nastasia spoke first, which I somehow expected. “Well, now that everyone’s up to speed, can we begin?”

Again, silence. So I took another bite of my sandwich and then grabbed a Coke from the refrigerator to wash it down. 

When I came here, I hadn’t known what to expect, but this definitely wasn’t it. And, even though I’d wanted to get right back on the plane and go home as soon as I got off, I realized this lot was way too entertaining to pass up, and I wanted to see what happened next. Katie’s explanation alone, and the aftermath of discomfort that had followed, made the entire trip worth every second.

Marcella finally composed herself. “She’s not wrong.”

“About which part?” I asked, still trying to digest it all.

“All of it, I assume. Though I didn’t know you found Morgan attractive, nor that it might have bothered her in some way. And I knew that Liz still blamed me for—“

“Marcella,” Liz interjected. “Now is not the time to discuss it.”

“Quite right,” Marcella answered her. “In any event, here we all are. Your sister was shot, point blank, in the chest with a shotgun. She’s the only one who saw the man. And he peeled out in a late model Dodge Charger or Challenger. Liz and Katie were too busy trying to save Cait to get a good look at it. We suspect it was someone in one of the hunter families we’ve been contending with lately, but we have no idea who.

“Carlos caught the perp’s scent on the envelope the man gave Cait before he shot her, but we have no leads, and the envelope had only a smudged partial print, unusable. Our best guess is a man named Matthew Reynolds, who used to work for the FBI. Cait glamoured him a few months ago, and he had a psychotic break. We think he may be part of the same hunter family as Carter Reese, Schaeffer’s former boss, who is now dead.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Look, I’m not at my best, but I’ll do what I can. But over here, I’m just a civilian. I can’t do much. And who is Carlos?”

“Cait’s supervisor at the police department. He’s also a werewolf and a total bore.” Nastasia chimed in. “You look just like Cait, and no one knows she’s downstairs in the basement except her squad and Detective Freyer. We have kept her condition very quiet. 

“Those are all people we trust, and they’ve all agreed to keep mum. As far as the rest of the department knows, she was shot, but she was wearing a vest, and she’s on leave to recover. I had to glamour a few people to make that work, but—“

“Oh,” I muttered. Then, rather abruptly, understanding dawned. “Oh!” I didn’t like this at all. “You want me to be Cait. You want me to be the bait for the killer.”

“And there we have it,” Nastasia said with a wink and a broad, spectacular smile. “Now we know which one is smart and which one is pretty.” 

I shot her a dubious look. “I don’t know anything about Cait’s life past the age of sixteen. I can’t just pretend to be her. What am I supposed to do when someone asks me something personal? I’ll fuck it up.”

Marcella turned toward me. “No one’s going to know, Aoife. Almost no one knows she has a sister at all except those same people we mentioned, and people believe what is right in front of their eyes. Right now, the bad guys believe Cait is alive and well. We need to find out who they are. We need the killer to come after her, or rather, you, again. Besides, Morgan will be there to help you through it.”

“Me?” Morgan blurted. “I’m barely under control as it is.”

“Pish. You’ll be fine.” Marcella waved her off, then gestured to Liz. “I’m going to have Liz keep you feeding properly for a couple of weeks until you get the hang of things, and—“

Morgan scoffed. “Oh, no. I’m not doing that. You want Liz to be my minder? I don’t think so.”

“Would you prefer me?” Nastasia said with a nasty smile. “I’m sure we’ll find each other’s company entertaining.”

Morgan sat down. “This is insane. I have to feed way too often.”

“Well, we have a full two weeks before Cait is expected back at work. If we’re lucky, she’ll wake up before then. If not, this is the best plan we have.”

I laughed. “I’m with Morgan. This is insane. You’re asking me to impersonate a Boston Police Officer. If I’m caught, they’ll put me in jail and then likely deport me back to Ireland.”

“Don’t be silly, Aoife, they can’t deport you,” Liz said. “You’re still a US citizen, or did you forget you were born here? They’ll just send you to prison.” 

“Great,” I muttered wryly and ran a hand down my face. This kept getting better and better.

Liz continued, smiling in amusement at my discomfort. “Besides, no one is asking you to pretend to be a cop. Carlos will make sure you’re not breaking any laws. You just need to learn Boston Police procedure, re-learn to speak with an American accent, learn about all Cait’s friends, and catch up on everything you’ve missed in the last fifteen years. With two weeks, all of that should be easy for someone with a Doctorate in Linguistics.”

“Fuck me,” I said and sighed. How did I get roped into this shite?
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I stared balefully at the little leprechaun on the box as I muddled my way through a bowl of kid’s cereal with Leah the next morning. “Lucky charms, indeed,” I muttered, and Leah laughed.

“You’re funny,” she said with a grin.

I grinned back. “Am I?”

“Are you ready to get started?” Marcella asked from the doorway.

I shifted my gaze to Leah, who just shrugged.

Then I looked up at the blond vampire, and my breath caught in my throat. Marcella was standing there in what I assumed was her usual business attire, a white blouse, black skirt, and patent leather court shoes. Unlike the night before, when she’d looked a bit haggard from work, she was absolutely smashing. 

I firmly pressed my lips into a thin frown. But it was probably too late. Marcella’s entire face lit up with a wide smile that crinkled the corners of those fabulous eyes, though she didn’t say anything, waiting for an answer to her question.

I hesitated, just knowing that if I opened my mouth to speak, I’d smile in spite of myself. I don’t like this lady. I professed internally. She fucked up my entire life. Damnit. Hell, I didn’t like any of these ladies except Katie and Leah. Katie was a little terrifying in a ruthless child sort of way, but her adorable attitude was thoroughly endearing. And then there was Morgan, but that was my twat talking, and I couldn’t trust that.

I schooled my face as best I could. “I haven’t agreed to anything yet.”

Marcella nodded thoughtfully. “That’s true. You haven’t, and if it’s not something you want to do, I won’t push you.” Then her voice turned gentle and pleading. “But we really could use your help. If we don’t find this guy, we might all be in danger, including Katie and Leah.”

I sighed. That was rude, bringing the kids into it, but it was a fair point. “Fine, but I’ll only agree if Morgan agrees to help. She knew Cait in Iraq, and her knowledge would help me sell it. I’ll get a more complete picture.” I was almost definitely not asking because I thought Morgan was hot—almost.

Marcella squinted with a playful smirk. “Uh-huh. Okay. I don’t see a problem with that, given that we were going to have you stay at her place anyway. There’s more room, and—“

“No,” Morgan said, crossing the threshold from the foyer. “We’re not. She’s not staying with me. Come on, Marcella. There is literally no room. You know that. My apartment is a shoe box.” 

“Morgan, we’ve talked about this. It’s not a request.” Marcella said firmly, eyes flashing. “If she stays here, she’s unlikely to draw out Cait’s attacker. I want it to appear that Cait is isolated from everyone here.”

“Then go rent her an apartment back in the North End,” Morgan argued. “I have a tiny efficiency. Where’s she supposed to sleep? And what if I lose control?”

“You won’t. Like I said yesterday, Liz will be taking you out to feed every two days. We’ve worked all this out. And as I said, it’s not a request.”

I watched them stare at each other. Morgan crossed her arms defiantly, and she looked like she wouldn’t budge. But then something passed between them, some unspoken thing that clearly scared Morgan, and she capitulated, dropping into a chair. 

“Fine.”

“Excellent,” Marcella said and hustled off with Leah to get her ready for school.

“Did I do something?” I asked as I went to wash out my bowl. “I mean, I know that it’s not ideal, and I made it pretty plain that my experience with vampires hasn’t been all that great, but you seem like you hate me.”

“No,” Morgan said morosely. “It’s nothing you did. I—Nevermind. It doesn’t matter. I’m not being given a choice. I like my head attached to my body.”

I barked a laugh, but Morgan just glowered even more, and it took me a moment to realize it wasn’t a joke. “Wait. Marcella would kill you?”

“So it would seem.” Morgan crossed her arms and watched me as I put my breakfast dishes in the dishwasher.

“That’s barbaric.”

She shook her head. “No. Of everyone here, I probably get it the most. It’s what’s required. Marcella is taking control, and I’m not really upset about that. We need a firm hand with some of the others, but I didn’t expect her to turn that on me, what with my friendship with Cait. And this seems like such a small thing.”

“It’s wrong,” I said flatly. “She shouldn’t force you. If you don’t want me there—“

“Aoife, it’s not that. Like I said, let’s just forget about it and make the best of it.”

I blew out a breath. This was going to be fun. Morgan was gorgeous, scar and all, but Gods, she had an attitude. Then again, all vampires did, except Liz, of course. She was always the exception.

I set my bowl on the counter to dry, then turned my attention back to Morgan, my voice quiet and probably sounding a little petulant. “It’s my sister, isn’t it.”

“No, Aoife, it has nothing to do with Cait. But you won’t leave this alone, will you? I had a really bad experience a couple of years ago.” She scooted her chair in and glared at me with hard exasperated eyes. “Having someone living in my personal space scares the shit out of me, okay? Is that enough of an explanation?”

I jerked as if she’d slapped me. I’d struck a really raw nerve. I hadn’t meant to, and I said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pried.”

“No, you shouldn’t have.” She pressed her lips together, then ran her hand through her short hair. 

I scowled back at her, reminding myself that her sister was missing and she had a whole bunch of shit going on, then blew out an exasperated breath. “Okay, so can we start with police procedure?”

She shook her head. “Not here. Go upstairs and pack. I’m sure Marcella has a suitcase for you. Carlos will meet us at my place in two hours with everything you need.”

“So you already knew this was the way it was going to go.”

She nodded.

“Then why argue?”

“For my dignity and sanity,” she sighed, though I could see the hint of a rueful smile tugging at one corner of her mouth. “Just go get your stuff.”

I rolled my eyes and headed upstairs. Well, this is a great start.










CHAPTER FIVE

Weyna







The sun rose and fell with dreary regularity several times before my mother, accompanied by her coterie of sister deities, once again departed the fort. As always, their destination and purpose lay veiled in obscurity. Such departures were common and always kept secret, steadfastly guarded against my curious inquiries. But that didn’t stop me from speculating as my imagination wandered down multiple paths of scouting expeditions, spying on our adversary, or even battles. Any of which seemed logical. Yet how does one understand the comings and goings of goddesses?

Without my mother, I had no one to stave off the jabs made at me by Saya, but there was a silver lining. With her departure came an absolution of some of my responsibilities, my mother’s daily bath, for instance. As luck would have it, this coincided with a rest day for the Óșeni as well, further liberating me from afternoon duty carrying water for the women.

It was during this afternoon respite that I found myself locked in mortal combat with my magic lessons and the cryptic tome Mehada, one of Aine’s finest witches, had provided me. I had reached an impasse. My fingers skimmed the soft parchment, tracing the ink lines that denoted a complex equation. I had tried everything, but the numbers seemed to run together. I understood the concept, but the implementation eluded me, and I resorted to keeping my fingers placed on various symbols to make sure I didn’t lose them in my math-stupid brain. It was like having a puzzle whose interlocking pieces moved as I tried to place the next one. Finally, I threw my head back and howled in frustration, ready to toss the book into the morning bathwater, which I’d neglected to drain.

Boudka appeared in the doorway with a gleaning bag under one arm and a pack on her back. “You busy?”

I shook my head in disgust. “Not really. I’m trying to get this, but I just can’t make sense of it.”

Boudka peered over my shoulder. “Well, that looks like it describes a limit. You see, as this number here,” she pointed at a symbol, “gets closer together with this number, “ she pointed at another symbol, “they reach a limit of how close they can actually get. That’s represented by this line. But, there is a point where they enter a synchronicity that keeps the magic stable.”

I turned my head and looked up slowly from my sitting position on the floor. “Where did you learn that?”

Boudka scoffed. “To read Bethadi? It was the first thing I learned when I got up here three years ago. I got one of the Bethadi knights to teach me as soon as I realized the squiggles on a page meant something.”

“No, the maths. And how did you know this was a magical stability equation?”

She shrugged. “I’ve always had a head for counting and understanding numbers. Until I got here, I just never understood how to express it. As for the magic, I’ve read a couple of books on it. I had hoped that I might have some aptitude. That,” she pointed to the page I was struggling with, “is an addition that applies to spells with long-lasting effects to give them a greater level of permanency.”

“I know that, but I can’t follow the equation. It would be so much easier if my mother would just show me.” I sagged and then lay back on the floor. “I must be stupid or something. I can’t get it. I keep trying, but I just lose it.”

Boudka knelt down and tugged at my upper arm and spoke to me gently. “You’re not stupid, blossom. Maybe you just need to rest your brain. I think I smell the peat burning in there.” 
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