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      As the chaos of Loki covers the earth again, will the Seeker awaken to save us all?

      When Sonya Michaelson’s hot date turns into something from a horror movie, she wakes up with a chunk taken out of her neck, and her body going through strange changes. Her attacker has disappeared, leaving her a mysterious note to meet him in Montana.

      With her senses tipping over into the freaky, she is left with no choice but to go after him.

      Instead of her attacker, she finds Tyler Viðarrson, an alluring man who claims he’s been sent to teach her how to survive the transition into her new life. Ty informs her that she’s been bitten into a line of werewolves that trace their lineage back to an ancient pack of Icelandic Vikings.

      Now, several packs are fighting for her to join them.

      If she doesn’t learn to control her wolf by the full moon, she could lose what’s left of her sanity. But with such a tempting teacher, she fears her sanity may be the least of her worries.

      Sonya soon discovers there is a larger and more sinister plan at work. She is not the only one who has been changed against her will, and whoever is changing the others, wants her for what she can awaken–an ancient power that may endanger the entire world.

      
        
        GET IT NOW!
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      Hopping over a fallen tree trunk, Sybille kept running, refusing to slow even when a side cramp and a spirit with a meat cleaver embedded in the back of his head made unwanted appearances.

      “Not now.” She pressed a hand to her abdomen and dodged the spectral interloper.

      He let out a huff, followed by a string of curses, but made no attempt to float alongside her.

      Sybille sped on, following the path and the echo of boots against earth. Behind her, the spirit’s voice faded, replaced by the labored gasps of her boyfriend.

      “Sybille, wait up!” Elis called after her. No doubt it pained him that he had to struggle to keep up with her, but she’d ceased caring about men’s bruised egos long ago, especially his. He’d match her pace, or he would deal with falling behind. She had other problems, the biggest of which wasn’t about to slow down for Elis’s sake or for hers.

      She caught a flash of dark hair through the summer foliage, black against green, and aimed herself in its direction.

      “Stop!” It was her turn to yell in vain to the woman outpacing her.

      The thorns of a blackberry tore into her shin as she made her way toward her target. Blood dribbled down her ankle. There was a time not long ago when Sybille’s blood being let into the wilds of this forest would have marked her for certain death by its resident monsters, but the Low wasn’t what it had been. Thanks to her and her friends, the forces that held dominion here had been pushed out. The Low, with its dark primordial forests and pristine waterways, had become more of a wilderness refuge than a safe haven for evil creatures. Still, a power void had formed, and Sybille could think of a few people who might want to fill it, including the woman she now pursued.

      “Juliana!”

      The woman glanced back but didn’t stop. That glance was enough to nearly undo Sybille. She’d never get used to it. Five months this wicked spirit had possessed the body of her cousin, Zareen. And so it was her cousin’s face that glared at her, with all of Juliana’s mirth twisted into Zareen’s lovely, full lips.

      Five months, and Zareen refused to give up. Sybille sensed her presence, pushed into a corner, locked away but still alive, if you could call having the worst person ever use your body for whatever she pleased living.

      There was still time to save her, but not if Sybille couldn’t catch Juliana.

      Her side cramped up again as she ran. It seemed several times Juliana had evaded her, but whenever she lost sight of the woman, an angry bird or chittering squirrel would scurry out of the underbrush or low-lying branches, and Sybille would know which way to head. Juliana, who had spent most of the last century as a bodyless spirit, hadn’t mastered the art of skillful movement.

      Propelling herself through a bed of sword ferns, Sybille sprinted toward a patch of sunlight where the dense fir and cedar forest thinned to a grassy clearing. As she breached the edge of the meadow, sunlight battered down on her as though an interrogation light had been aimed into her eyes. Squinting, Sybille scanned the area for signs of Juliana.

      There, twenty yards off, stood her cousin’s body, poised upon a rocky outcropping overlooking a riverbed. Sybille sucked in a breath. On an early morning hike last week, she had stood near where Juliana did now, peering over the side of the cliff toward the river’s rapids. To fall would be a death sentence. Perhaps this ending was what Juliana had determined for herself and for the woman whose body she’d stolen. She’d failed to completely rid herself of Zareen’s spirit. To someone as narcissistic as Juliana, that had to eat away at her pride.

      Sybille strode forward, only to have Juliana mirror her, stepping back toward the cliff’s edge.

      “Hold on. Let’s talk this through, Juliana.”

      “Why should I?” Juliana pulled her lips into a pout. “What have I done to you to deserve this treatment?”

      “You stole those boots you’re wearing for one thing. And my cousin’s body. I’d like them both back.”

      “Those boots were waiting for me when I escaped the zoo enclosure you’d placed me in.”

      “They’re my boots, waiting for me by the front door. I scraped my ankles chasing after you because I didn’t have them. And it was a basement prison cell, not a zoo cage. I have no interest in containing you in a micro version of your natural habitat, which I guess would be, what, a stone crypt?”

      “How dare you!” She took another step toward the edge. “After everything I did for you. I saved your world from those terrible Ossian fae.”

      “That’s not how I remember it.”

      “Your human memory is weak. If it weren’t for me, Earth would be a boneyard. But I, once again, sacrificed myself.”

      “Really? Did you die? Because I don’t remember holding a dance party on top of your grave.”

      “Raelyn’s body died. Her perfect immortal body. I gave it up for you and my ungrateful husband.”

      “Ex-husband,” Elis said as he joined Sybille. Breathing heavily, he bent over, hands braced against his knees. “My heart’s going to give out. Is this how exercise always feels to humans?”

      Juliana glared at him. “I deserved this body for my heroism, and I won’t be made to feel bad about it.”

      “You took my cousin’s life away from her.”

      “She had more of a life than I ever did. A husband who loved her. Children.”

      “Just because I never loved you,” Elis said, then paused to catch his breath. “Doesn’t mean you should take it out on someone who’s actually loveable.”

      “You never…what?” Juliana frowned.

      Sybille elbowed Elis in his ribs. “Stop making it worse, Elis. Juliana, Zareen’s children need her back. The three of them are so young, they’ll barely remember their mother if she doesn’t return to them.” She held out a hand. “Come with me, back to the chateau. I promise, we’ll find a solution for you that doesn’t involve body snatching or mind prisons.”

      Juliana maintained her precarious cliffside position. “Why should I believe you? You locked me away. Twice! First in that hellish head of yours and then in the Blood Phoenix’s dungeon. You’ll destroy me to save Zareen.”

      Of course she would. She’d do it and then pop the champagne. “Only if there’s no other way.”

      “There is another way.” Juliana craned her neck, her gaze resting on the river a hundred feet below. “There are many other ways, in fact. None of them involve the two of you, however. I want to be free of you.”

      “We’d like the same,” Elis said. He grasped Sybille’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “But that will never happen as long as you remain in possession of Zareen. Surely you must see that.”

      “I see many things, husband. Including my salvation.”

      “What are you going on about?”

      “I shall be delivered from evil today.”

      Sybille’s shoulders stiffened. The perpetual nerve of this woman. “The only thing you’re being saved for is a special place in hell.”

      Lunging forward, Elis pulled her back, tightening his grip on her hand. Sybille snarled like a dog on a leash.

      “Careful, love.” He coaxed her back. “She’ll jump to her death just to spite you. It isn’t worth it.”

      Sybille closed her eyes and counted to ten. “We’ll find you a body.”

      Juliana turned to peer at her again. “I already have one, thank you.”

      “A better one. A fae.”

      “A fae.” Juliana tilted her head from side to side. “How intriguing. I don’t believe you though. You have no means in which to find and entrap a fae.”

      “Do you know that for certain? I happen to know fae who would—”

      “Know fae who would what? Consent to having a spirit obliterate their soul and live for eternity in the shell of their body?”

      Sybille’s blood ran cold. She would have looked to see who had spoken had she not found herself unable to move so much as an inch in any direction. Not that she needed to see the speaker to know who she was.

      Juliana’s getaway driver had arrived.

      “Is it really such a stretch for you, Froya?” Opening her mouth wide enough to speak proved tricky, but Sybille pushed through the discomfort. “You’re already a shell of a woman.”

      “Maybe don’t piss off the lady who just paralyzed us with her mind?” Elis said.

      “Lucky for you both, your part in the Ossian downfall has been looked upon favorably by the coterie. I’m temporarily not allowed to kill you.”

      “Temporarily?” Elis asked.

      “Look, Froya, I’m not suggesting we sacrifice a fae for Juliana.”

      “That’s exactly what you suggested.” Juliana stepped away from the cliff’s edge toward the lavender-eyed fae. “You should know, Froya, how detestable I found Sybille’s scheme. I would never attempt to possess your virtuous and noble people.”

      Froya brushed a finger down the length of Juliana’s face. “If you did, we would see that your existence was ended after a period of intense torture.”

      “Well then, it’s settled. I’ll be keeping this body.”

      Froya shrugged. “I’ve been sent here to retrieve you. Unless you’d rather remain with Sybille while she attempts to extract you from her cousin’s body.”

      “I would not.”

      “Then you’re right. It is settled.” She placed her hand on Juliana’s wrist. “Stay out of our affairs, Sybille Esmond. The coterie may have given you reprieve, but you’ve taken something from me, and I won’t forget it. Next time we cross paths, I’ll be far less likely to control myself. Have fun with your human pet.”

      She twisted her fingers, and that’s all it took to whisk Juliana and herself away. As soon as they were gone, the bonds of magic keeping Sybille and Elis frozen were broken. She shook her limbs to bring feeling back into them.

      Elis brought his arms over his head and stretched. “Did she just refer to me as human?”

      “She called you my pet too, but it’s the human part that’s burning you up, isn’t it?”

      He lowered his head and scuffed at the ground with the tip of his shoe. “What do we do now?”

      “We go home. Tell my mom and Peter what happened. We regroup. And then we find a way to get my cousin back. And my boots.”

      “Good.” Elis turned and headed back toward the forest. “Because if the Ichor fae want Juliana bad enough to come and take her, that means they have a plan for her. And the only sorts of plans fae have are of the dastardly variety. Which means…”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “I have to, Sybille.”

      “Fine.” They crossed out of the meadow into the forest, which embraced them in its shady fold. “Let it out. Tell the trees our fate.”

      He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted. “We’re all completely screwed.”
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      Elis held the door open for Sybille, who kicked off the old pair of sneakers she’d taken from Raelyn’s closet after Juliana had pilfered her boots. Sinking onto the wooden bench lining the wall in the Low chateau’s entryway, she stared at the painting Raelyn had hung on the wall opposite, an impressionistic image Elis was rather fond of, in which a forlorn woman gazed out at the viewer from her vantage point at the end of a bar.

      The spirits of a diminutive woman with a tangle of red hair and a man missing most of his teeth materialized next to Elis.

      “Sod off!” He tossed one of the discarded shoes in their direction. Unmoved by his attempt to alarm them, the pair continued to hover.

      Sybille waved them away. “A bunch of your friends are in the drawing room watching that big black rectangle we call a television. I’ll help you as soon as the rectangle runs out of shows.”

      The spirits deliberated a long while before relenting. Elis sighed as they disappeared through the wall. Ever since they’d defeated the Ossian fae and their bloodthirster soldiers had been vanquished, the spirits of those bloodthirsters had become trapped in the Now World—the realm of the living. They should have been released into the Afterlife, but instead they had become ghosts, destined to haunt the Now World and, most notably, Sybille Esmond, until Sybille found a way to exorcise them. So far, converting them into couch potatoes was the best she and Elis had come up with to keep them from driving the living mad with their constant unresolvable ennui.

      Elis took a seat next to her. “How long will reality television shows and cooking competitions placate them?”

      “Not long enough. They do love television though. Especially the ones who died before it was invented.”

      “They love this place too.”

      “Naturally. The Low was their bloodthirster counterparts’ domain. When they were all sucked from the ether into our realm, it made sense that a lot of them would be drawn here.” She picked at a loose thread at the bottom of her T-shirt. “Which is all the more reason I should get the hell out of the Low now that Zareen is…”

      They remained side by side, her sentence unfinished. He didn’t want to talk about Sybille’s unfortunate cousin, possessed by his evil ex and now kidnapped by the Ichor fae, off to another universe. Time to bring up another pressing problem.

      “I have to tell you something, Sybille. You’re not going to like it.”

      She groaned. “What now? Does my mother have cancer? Have the Ossian returned? Are the bloodthirster spirits planning on possessing me all at once?”

      “Worse than any of those things.” He craned his neck so that she’d have a decent view. “Take a look.”

      “At your head?”

      “At my hair. Specifically, a particular hair near my right temple. Do you see it?”

      He pulled away from her as she burst into laughter.

      “This is what you’re going on about?”

      “I can’t believe you think this is funny. It’s the beginning of the end.”

      “It’s a grey hair, Elis.”

      “Yes. The first one I’ve ever had in three and a half centuries.”

      She stopped laughing, pressing her lips together instead before speaking in a more subdued voice. “You do remember that you’re no longer a bloodthirster, correct?”

      “I’m still a bloodthirster. I still thirst for blood.”

      “Old habits die hard, as they say. But you, on the other hand, will die easily. You’re a mortal, just like the rest of us sorry commoners. Welcome to humanity.”

      “I don’t like this. I’m not…” He was worthless to her. No superpowers, no longevity, no enhanced senses—nothing remained of the former Elis that could be of benefit to her. “I hate that you have to see me like this.”

      “Maybe you do, but I don’t. I love mortal Elis, even if you complain about your knees aching and probably should have about twenty vaccinations.”

      “It’s a lot to get used to, being…normal.”

      She nudged his shoulder with her own. “You’ll never be normal, if that’s what you’re worried about. In fact, you have something you never had before, Elis—the knowledge that time is precious. Our time together—it can’t be taken for granted.”

      The idea that their days together were finite made his heart hurt. He hadn’t realized how true her words were until she’d said them.

      Sybille lay her head against his shoulder. “Lord knows when one of us might be taken over by a spirit and carted away to destinations unknown.”

      “Zareen’s destination isn’t unknown.” He rested his head on top of hers. “You know damn well Froya took her to the Ichor home realm.”

      “Maybe. But they have countless realms they could travel to. If I can figure out for sure where they are, we might be able to steal her back.”

      “Are you serious? We’d start another war if we did that. And we’re down…” He looked toward the floor. “We’re without some of our key players.”

      He meant Devin, of course. And Charlie. She broke away from him, and he instantly regretted alluding to them. Lately, anytime he referred to either of them, she closed herself off like she was a queen wasting away in a walled-off tower. Swallowing, he decided to say something else that was stupid and guaranteed to make her angry. “But if we got them back...”

      She whipped around again. “No. They’re dead, Elis. I know that, you know that. Why do you have to keep suggesting otherwise?”

      “Because I don’t know they’re dead.” He couldn’t help but raise his voice. “You say you do, but you don’t know any more than me. There’s a possibility they made it somehow.”

      “Charlie was about to unleash all of the Ossian’s power onto our world. She was a bomb counting down to a nuclear-level detonation when Devin zapped her from our universe and saved us all. You know damn well what must have happened when that countdown reached zero.”

      “Nothing is certain.”

      “Death is.” She reached over, fingering his grey hair. “That’s as certain for me as it is for you. We spend our whole lives learning to accept that. It’s a new concept for you, sure, but you still need to get to that point, Elis. I’ll die, you’ll die, and Devin and Charlie, they’re already lost to us.”

      “They can’t be.” The pain in his chest spread to his shoulders and down his arms. He’d held little Charlie with those arms. He’d read bedtime stories to her and played Go Fish with her. He’d loved her like a father loves the only child he’ll ever have. He couldn’t accept that she might simply not exist anymore.

      Sybille stood and crossed her arms over her belly. “Devin told me not to look for him. Last time he disappeared from our universe, I searched, I found him, and I brought him home. This time is different. He had good reason not to have me search for him again—because he knew there’d be nothing left of him to find.”

      Elis’s gut could only be kicked so many times before he’d be left numb. “Come on, Sybille. Don’t you want to know for sure?”

      “I have to focus on the person who still has the potential to be saved, and that’s Zareen. If I don’t get her back, I’ll never be able to look her husband and kids in the face again.” She reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone. “Wow, look at that. Not to change the subject, but...I have to change the subject. Nate texted.”

      “Nate has a phone?”

      “I gave him a burner before he went into hiding.”

      Elis nodded. The fae were as interested in Nate as they were in Juliana, if not more so. Like Elis, Nate was a bloodthirster whose wayward spirit had been reunited with his body. Unlike Elis, he also possessed a supercharged body that was nearly indestructible. Or at least, it had been, prior to the Ossian defeat that had stripped bloodthirsters of their powers and turned most of them into heaps of ash.

      Nate was special and the Ichor fae knew it. They’d find a way to exploit him if they could. That unseemly interest had forced him to take off months ago, using the warding spells Peter had taught him to evade their searches. No one knew where he’d gone, except for Sybille.

      “Thing is…” She bit her lip and stared at the screen. “It was for emergency use only.”

      “Does that mean…”

      “Yep.” She showed him the message on her phone. “We have a code red.”
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      The night sky of the Ichor home world sparkled with more stars than Juliana had ever seen, even in the days before electricity had generated light pollution on Earth. In the starlight, waves lapped gently upon a wide, sandy shore. The melodic cooing of an Ichor nightbird harmonized with the waves, making Juliana feel as though she were walking on the outskirts of an enchanted sea kingdom. Unfortunately, the loveliness of this fantastical place died with her first big breath. She wrinkled her nose, then pinched it closed before the stench could cause her to dry heave. “This is more rank than the dungeon Sybille kept me in. Why does your world smell like an eighteenth-century brothel?”

      “This is the spawning season. Our fish die and wash up on the beach.” Froya took a big breath. “If you don’t appreciate my world, including its fishy aroma, I can take you back to Sybille and let her play exorcist with you.”

      Juliana chuckled. “No, you won’t. If you didn’t need my skills for some reason, you wouldn’t have put in the effort to come and retrieve me. You aren’t going to simply vanquish me from your presence just because I insulted you. By now, you know me well enough to understand that insulting people is part of my charm.”

      “As is hubris.” Froya picked up a piece of driftwood that had floated to the shore and tossed it back out into the tidelands. “I’m not so sure about the charm part. You aren’t entirely wrong though. The coterie inquired after you, and you are here at their request. Don’t forget that. You exist in our world due to your potential usefulness.”

      “What usefulness are you referring to?”

      “You’ll see. If you’re of value to us, you will be treated as such.”

      “And if I’m not, I’ll be cast aside.”

      “I’m glad you understand the situation. Come with me.” She beckoned Juliana to follow her up the beach to a stately structure that looked like an Earth lighthouse with two extra towers.

      Inside, there was no winding metal staircase leading up to an elaborate lightbulb, but only three empty silos with slat windows letting in beams of light and whitewashed walls composed of stone. Froya pressed on the polished slate floor and gestured for Juliana to stand back. The light rays contorted as the windows above them changed form until a three-dimensional diagram appeared in front of them.

      Juliana walked around it.

      Flickering lights like electric sparks crisscrossed the diagram. They formed structures and outlines that were at once familiar and perplexing. “Is this supposed to be Earth?”

      “Not supposed to be Earth. It is Earth. Well, it’s Earth as we conceive of it.” Froya looked not at the diagram but at Juliana.

      Juliana shivered, remembering the fae woman’s cold scrutiny back when she’d spent her endless days baking cupcakes and tartlets in Sybille’s kitchen prison.

      “These lines,” Froya said as she reached out, nearly touching the one closest to them. “Do you know what they are?”

      Juliana didn’t answer right away. Instead, she mimicked Froya, holding out her hand and waving it just out of reach of one of the lines. Soon, what started as a mild tingle in her fingertips built to a pounding throb. She gasped, pulling her hand back.

      Froya’s eyes lit up. “Just as we suspected. You could feel it. Try again.”

      Juliana reached out, letting the vibration build until she could no longer resist its temptation. She connected with a line.

      This is what it feels like to be struck by lightning, she thought. A lightning strike with no singe, no heart attack, no fear.

      “My God.”

      “What is it?” Froya asked. “What do you feel? Put a name to it.”

      Juliana touched her fingertips together. Energy surged through them. “Power. I feel nothing but power.”
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      The air on the balcony outside the Ichor’s strange heart-tree meeting chamber was considerably more to Juliana’s liking than their smelly dead fish beach. Now morning, the world’s twin suns cast the skyline of the fae’s impressive city of towers into brilliant hues of purple and red. The air was permeated not with the stench of death, but with a light, floral aroma.

      The day had just begun, and it had already proved to be a huge improvement over the one before it. At this time yesterday, she’d still been a captive trapped underground in a cage. Today, she was an honored guest in a magical universe. So long as one of those annoying pelicans the fae seemed so fond of didn’t decide to peck out one of her eyes, she was quite content to stay in this world forever.

      “You can’t stay here.”

      Juliana gripped the arms of the wicker chaise lounge she’d been reclining in. She wasn’t going anywhere. Not now, not ever. “I’ll stay as long as I wish.”

      Froya handed her a glass filled with an orange liquid. “You aren’t Ichor. You’re…tell me what you are again?”

      “I’m many things.” It was true. She’d lived numerous lifetimes; she’d possessed the bodies of several important people with a host of abilities. “I was a spirit for a long time. A ghost. I was a fighter for justice and light.”

      Froya leaned against the balcony’s railing. “Spare me.”

      “I was! And then I possessed a powerful hierophant, and then an even more powerful immortal bloodthirster, and now I’m back to possessing a psychic. She has children, as did Raelyn, so I suppose I’m a mother as well.”

      “Possessing a mother doesn’t make you a mother.”

      Juliana couldn’t decide if this was correct or not. She had memories of motherhood. Holding a tiny, shriveled Charlie when she was first born. Playing hide-and-seek with Zareen’s young whelps. Half-remembered, random flashes from these women’s lives—no one could convince her those moments didn’t belong to her now.

      “Mother. Do I have a right to claim that title?” Juliana gave her drink a sniff. Citrusy, with an unidentifiable chemical odor. “That’s a philosophical conversation I’d love to have at a time when you’re not trying to drug me.”

      “I suggest you drink all of that before you go in front of the coterie.”

      “Don’t tell me—is it some sort of truth serum?”

      “Yes. I gave it to Devin too. Unfortunately, it made him stupider than usual. We could barely make sense of anything he told us. I trust you’ll tolerate it better than he did.”

      “Well, of course I would, but I don’t need it. I have no intention of lying.”

      “Surely we have no reason to distrust you.” A woman with black and orange hair emerged from the heart-tree chamber and positioned herself in front of Juliana. Ayan. Devin’s grandmother and one of the Ichor Coterie’s most esteemed members.

      “No one trusts me even though I never lie, and I always follow through on what I say.” Juliana swirled the liquid around in her glass. “But why should you be any different, I suppose.”

      “Remember,” Froya said, “we can send you back to Sybille in shackles.”

      “Fine.” She lifted the drink to her lips and took a sip. “That is tasty.”

      She downed the rest and waited for it to take effect. “I don’t feel any differently. Your hair, Ayan—it looks like it belongs in one of those human children’s shows. Zareen’s daughter, Adelaide, watches it, but I can’t remember what it’s called. The ones with the flying ponies. You look like a cartoon horse is what I’m trying to say.”

      The fae women glanced at each other.

      “Did you give her less than what you gave Devin?” asked Ayan.

      “She’ll be fine.”

      “If you say so. Let’s go in.” Ayan, bursting Juliana’s personal space bubble, poked a finger into each of her cheeks. “Be good, spirit.”

      “I am a good spirit. Thank you for noticing. You’re the very first one.”

      Ayan made a guttural noise under her breath, and then the three of them moved in unison inside to the heart-tree chamber, its roots spanning in curving lines toward the outer edge of the expansive space. Ayan joined three more Ichor, while Froya stayed by Juliana’s side.

      “Now that we’re all gathered here, I have some things to discuss with you. Ow!” Juliana flinched as Froya smacked her on the side of her head.

      “The members of the coterie will speak, and you will answer. You have no leverage here.”

      “Oh yes, I do,” she said. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have shown me that Earth power map.”

      “We’d like to hear from Froya regarding that experience,” one of the male leaders said.

      Froya stepped forward. “Your excellency. It was as you expected.”

      He nodded. “She could feel the ancient powers, then?”

      “Yes, but more than that. It’s exactly what we wanted her to be able to do.”

      “What?” Juliana asked. “What is it that you want from me?”

      “I also expect the other one will have the same ability,” Froya said.

      “What other one?” Juliana stomped her foot. “You’re making me mad. Tell me what I want to know.”

      “Even now,” one of the women spoke, “I can feel it in her. You did well, Froya.”

      “I would tell you I’m going to throw myself off your balcony and hopefully take out a few of your precious pelicans on the way down if you don’t tell me what you’re talking about, but that would be a lie. I’m not going to discard this body until I have another, better one lined up.”

      “We’ll tell you what you need to know,” Ayan said. “But first you must promise us you’ll do what we ask of you. Will you help us?”

      “How can I answer that when I don’t know what you want from me?”

      “It’s very simple,” the man spoke again. “We need you to reroute Earth’s ley lines. Those are the energy lines Froya showed you on the map.”

      “Ley lines. Those aren’t real…are they?”

      “Of course they’re real. Why would you think they aren’t? They are our access points to that world. We have long used them to exert a space in that realm.”

      “I see,” Juliana said. “So, the Ossian had the Low, and you have these ley lines.”

      “In a manner of speaking. The ley lines predate our presence there. Up until now, we’ve had limited control over them.”

      “Up until now?”

      “Up until you.”

      She puffed her chest out a bit. “Because I can feel the lines.”

      “No, we all can do that. You were able to take their energy and manipulate it.”

      “Well, I suppose that does make me quite magical. But what’s the point? What do you hope to achieve by using me to move Earth’s energy lines around?”

      The coterie members consulted among themselves for a moment, whispering behind cupped palms.

      “She didn’t know, then, Froya? Even after she touched the ley lines in the diagram?”

      Froya shook her head. “Considering what she is, especially the time she spent in the ether, she is shockingly ignorant.”

      “Excuse me? What am I ignorant of? If you don’t tell me what you want me to do with your ley lines, I’ll refuse to help you.”

      “Fine,” Ayan said. “We expect you to reroute the ley lines, and once you do that, we expect you to remove the barrier that exists.”

      “What barrier?”

      “You’ll know when the time comes.”

      “I don’t appreciate or respect people who aren’t forthcoming.”

      “We don’t like you either. Regardless, we are intent on working with you, but only if you agree, as we asked before, to help us. Keep in mind, you’re currently unable to lie. My suggestion to you is that you go ahead and open your mouth and tell us your intentions so we can decide if we keep you or dispose of you.”

      “Dispose of me?”

      “It’s your choice, Juliana. What’s it going to be?”
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      Sybille could have benefited from Elis’s petty complaints to distract herself from darker topics, but having to head back to Port Everan separately, she soon found herself alone with her thoughts. Elis drove straight home, hoping to arrive in time for an early evening appointment with one of his hypnotherapy clients. Sybille would return later that night, after she checked on Nate in his undisclosed location.

      The trail of dust from the Low chateau’s long driveway had just settled after Elis’s departure when another car approached, stirring it up again. Throwing her bag into her car, Sybille slammed the hatchback shut and waited for the new arrival to come to a halt nearby.

      Recognizing the vehicle, she braced herself for the mountain of emotions she was about to run into.

      “Trevor? What are you doing here?”

      Zareen’s husband shut his minivan door and walked around to the passenger side so that he was face-to-face with her. Sybille ducked her head to scan the back seats, then breathed a sigh of relief. He’d left the little ones at home, at least.

      “I want to see her again.” He held his arms clamped to his sides. His usually tidy beard didn’t look like it had been trimmed in months. “You said it would do no good, and I know it didn’t help the other times, but maybe if I try again...”

      “You can’t.”

      He clenched his jaw and glanced at the front door.

      “She’s my wife. The kids need her back. I need her back.” His words shook as he spoke them. “She missed Eleanor’s first steps. Do you know how much that would devastate her if she knew? She should have been there.”

      And there it was—the mountain, straight ahead and Sybille about to fly into it.

      “You’re right, Trevor. She should have been there for that. And for all the other moments.”

      “Then let me see her. Let me try.”

      “Last time you tried, you ended up drinking most of your liquor cabinet. Peter had to call you in sick to work and watch your kids for three days. You couldn’t even get out of bed.”

      “It won’t be like that this time.”

      “You’re right, it won’t. Because there won’t be a ‘this time.’”

      “I can handle it.”

      “I doubt it, but that’s not the problem. I’m not your mother. If you want to see Zareen and then go on a bender, I’m not going to stop you.”

      He stepped around her toward the house. “Then I’m going in.”

      “She’s not there, Trev.”

      Stopping in his tracks, he faced her again. “What are you talking about? Where did she go?”

      “I was planning on telling you all of this when I got back to town.”

      “Well, I’m here now. Tell me what the fuck happened to my wife! Is she…oh my God, she’s not dead, is she?”

      “No!” She forced herself to look him in the eye. “I mean, I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t think so?” His eyes grew wide and wild. That, coupled with the bushy beard, made him look more like a hardened survivalist than the café and museum-loving city dweller she knew him to be. “So she could be dead? Where is she?”

      “The fae took her.”

      “Which fae? The bone ones or the blood ones?”

      “Blood. The Ichor. They have some plan for Juliana. I don’t know what it is, but the thing you have to know, Trevor,” she said, placing a hand on his shoulder, “is that I’m going to get her back. I don’t care if I have to kill the entire coterie, I swear to you. She’s coming home.”

      His eyes shifted away again. “And then what? She’ll still be possessed by that awful woman?”

      “I’m going to fix that too.”

      She followed his gaze toward a crow and hawk swooping at each other high in the sky. Likely, the crow was defending her nest against the predator. Everyone had someone to protect.

      “Go home, Trevor,” she said. “Be with your kids.”

      He shook her hand off him. “I don’t know what to tell them. Eleanor is too young, but Simon and especially Adelaide ask about her constantly. Adelaide knows more than she should, even though I’ve told her next to nothing.”

      “That’s because she’s gifted. She can sense more than you realize. And that’s all the more reason to go and be with them. You’re a wonderful father. You know what they need to pull them through this. Remember, Zareen is more than my cousin to me. She’s a sister, a best friend. I’m never going to stop fighting until I find her. None of us are going to stop. Okay?”

      He remained motionless for what seemed like forever before giving her the tiniest of nods.

      “I have somewhere I need to be,” she told him. “When we’ve formulated a plan to retrieve Zareen, I’ll loop you in.”

      “But you won’t let me help you, will you?”

      The thought of Trevor, a school counselor with no discernable psychic ability or other supernatural skills, marching into a fae world to ask for his possessed wife’s body back filled Sybille with pity. That mountain was going to smack her down at any moment. “You’ll help her, and all of us, by staying with your kids. Let us do the heavy lifting on this one.”

      She waited until Trevor had gotten back in his minivan, then tapped his window. Rolling it down, Trevor stared at her, no longer with the eyes of a wild animal, but with those of a wronged puppy.

      “Don’t lose faith. We helped save the world, remember? If we can do that, we can save Zareen.”

      Without replying, he rolled up his window and drove away.

      Mad at herself for being unable to comfort him, she kicked at the ground and swore. She had to deliver on the promise she’d made to him. It was the only way she could make this right.
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      The earthy smell of wet clay hit Sybille as soon as she crossed the cabin’s threshold. “Nate, are you home?”

      The hearth lay dormant for the summer, ashes from last winter marring the whitewashed brick. The checkered curtains her mother had sewn before Sybille was born draped the front windows, which looked out onto a small lake, its placid surface reflecting the trees lining its shore. On the dock, facing away from her, sat the unmistakable, hulking form of her friend.

      She headed out to join him. He secured a fishing rod in a holder as she approached and patted the pier next to him, offering her a spot on its edge. She kicked off her sandals and sat down, dangling her feet into the cold, murky water. “Nate.”

      “Hello, Sybille. This is Flora and Alta.” He nodded toward two spirits dressed in high-necked blouses and ankle-length black skirts. They gawked at Sybille from their seats in the old rowboat tied up to the dock. She’d seen them as she approached. Not wanting to deal with spirit shenanigans this afternoon, she had tried her best to ignore them. Now that she’d been formally introduced, she gave them a nod of acknowledgement.

      “Can she help us?” one of the spirits asked Nate.

      “She doesn’t know how,” he said. “Same as me.”

      The spirits lifted themselves above the boat, reaching out in unison to wave their hands through Sybille’s head. Recoiling, she shivered, despite the midday heat. No matter how many times ghosts tried to make physical contact, she never got used to their eternal icebox chill.

      “She isn’t the same as you.” The spirit with grey hair pulled back in a bun clucked her tongue. “You know.”

      “You know,” the second spirit echoed before they both faded out of sight.

      “Wow. Super creepy friends you got there.” Sybille stared at the spot where they’d been sitting.

      “At least I’m never alone. They come and go, but new ones show up all the time.”

      “Same here. It never ends. Yesterday Elis and I woke up with five of them surrounding our bed. They said they were waiting for me. All night. One of them kept saying ‘I wish I could still smell bacon.’”

      “I can’t blame them on that one.” Nate picked up his fishing pole and reeled it in. “You didn’t come here to talk to me about the spirits though, did you?”

      “No. I came here because you texted me, remember?”

      “Oh, right. Never mind about that.”

      “Never mind?” She pulled out her phone and brought up the text. “And I quote, ‘It’s happening, and I don’t think I can stop it.’” She put her phone away. “Want to tell me what that’s all about?”

      “I was feeling a little out of sorts. I’m better now.”

      “That’s not the sort of text you send when you’re feeling a little out of sorts. You can’t stop some unnamed horror from happening. That’s downright ominous.”

      “I didn’t say it was horrible. You made that part up.”

      “It was implied.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I can’t put it into words right now.”

      “Okay, I have time. Let’s see if we can draw it out of you, at your own pace.”

      He frowned at the fish-free hook at the end of his line. “Is something else going on? What happened?”

      She didn’t want to get into it now, but there was no point keeping anything from him. Besides, if she opened up, maybe he would too. “The Ichor happened. They took her.”

      Nate’s fingers froze on the fishing line. “Took her where?”

      “Away. Probably back to their home realm. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that they’re gone.”

      “That’s not all that matters. You’re here because you know that.”

      She ran her hands along the grains of wood in the dock’s surface. “I’m here because I need to know. But right now, I’m in the realm of speculation. I want your take on things, Nate.”

      Nate took a deep breath. “They want me to join them, did you realize that?”

      “Who? The Ichor?”

      “No. Well, maybe them, too, but I’m talking about the spirits.”

      “The spirits? Join them where?”

      He shrugged. “They think I’m one of them.”

      “Well, you are, sort of.” Nate had been a spirit for many years, having only been reconnected with his bloodthirster body for a few months. It stood to reason the spirits of bloodthirsters might see him as kin.

      “I wish I was like them.” He said this so quietly, Sybille had to lean in to hear him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m alive, but I don’t fully believe I am. When I fall asleep at night, it feels like I’m floating, just like I used to. I wish I could float forever, into the ether, into the world beyond life.”

      “The world beyond life. The Afterlife?”

      “Yeah. That’s where Mary is, isn’t she? I never really thought about it much. But now it’s all I think about. And I feel it too, just like them, the spirits. Only they don’t have a body weighing them down. They’re freer than I am.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true. You’re free to live. Can they say the same?”

      He hung his head. “I’m not doing a good job of explaining myself.”

      She patted his back. “You’re doing fine.”

      They sat for a moment. Sybille waited, hoping he’d speak again and finally he did.

      “Are they still looking for me? The Ichor fae, I mean.”

      “We think so. That’s why I’m the only one who knows where you’re living. The fewer who know, the safer you are.”

      “I don’t care about being safe.”

      “Well, I do. I’ve lost enough people I love lately.”

      He paused again, then nodded like he’d made an important decision. “I know why the Ichor took Juliana.”

      Now they were getting somewhere. “Why?”

      “It’s the same reason they want me. It’s what I feel when I’m floating at night in the dark. It’s what I am. She’s the same as me.”

      She couldn’t keep a scowl from forming. The thought of sweet Nate being like that evil being was jarring. “Juliana isn’t anything like you.”

      “You’re letting your hatred for her cloud your judgment. I’m not a dumb spirit watching soap operas in your living room anymore, Sybille. I reconnected with Nathanial. I hold the memories of two lives. I’ve lived and died and been reborn more than once. Tell me again I have nothing in common with her, and I’ll tell you again you’re wrong.”

      “Jeez, Nate, I just meant you’re a good person and she’s a psychotic hell beast. But go on.”

      He breathed again, nodded again, even attempted a small smile. This new Nate brushed his teeth regularly. The result was a person with much better breath than his bloodthirster counterpart had ever had. “I’m not saying I understand everything, but I experience something. Like…energy that isn’t mine, but it works in me and uses me to make something…powerful.”

      “That’s what you texted me about, isn’t it? And you think Juliana feels this too?”

      “It’s possible.” He considered it for a minute. “Yes. I really do think so.”

      “And the Ichor, how do they factor in? Do they want you so they can take this energy for themselves?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know what sort of endgame they have planned, but when I’m floating, the spirits join me there. They feel it too.”

      “I’ll be damned. What would the Ichor do if they got ahold of all of your energies?”

      “No, you still don’t understand. I told you, it’s not my energy, it’s not the spirits’ energy either. It uses us, like we’re fertilizer. We grow it. The Ichor harvest it, they prune its branches, make it grow in the directions they want it to. But it doesn’t belong to us, and it doesn’t belong to the Ichor.”

      “Who does it belong to, then?”

      “I don’t know. I remember feeling that same energy though, a long time ago, before you pulled me from the ether.”

      “It’s ether energy?”

      He shook his head again. “How do I say this in a way you’ll understand?”

      “You probably can’t, so just go ahead and say it anyway.”

      “It’s existence, Sybille. It’s everything. It’s life, it’s death, and it’s also beyond any of that.”

      Pressing her back against the post supporting the left end of the dock, Sybille dug her fingernails into the wood. “The Ichor want to manipulate existence. But of course, they already do that. It’s all that they do really—they create worlds, they magic things into being. They manipulate time and space.”
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