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      Rushed breaths rang in Mera’s ears and sweat beaded on her forehead as she sprinted down the sidewalk, dodging passersby and pushing people aside.

      “We never catch a damn break, do we?” she shouted without looking up to the faerie flying ten feet above her, but she followed his shadow on the concrete.

      “Hard to say,” Bast replied in her head, using their mind link. “Given our history, it seems we’re magnets for trouble.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      Huffing, she tried to catch the culprit darting through the crowds ahead. The asshole was fast, and Clifftown’s packed streets certainly didn’t help.

      Mera had spent years in the academy training to be a detective. Years. Every investigator in the city went through the same arduous, pain-in-the-neck process, and yet, there they were, chasing a lunatic who’d just bitten off a woman’s face.

      Not a detective’s job.

      They’d barely gotten off the train to Clifftown when they’d seen it happen. Since they were the only police officers around, they had to go after him. Just their luck; not even five minutes back home, and already they were chasing a random criminal.

      They should have arrived at the precinct by now to start their new investigation. In fact, they had been assigned to their latest case specifically at Mera’s request, because one, she missed the human borough, and two…

      Julian.

      She hadn’t spoken with her former partner since leaving for Lunor Insul.

      When Mera returned to the mainland, she and Bast were swamped with work, courtesy of both Ruth and Captain Asherath. A serial wolf-killer in Lycannie, a vamp gang’s murder streak in Kazania, a mad sprite in Tir Na Nog, and just recently, a missing witch in Evanora.

      They had been sent out throughout Hollowcliff to solve the hardest of crimes, and they’d cracked their cases, each and every one.

      Sure, solving the Summer King’s murder—their first case together—had kickstarted the Interborough Cooperation Program, but Mera and Bast’s latest achievements had catapulted them into the spotlight. The police force marketed them as the greatest example of borough unity and collaboration. Yet, Mera wasn’t in this to be famous, and neither was Bast, so they refused to do any publicity.

      Still, many began comparing them to Mera’s favorite fictional detectives, Shehan Rolmes and John Quatson. Their stories might have been gruesome for a fourteen-year-old, but Ruth didn’t care. She would always read them to Mera late at night. Actually, those books had sparked her interest in solving crimes. That, and the fact her mo… Ruth, was a police captain herself.

      In any case, Mera had been so busy these past few weeks that she barely had time to call Julian. She’d tried a couple of times, but he never answered.

      Okay, she deserved the silent treatment.

      She’d completely forgotten about him during the shitshow with Bast’s family, and all the cases that followed, but how could he blame her for that? Mera had been jumping from borough to borough. It was part of her new job description.

      Bast cleared his throat from above.

      Shit!

      Had he listened to her thoughts?

      “We better hurry, kitten,” he said out loud, no inch of a reaction in his tone—thankfully. Mera must be getting better at blocking him from her mind. “That suket is fast.”

      Bast’s gray wings blew gusts atop her as he lowered, and his strong arms quickly hooked beneath hers. With one swoop, he lifted Mera off the ground.

      Her feet dangled in the air, while down below, the culprit ran with inhuman speed. Concealed by a black hoodie and ragged pants, he pushed people out of his way so hard they landed several feet away from him.

      “Probably a junkie high on fae crystal,” Mera guessed.

      “That would explain the strength, but not the speed. My bet is a rogue warlock.”

      “Either way, we should have called a local patrol to deal with this.” She clicked her tongue. “We’re already late for the meeting with the Cap.”

      “Perhaps, but we are Hollowcliff’s finest, aren’t we?” He turned her slightly to the side, showing her a billboard that featured a werewolf and a witch wearing clothes similar to theirs—the witch with a white shirt, black leather jacket and jeans, and the wolf with a white shirt, black vest and pants—which wasn’t even the uniform Lycannien detectives used, but whatever.

      The billboard’s big, bold text read ‘Apply today and become one of Hollowcliff’s finest.’ Followed by, ‘Tagradian Police. We’re stronger together.’

      Pride swelled in Mera’s core. It didn’t mix well with the need to roll her eyes.

      She was glad that interborough cooperation had an all-time high, but the unwanted attention could be a pain. Even then, as they dashed through the sky, some people pulled out their phones and took pictures of them, a mix of awe and curiosity on their faces.

      The memory of Professor Currenter’s voice rang in her mind. “Small actions can have enormous consequences, little fry.”

      Grim tentacles slithered around her chest, squeezing it. How she wished she could speak to him again…

      “It hurts how much you miss him,” Bast stated quietly.

      Apparently, she wasn’t that good at keeping her feelings from him.

      Looking up, and fully intending to tell her partner to mind his own business, she lost a breath to the beauty of Sebastian Dhay. Moon-white strands of hair fluttered wildly in the wind, whipping around the sharp lines of his cheekbones and squared jaw. His blue gaze matched the sky above, his attention fixed on the culprit. But there was more to Bast than just a pretty—scratch that—gorgeous semblance. He always stood by her side, no matter what, and he understood her in ways Mera herself sometimes couldn’t. After everything they’d been through, the faerie was finally cracking her tough skin, and soon…

      Focus on the running maniac! she chided herself.

      ‘Nah, view’s much better from here,’ her siren replied.

      Forcing herself to glance down, Mera spotted the hooded man turning into a small street that led toward the tenth district.

      “Great,” she grumbled under her breath.

      Also known as the Scraps, the tenth district consisted of abandoned warehouses from the industrial age. It lined the river Tigris, a mighty waterway that cut through Clifftown only to debouch at the ocean miles away.

      The densely packed warehouses, and the river, posed their own problems for catching criminals, but the real danger of the tenth district was the old underground. Its vast network of forsaken tunnels turned the Scraps into a perfect getaway for fugitives.

      Bast’s wingspan didn’t fit into the narrow street, so he went higher, chasing the offender from above the buildings.

      Mera caught brief glimpses of the hooded man. Each time he passed under a concrete ledge, she couldn’t tell if he would enter a building or keep going. The closer the constructions got to the line of water at the end of the street, the higher the chances that they harbored entrances to the old underground.

      “We’ll lose him!”

      “Halle. You’re going to throw up.”

      “Wha—?”

      A sharp force yanked her from behind, enveloping her in endless darkness.

      Mera floated amidst the night sky, drifting past stars that blinked in the distance. She couldn’t tell up from down, and her stomach lurched at the sudden weightlessness. Her russet locks floated around her, as a gripping cold bit at her fingers.

      It was like falling and not falling at the same time, hanging between two different realms. If Bast hadn’t been holding her tight, she might have drifted off into the vast obsidian.

      Ahead, a slit cut through the darkness, an industrial cityscape peeking through it. The slit sucked them out, nearly pulling Mera’s skin off her body.

      Her mind spun as she crashed on the hard ground.

      “Holy—” She bent over and threw up her lunch.

      Mera had never winnowed before, and fuck if she’d ever do it again. Flying was way better, not to mention she never threw up when they flew.

      “H-how did you winnow here?” she stammered, wiping her mouth with the sleeve of her black leather jacket. “You’ve never been to the Scrap district.”

      “I pulled the location from your mind. I suppose our link goes deeper than we imagined.” He clicked his tongue. “Fuchst ach, he took a turn. Hold on.”

      He grasped her shoulder, and before she knew it, Mera plummeted into the endless nothing again, her stomach falling on itself. It lasted an eyeblink, and then they arrived at an empty parking lot.

      “Goddamn it, Bast!”

      Her vision blurred, and Mera thought she might throw up again. This time, however, she kept it in, probably because she’d already emptied her stomach after the first time.

      Her balance was off, but she managed to stay upright. Turning to her side, she found Bast bent over his knees, his breathing labored.

      “Bast?”

      “I’m fine,” he assured between shallow breaths.

      Winnowing consecutively took a toll on a fae, especially one who had recently learned how to do it. His brother Corvus could winnow several times before feeling weak, but Bast’s magic worked differently.

      Stepping closer, she assessed him. “Are you sure?”

      Nodding, he pointed to something up ahead.

      A vast parking lot covered in cracks and weeds stretched before them, with an abandoned warehouse at the back. Not far from them, a whip of darkness wrapped around the man they’d been chasing, like a boa constrictor. The rope of night and stars connected to Bast’s feet.

      Damn. Even while drained from winnowing, he’d used his magic to trap the undead.

      Mera patted his shoulder. “I got this, partner.” Pulling out one of the two guns from the double-holster under her jacket, she aimed at the guy’s head.

      Bast’s line of darkness retreated to his core.

      The male stood still, his eyes shining a lime-green, while the rest of his face remained shadowed by the hood.

      Maybe Bast had been right. The asshole must be a rogue warlock. Fae crystal didn’t make a junkie’s eyes glow.

      “You chose the wrong day to misbehave, dickface,” Mera shouted. “You’re under arrest. Raise your hands.”

      Slowly, he did.

      The culprit was in bad shape. Bad, bad shape. The gray skin on his hands peeled off in certain areas, revealing what could only be rotting flesh underneath.

      The man had managed to outrun them—which must have been epically hard considering Bast could fly—and he wasn’t even panting. How could someone in his condition do that?

      He would probably drop dead once the magic that fueled him dissipated.

      Mera stepped closer, but not too close. Warning bells rang in her head, telling her something seemed off.

      “You have the right to remain silent,” she went on. “Anything you say may be used against you in a court of law. Drop on the ground. Hands behind your back.”

      A hiss came from under the hood.

      “Sir,” Mera warned. “I don’t miss when I shoot, even from this distance.”

      “I am no sir,” he countered, his voice sounding like whispers in the wind.

      When he raised his head, the hoodie fell back to reveal more gray, patchy skin hanging off his cheeks and forehead, plus two dark slits where his nose should have been. Patches of black hair peppered his scalp, and his teeth were brown and rotting.

      “He’s dead.” Bast stated the obvious from behind her, his breathing still awfully ragged.

      Crap.

      Mera had never seen a walking dead before.

      Jim Branson, from the seventh precinct in Lycannie, once told her he’d caught one when he was younger. He’d seemed shaken as he told Mera the story, even though at least twenty years had passed since then.

      “The gal was half-bone, half-flesh,” his voice echoed in her memory. “A decrepit thing with glowing purple eyes, and an angry cry in her throat that didn’t come from her corpse. No, Detective Maurea.” Jim gulped. “The screams came from her soul.”

      Mera hated the undead. Hated the concept of them, hated the movies about them, hated them with everything she had.

      The dead man grinned, nearly splitting open his cheeks. As if somehow, he’d recognized her. “Master, are you sure?”

      Who was he talking to?

      The prick’s bright green eyes probably matched the essence of the witch or warlock who’d brought him back.

      Aha. He must be talking to the necromancer.

      “Mera, step back,” Bast croaked. “He might infect you.”

      Could he, though?

      Jim had lost his gun when he’d grappled with the undead woman. The moving corpse bit him, yet Jim had been fine.

      Apparently, not all walking dead were created equally.

      Infectious or not, the simple possibility of a contagious undead was the reason why they had a kill order on sight—along with sirens and necromancers.

      “Need I remind you that an iron bullet kills you for real?” Mera kept her tone steady, though the sight of him raised the hairs in the nape of her neck. “Drop on the ground. Now!”

      The man chuckled to himself, as if he’d heard a funny joke. “You’ll keep a walking dead in your jail?”

      “I might.”

      “We both know you won’t. The undead have no rights.” He glanced back, toward the river, then turned to her. “Tell Morgan I wanted us to be together. That’s why I bit her.”

      “I think your victim won’t give two shits about your excuses. You chunked off half of her face, asshole.”

      “You’re right.” He sighed out of habit, since he couldn’t have any air in his lungs. “There’s only one way this ends.”

      “And how’s that?”

      His lime-green eyes burned brightly. “With me taking you to Master.”
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      The dead man lunged at Mera, his movements incredibly quick.

      She fired, hoping the iron bullet would do its job, but the bastard was faster than a werewolf on meth, so he easily dodged it.

      If he had pumping blood in him, Mera could have blown him to pieces, but all her macabre could sense was an unmoving, pasty mess in his veins. Stale—dead—blood didn’t react to her commands. She couldn’t even slow him down.

      How did he move so fast?

      The dead man jumped onto her, and time seemed to stall. Mera noticed his rotting skin, his gaping mouth and his decaying teeth, ready to bite a chunk off her face like he’d done with the innocent woman on the street.

      In those few seconds that stretched for eternity, she figured she’d survived many things in her life. Her mother, manic Sidhe, bloodthirsty vamps… Truth be told, Mera should be proud to have made it this far.

      A horrid bellow burst from behind her, a sound of pure and complete pain.

      Bast!

      Time caught up as a storm of night and stars flashed past her and slammed into the undead, throwing him as far as the abandoned warehouse in the distance. His corpse smashed through a window.

      Mera rushed to Bast in time to catch him mid-fall, her knees hitting the floor along with his. Wrapping her arms around her partner, she cradled him.

      Bast’s face pressed to the nook between her neck and shoulder, and she gently set a hand on the back of his head.

      “Partner, what did you do?”

      Mera tried not to panic at his shallow breathing, forcing herself to ignore how limp his body seemed. Desperation could be a dangerous thing for a detective, but she held Bast tighter anyway.

      “Please tell me you’re okay.”

      “Must winnow more,” he grumbled drowsily. “To get… better.”

      Stubborn ass fae.

      “You used your magic after winnowing two times in a row.” She carefully laid him on the floor, wiping a lock of silver hair off his face. “That’s remarkable, you dickwart. Now stay here and recover.” She gave him the remaining gun in her double-shoulder holster. “I’m going after him.”

      Despair flashed behind Bast’s blue eyes, and he tried to hold her wrist, but his grip was so weak… Poseidon in the trenches, she didn’t want to leave him.

      “Kitten, please.”

      “I got this.” She gave him an assuring nod, then headed to the warehouse, her gun in hand.

      Fact: The dead man was fast, remarkably so for someone with barely any muscle. Which meant Mera had to anticipate his attacks.

      Her siren scoffed. ‘Easier said than done.’

      Yeah.

      Carefully entering the cavernous space, Mera assessed every inch of the place, her gun in hand. She found the broken window, but no sign of the dead man, only shattered glass on the ground.

      The warehouse was quiet, which could be an advantage. She would hear the bastard coming, and sure enough, the sound of boots thumping against concrete came from the far left.

      The dead man uttered a shattered roar that echoed throughout the warehouse as he rushed toward her, his voice something out of a horror story. Like his soul was leaking through his mouth.

      Once again, he lunged at her, but Mera swiveled on her feet and dodged him. The dead man’s boots dragged on the ground as he landed. Making a quick turn, he boosted toward her again, this time zig-zagging his way.

      The asshole, or his necromancer, was smart, but Mera knew what to do.

      With her magic, she called forward a string of river water from outside, slowing down its particles until it morphed into ice. The spear shot towards the warehouse as the dead man ran at her.

      The moment he jumped, his rotting fingers inches from Mera, the spear broke through the window. It impaled him from the left side of his neck down to his right thigh, before piercing through the floor.

      He thrashed and howled, clawing at her, but he couldn’t break free. Black, gooey blood ran down the ice, yet he didn’t seem to be in any pain.

      Mera waited until he calmed. Until he realized there was no way out for him.

      “Master made me do it,” he whimpered. “I’m sorry.”

      It was plausible. A necromancer’s will always trumped that of the undead, yet Mera didn’t quite believe him.

      “Did he also force you to bite off a woman’s face?”

      He froze.

      Yeah, that had been all him.

      “Tell me where I can find the necromancer who raised you.”

      “I can’t.” A certain peace suddenly came over him. “We know about your little secret, by the way.” He glanced down at the ice spear running through his body.

      We?

      Poseidon in the trenches! The witch or warlock on the other side could see what the dead man saw. They knew Mera was a siren.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      How could she have been so careless?

      Waterbending had been the only way to catch the bastard, of that she was certain. It also meant that Mera would have to kill him at some point to keep her secret safe. It was either her life or his, but considering the man’s state—dead as fuck—the decision was kind of obvious.

      It still sucked, though.

      Swallowing dry, she lifted her gun and aimed at his head. A thorny sensation thrashed in her gut, because she was a hypocrite.

      Killing a creature who, like her, had an immediate kill order on their head felt wrong. If she didn’t do it, however, someone in the precinct would. Not to mention the undead could blab about her waterbending. So could the necromancer, now.

      Bad outcomes, no matter what.

      “Where’s your master?” she insisted, trying to hide the fear in her tone.

      “So you may end their life to keep your secret? Don’t worry, Detective. When the time comes, Master will find you. Until then, consider yourself safe. Well, safe-ish.” He chuckled, while sirens rang in the distance. Straining forward as much as he could, he faced her gun’s muzzle. “You should hurry. This doesn’t look good for you.”

      She hated doing what they wanted, hated playing their game—whatever it might be—but he had a point. The undead might not have rights, but that didn’t make what she had to do next any easier.

      Mera closed her eyes and fired, cringing at the fleshy sound of the bullet piercing through the culprit’s brain. When she opened her eyes, the dead man was staring down at her, the lime-green glow slowly fading from his irises.

      “Master will be seeing you again.”

      His corpse fell limp on the ice spear.
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      The officers who arrived at the scene, Jack Robb plus a rookie Mera didn’t know, updated her and Bast on the girl whose face had been bitten—a Morgan Schmid, who had been directed to Clifftown Regional.

      Considering the hospital had the best doctors and healers in the county, she should be well enough for questioning within a few hours.

      “The undead’s name was Fred Johnson,” Jack informed them, his voice echoing through the warehouse.

      Jack was a fine officer. He had helped Mera and Julian in some of their past cases. “Cause of second death: bullet to the head,” he told his colleague in a lower tone, pointing to the body. “Wait. Was he impaled?”

      Mera’s shoulders lifted and dropped. “Maybe that’s how he originally died.”

      With one twist of her hand, the ice had melted away, rushing back to the river. The officers could never trace the wound back to her.

      Zero evidence left.

      “What a terrible way to go,” Jack muttered to himself. “I’ll let Captain Maurea know you’re on your way. Take your time, though.” Jack motioned to Bast, who stood beside her. “Detective Dhay looks like he might need some rest.”

      “Fae aren’t weak like humans,” Bast snapped, his pride getting the best of him, even if he was still incredibly pale.

      “Sorry for that, Jack. He gets cranky when he’s hungry.” Mera tapped Bast’s shoulder before nodding to the exit of the warehouse. “Come on, partner. Let me get you a coffee.”
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        * * *

      

      Rosie’s was Mera’s favorite coffee shop, located only four blocks away from the Scrap district. They had almost reached it when Bast tugged her hand gently, leading them into an alley next to the shop.

      Pressing her against the bricked wall, he played with a lock of her hair. “What a welcome we’ve had into your borough. I didn’t have time to tell you how beautiful you look today.”

      She gave him a sly grin. “Someone is feeling better. Also, this is the way I look every day.”

      “Exactly.”

      Oh, what this male did to her…

      Mera cleared her throat, staring at him from below her eyebrows. “Detective, this is highly inappropriate.”

      She knew that. He knew that.

      They both didn’t care.

      Leaning in, Bast kissed her, his soft lips brushing against hers. A moan escaped from her mouth into his, and she wrapped her arms around his shoulders as she deepened their kiss.

      Mera’s need for him burned her from the inside out. Granted, she’d been in love with Julian for a long time, but she always had control when it came to him. With Bast, however, she edged closer to madness with each passing day.

      Her feelings for him terrified her. They lacked logic or common sense, consuming her like a wildfire.

      She was utterly helpless.

      Bast said they were connected by a golden string. That they were meant to be.

      In Clifftown, the concept of soulmates was considered absurd. In Atlantea, her people called it a “pairing.” Wolves, witches, and vamps called their better halves “mates,” and in Tir Na Nog, they simply called it “hart.”

      Heart.

      Before meeting Bast, Mera would have dismissed the idea as nonsense. She’d been raised in the human borough, after all. She didn’t believe in soulmates as much as she didn’t believe in Santa Claus, or the boogeyman.

      Now, she didn’t know what to think.

      Maybe their connection was real. Maybe Bast was her hart, as insane as it sounded. How else could she explain her lack of control when it came to her partner?

      They kissed until Mera’s mouth felt numb, and even then, she didn’t want to stop. A miracle, really, that all they’d done since Lunor Insul had been kissing. The more time they spent together, the more Mera felt herself approaching a cliff, so very close to losing her precious restraint.

      Soon, she would fall.

      Bast’s body pressed harder against hers, his arousal poking between her legs. Her doubts and fears vanished from her mind instantly, along with her common sense.

      “You evil faerie,” Mera grumbled between burning kisses that left her breathless, her most intimate part soaking wet. All she wanted was to take off her pants and give herself to him right there.

      ‘Hell yes!’ her siren cheered.

      No!

      Doing it in public was a crime. Not only that, but jeopardizing their working relationship was a terrible idea. They’d achieved so much as partners. Not to mention they still had to catch Poseidon.

      Mera didn’t want to face him without Bast.

      Clutching what little self-control she had left, she broke free of his embrace. “Come on, partner. You need to eat something.”

      As soon as they entered the cafe, the smell of freshly baked bread and brewing coffee filled Mera’s nostrils.

      Hmm, bliss.

      She left Bast at a small table near the window before going to order—one double espresso for him, black as his soul, and one mocha cappuccino for her. Also, two roast-beef sandwiches for them. After all, Bast needed to regain his energy, and Mera was starving after throwing up her lunch.

      “I had never seen an undead before,” he stated quietly when she returned with their orders.

      “Me neither.” She pushed his sandwich forward before biting a chunk of her own. “Could be bad news, partner.”

      “Indeed.” Following her lead, he took a bite, then sipped his coffee. “This could delay our Poseidon investigation. Not that it’s been fruitful.”

      Since returning from Lunor Insul, they hadn’t found the time to dig into Poseidon, or the Crown of Land and Sea, which was annoying.

      Sometimes, Mera wondered if Ruth and Captain Asherath had drowned them in new cases on purpose, even if they had no clue about their secret investigation. Her mo… the Cap, could always sense when Mera was hiding something, so she needed to tread carefully.

      “Yeah. Things have been pretty busy,” she added mindlessly.

      Ruth had finally assigned them an easy case in Clifftown: a politician’s murder. In fact, it was so easy they had solved it on their way there. The wife had done it, but they could have dragged out the investigation and used the spare time to focus on Poseidon.

      With a necromancer on the loose, however, digging into the criminal who called himself a god would be impossible. As always, Ruth would give the precinct’s biggest case to the available detectives with the best solve rates—meaning Mera and Bast.

      Great...

      Finishing her sandwich, she stared out the large window and onto the street.

      Bast observed her as he sipped his double espresso. Only breadcrumbs remained on his plate. “Will you tell him?”

      “Tell who what?”

      “Julian. Tell him that we kissed, and…” He leaned forward, holding her gaze as a sinful grin spread on his lips. Raising his index and middle fingers together, he winked at her. “Tell him how I made you scream my name.”

      ‘Oh, those fingers,’ her siren cooed as memories of their time in Lunor Insul flashed in Mera’s mind.

      “Bast!” A deep blush rose to her cheeks. “What we do isn’t anyone’s business, especially not Jules’.”

      His amusement vanished as he leaned back in his chair. “I see.”

      ‘He’s getting the wrong idea! Do something!’ her siren urged.

      “Partner, it’s not that simple.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, sensing the onset of a headache. “Look, if we do this, and that’s a big if, we won’t be able to tell people.”

      “People in general, or Julian?”

      “People in general. Obviously.” She finished her coffee, then set it on the table. “He was my partner before you. He deserves some consideration, doesn’t he?”

      “No.”

      “Bast!”

      “Fine.” He studied her through narrowed eyes. “Did you ever do what we do with him?”

      “You mean solving cases? Of course.”

      “Mera…” His tone held a playful warning that sent butterflies to her belly.

      “Jealous, Detective Dhay?”

      Watching his espresso, he rolled his shoulders casually. “Your deflection skills are remarkable.”

      Not a yes or no. Interesting.

      “We never did what you and I do. Never even kissed. He never touched me the way you have. Happy?”

      He looked up, and a wolfish grin cut across his face. “Extremely. I can’t wait to continue what we started.” His low, sensual voice sent desire pooling between her thighs.

      A chill ran down her spine, fear mingling with anticipation, but she couldn’t hide her eager smile. “Pompous prick.”

      “I see it as a game.” He cocked his head to the side, eyeing her in the way of a tiger about to pounce. “Let’s see how long your self-control lasts, kitten.”
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      The moment Mera stepped into the precinct with Bast, all her colleagues rushed closer, trapping them in a small crowd. They cheered Hollowcliff’s finest, and fired a thousand questions at once.

      “How does it feel to be a superstar?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t—”

      “What was the toughest case you had?”

      “Oh, it’s hard to pick—”

      “Is it true that night faeries can drink a human dry faster than a vamp?”

      At this, Bast laughed out loud and stared at Stacy with an evil grin in his face. “Yes.”

      The questioning went on for an eternity, but Mera patiently answered her colleagues.

      Bast observed them as if they were a bunch of rabid monkeys, but when they pulled him in to a conversation, he politely obliged. After a while, even Stacy stopped staring at him with suspicion and actually began… flirting?

      ‘Back off, bitch,’ Mera’s siren growled.

      Not long ago, her precinct had hated the fae, but ever since she and Bast took down the Summer Court, exposing the corruption scandal that ran rampant in Tir Na Nog, things had changed.

      The way they accepted her partner warmed her heart. He was one of them, and no longer the “enemy”.

      “Kid!” Old Bill broke through the crowd. His bushy gray mustache was so impeccably groomed, it curled at the edges.

      He might have been around Ruth’s age, but he was shaped like a massive bull, and still had the strength to match it. The man was practically a legend, giving a lot of the younger officers a run for their money.

      Once, Julian even asked what his secret was.

      “Vegetables and sex, boy,” Bill had replied without thinking twice.

      Now, the old man trapped Mera in a bear hug, lifting her off the floor. “Glad to have you back, kid!”

      Letting her go, he focused on Bast before shaking his hand with a vice-like grip. “Detective Dhay, what a pleasure! Your partner is one of the best officers in Clifftown. We all knew great things were in store for her, but becoming the savior of Tir Na Nog alongside her fae partner? That hit it out of the ballpark!”

      “I wouldn’t call us saviors,” he argued with fake modesty. “We were simply doing our jobs.”

      “Why not? It’s what you are.” Old Bill arched a bushy eyebrow at him, a silent message that said he wouldn’t argue about it. “I have so many stories about Mera. She showed great promise in the Academy, and it warms my heart to see her career take off. She was definitely a troublemaker, though!” A hearty laugh rolled in his bulky chest, the kind that usually followed a rush of happy memories.

      “Oh? Do tell,” Bast urged with a smile.

      The other officers gathered in closer for story time. Mera pursed her lips, knowing any protest she made would only fuel Old Bill’s fun.

      Before the old geezer could start, a loud clap came from the back, near the captain’s office.

      Once. Ruth only needed to do it once.

      “Back to work, people.”

      Saved by the bell.

      The crowd dissipated immediately, but the wink Bill sent Bast assured Mera he would tell him those stories later.

      Julian’s absence became evident as everyone returned to their desks. Maybe he didn’t want to see her. Maybe he was working a case.

      Hopefully, the latter.

      The captain leaned against the frame of the open door, her arms crossed. The little merling inside Mera wanted to run to her mothe… Ruth, and hug the woman who’d raised her. Sure, they always talked on the phone and had video conferences while she worked her cases, but this was the first time Mera had seen her in the flesh after returning from Lunor Insul.

      Mera wouldn’t openly show her affection, though. In here she was an officer, not Ruth Maurea’s kid.

      Together, she and Bast strode to her and saluted, as any returning officer would. Ruth saluted them back, then nodded to her office.

      Everything looked exactly as Mera remembered. Ruth’s big, mahogany desk was set in the center, with two chairs facing it. Various bookshelves and filing cabinets occupied the wall behind her seat. A puffy leather couch sat beneath the glass window that faced the precinct, because Captains were supposed to keep an eye on their people, but Ruth didn’t give two shits about that. She trusted her officers, having trained most of them herself, so she always kept the blinds closed.

      As soon as the door shut behind her, Ruth wrapped Mera in a tight hug. “Glad to have you home, cookie.”

      With tears prickling her eyes, Mera hugged her back. In front of others, Ruth was the mighty Cap, but in private, she was the woman who’d raised her, who’d saved her life after Mera had killed her mother, Queen Ariella Wavestorm.

      Ruth wasn’t a fan of public displays of affection, but she didn’t seem to care that Bast was there. Neither did Mera.

      Her partner knew everything about her past. Where she’d come from, and what had happened back in Atlantea. He’d accepted Mera the way she was, and never asked to be reassigned. He didn’t put a bullet in her forehead either, though he legally could.

      Yes, Mera trusted Bast with her life, and apparently so did Ruth.

      Releasing her, the Cap went to the black leather seat behind her desk and sat down, while Bast and Mera settled in their chairs.

      “I heard about the undead,” she said. “Logically, it takes preference over the case I assigned to you.”

      “The wife did it,” Bast remarked nonchalantly from Mera’s side. “If you send officers to check the street cameras on the corner of the murder scene, you’ll find her in the recording between three and four a.m. It should match the victim’s time of death.”

      Ruth leaned back in her chair, forming a triangle with her hands. “Hollowcliff’s finest, indeed. I’m sorry to have to separate you for the undead case.”

      Mera scoffed. “You’re not serious.” Then she remembered Ruth Maurea was always serious. “No way.”

      “You’ll investigate this case with Julian, cookie. I’m confident you’ll catch the rogue witch or warlock who started this shitshow.”

      Mera couldn’t tell how she felt about that.

      Nervous? Upset?

      Drop-dead terrified?

      Maybe all of those together.

      “Respectfully, Captain, she won’t,” Bast objected, his lips a thin line and his nostrils flaring. “Mera is my partner.”

      “I never imagined you as the possessive type, Detective Dhay.” She spoke calmly, as if they were discussing the weather. “Did you hear I had to reassign two detectives last week because they were romantically involved?”

      A void swallowed the air in Mera’s lungs. “Who?” She pushed, trying to catch the captain out in a lie.

      “Deanna and Troi.”

      Yeah, they’d been together for a while.

      “We’re not involved,” she lied, faking confidence, but Ruth had always been able to read her like an open book.

      When the Cap raised an eyebrow, Mera knew she had to take another route. Hopefully, logic would further her case.

      “Bast and I work better as a team. We have the best solve rate in all the precincts, so we should work this case together. A necromancer is no joke, Cap.”

      “You were great with Julian, too.”

      “Not as good as I am with Bast, and you know it.” She turned to her partner and smiled. “Bast brings out the best in me. He challenges me, and he has my back. Not that Julian didn’t!” she quickly added. “It’s just… Bast and I went through a lot, and we’re better detectives for it.”

      ‘Don’t take him away,’ her siren begged.

      Ruth’s sharp eyes observed her and Bast a moment longer. Mera gulped, trying to hide the jitters that shivered down to her knees.

      “As I’ve said,” the Cap continued, “you’ll work this case with Julian. I would hate to report a romantic entanglement between the two detectives whose achievements kick-started the borough interchange program. Is that clear?”

      “I can’t accept this, Captain.” Bast’s voice sounded cordial, but rage sizzled through their mind link.

      “I don’t care if you accept it or not. Mera was Julian’s partner before. They had a great solve rate, and I want her working with him on this one. Period.” Ruth faced him head on, every bit the mighty lioness that had made her captain. “Besides, I need your help with another case.”

      “Another case?” Mera frowned. “What is it?”

      “State secret. Only Detective Dhay is to be briefed.”

      “Damn it, Ruth. If you’re taking my partner from me, I need to know why.”

      “You need to know? Yes. Will you? No.” She lifted her chin at Bast. “You may stay in the hotel the precinct booked for you, but you’ll come here only when required. You will not, at any time, work or consult with Detective Maurea. Understood?”

      Ha! Joke was on her. Ruth couldn’t stop them from talking. They shared a mind link, so communicating incognito would be pretty easy.

      “Isn’t this a waste of resources?” Bast suggested, his composure astounding Mera. After all, ‘Bast’ and ‘composure’ rarely went together in the same sentence. “Assigning a case in Clifftown to a Sidhe who isn’t familiar with your borough might be a pointless enterprise. What does Asherath think about this?”

      One of the many things Mera liked about Bast was his balls. Not literally, of course, since she hadn’t seen them, but his figurative balls were ginormous. She doubted anyone had ever defied Ruth Maurea the way he did just then.

      The Cap didn’t bat an eye. “Captain Asherath has agreed to my decision. You can double check through the mind link you share.”

      Bast closed his eyes.

      “Kura,” he grumbled after a moment. Kura was a nasty way to say ‘shit’ in Faeish, so yeah, Asherath was in on it, too.

      Crap. They couldn’t go against two captains.

      “Glad it’s all clear.” Ruth tapped her fingers on the wooden table. “Mera, Julian is already at the hospital, waiting to take the victim’s testimony. Go join him.”

      A part of her didn’t want to go, didn’t want to leave Bast. Yet, talking to Julian had been one of the reasons why she’d returned to Clifftown.

      She also dreaded it with a fury. Her former partner—turned current partner for the time being—must hate her for disappearing on him.

      Working together could be… complicated.

      “What about Bast?” She motioned to him. “He needs a partner to watch his back.”

      “He worked alone for years before we paired you two. I’m confident he’ll be fine.” Ruth waved Mera away. “Off you go, cookie.”

      Mera bit her tongue to hold back a retort. The Cap had no right to call her cookie after pulling this nonsense.

      Ruth had raised her from the age of thirteen, but Mera had never used that fact to gain favor in the precinct, even though she was legally Ruth’s daughter. Within those walls, her status matched that of any other officer’s, but right then, she really wished it didn’t.

      If only she could ask Ruth to drop this bone…

      She also, knew better.

      Turning on her chair, she faced Bast. “Will you be okay?”

      He kept staring at Ruth in a stern way that only increased his appeal. “Peachy, kitten. Go solve this case, and I’ll solve mine. Then we can go back to how things were. Isn’t that right, Captain?”

      Ruth grimaced as if chewing something bitter. “Yes. As I’ve said from the beginning, this is a temporary solution. Once the cases are over, you two can work together again.”

      Mera knew this, of course—Ruth’s word was her bond, so she shouldn’t worry—but it still felt oddly permanent.

      Standing from her chair, she went to leave. Yet as the door closed behind her, Mera sensed nothing would ever be the same again.
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      Halle fuchst ach!

      Returning to Clifftown had been a terrible idea. If he and Mera had stayed in Tir Na Nog or been relocated to another borough to solve a crime, he wouldn’t have lost his partner.

      Temporarily, he assured himself.

      Mera wanted to go back home for at least one case, and Bast had been against it, mostly because he knew the real reason why. Surely, she missed her family and friends, but she also missed her former partner.

      Julian. Fucking. Smith.

      Up until then, it had always been Bast and Mera against the world. But in the human borough, he would have to share his kitten with her colleagues and the captain.

      With that shig, too.

      Bast didn’t need their mind link to know that Mera and the human had unfinished business. He also knew that avoiding the unavoidable was a mad faerie’s game.

      His family did have a history with madness, however…

      Bast hoped she only needed closure, but deep down he worried she might need a lot more than that. The mere possibility shrunk his heart, and left a sour taste on his tongue.

      Mera couldn’t deny their connection, couldn’t choose another male over him.

      Could she?

      The Captain waved at him, pulling Bast away from his thoughts. “Earth to Sebastian.”

      “My apologies.” Keeping his tone even, he interlocked his fingers in his lap. “How may I be of service?”

      The old human stood from her chair and leaned against the edge of her mahogany table. “I know what you did.”

      “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      “You killed twenty Summer Sidhe to keep Mera’s secret. You know she’s a waterbreaker, and I should shoot an iron bullet straight through your heart for that.”

      Bast gulped, fidgeting in his seat. “It seems you’ve killed to protect her before.”

      “In a way. Though I could never reach your body count.”

      “So, why didn’t you? Put a bullet through my heart, I mean.”

      The Captain glared at him as if he was daft. “Because you killed twenty faeries for her. You put yourself at great risk to protect my girl, and that, Sebastian Dhay, is why you’re in here.”

      Ruth Maurea had caught his attention, but now she had his interest.

      “I wanted to thank you for the sacrifices you’ve made. Few in this country would help a siren, let alone keep her secret.” The woman’s mouth contorted into a bitter curve that accentuated her wrinkles, almost as if she wasn’t accustomed to thanking someone. “I also know about Poseidon, and that he might have given you the Crown of Land and Sea.”

      “How the—”

      “Captain Asherath.”

      Fuck if Bast would ever tell that sarking suket anything again.

      He and Mera were supposed to keep their investigation a secret until they had proof, but Asherath knew Bast through and through. His captain figured he was hiding something the minute he arrived from Lunor Insul.

      Asherath could be worse than a leprechaun with a lucky charm, so Bast eventually caved—about Poseidon, not Mera.

      Never about Mera.

      “I’d assumed I could trust my captain,” he remarked coldly. “It seems I was wrong.”

      “Don’t blame him. He wants what’s best for you. He and I both agree that you need to dig deeper into this, but I insisted on leaving Mera out of it for her own good. You can understand why.”

      “The case might link back to sirens.”

      “Not exactly.” The Captain walked over to the window, where she watched the city through the glass. “Mera’s mother used to say that Mera was born of Poseidon, which is the same alias this criminal is using. Queen Ariella might have been mad, but I didn’t get to where I am today by ignoring coincidences.” She turned her gaze on him. “Understand?”

      Actually, he did.

      “Captain, I would like nothing more than to catch the malachai, but I don’t have any leads. Except…”

      “Except what?”

      “The Crown of Land and Sea,” he muttered. “Certain psychics can pull impressions from objects. It’s a stretch, but with some luck, I could get something on Poseidon.”

      “Could this really work?”

      “Unlikely, but there are no options left.” He scratched his temple. “A magical enhancer could help me track him, but those are impossible to find nowadays. A psychic is the next best choice. I’ll talk to my contact, see if she can pull something from the crown.”

      The Captain nodded. “Proof, Detective. That’s all we need to start an official case. Just make sure none of it links back to Mera.”

      Of course. It’s why the Captain had chosen him for this investigation. She knew Bast would die before putting Mera in danger, though how she could be so certain remained a mystery to him.

      “Can you winnow out of the borough?” she asked.

      “Yes. I’ll be weak because of the barrier that protects Clifftown from outside magic, but I’ll manage.”

      “Good.” She returned to her desk and sat on her leather chair, focusing on some papers scattered atop the wooden surface. “You may go.”

      Bast moved to the door, but stopped before opening it. “You are Mera’s mother, by the way.”

      She arched a graying eyebrow at him. “Beg your pardon?”

      “You referred to Queen Ariella as Mera’s mother. She was her birth-giver, yes, but that’s all she was. You raised her. You gave her a life and a future.”

      And for that, he could never thank Ruth Maurea enough.

      The Captain stared at him. “My kid never called me the M-word, so I assumed—”

      “The fact that you never pushed it on Mera shows how much you love her,” he continued. “To her, the M-word, as you put it, relates to pain and suffering. She doesn’t want that tied to you. That’s why she avoids calling you ‘Mother’.”

      When Mera told him about her past, Bast wished he had killed Queen Ariella himself. Slowly, of course, so the monster suffered.

      As he’d helped his partner practice control over their mind link, he’d caught glimpses of what she’d gone through in Atlantea, glimpses that made him want to rip the queen’s head off her body, then cradle Mera and never let go. Yet, after each flash came a rush of happiness and warmth, memories that overshadowed the pain, growing like new foliage atop the wreckage left by the queen. All those memories had one face attached to them.

      The Captain’s.

      “Mera doesn’t need to say the word,” he added. “You are her mother.”

      Maybe he was hallucinating, but he thought he saw her eyes glisten with tears. Clearing her throat, the Captain focused on her papers and waved him away.

      “Off you go, Detective.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Bast winnowed into the promenade of Tir Na Nog, he fell on his back, his mind spinning.

      It felt like a mountain had settled on his chest, trying to crush every inch of him. Lifting a single finger seemed an impossible task, but slowly, his hand crawled to the messenger’s bag strapped across his torso—and the crown safely tucked inside it.

      He breathed in relief, slowly regaining his bearings.

      The salty tang of the ocean ventured inside his nostrils, the warmth of the sun caressing his skin. The sky above was a fierce blue, unmarred by clouds.

      Mera’s favorite type of day.

      Bast sighed, wishing he could be closer to her and not boroughs apart. Maybe she sensed his longing, because an anxious tug pulled at their mind link, coming from her side.

      “I’m fine, kitten,” he assured her.

      “Where are you?” Her tone sounded muffled, as if she was speaking through a closed door.

      “In Tir Na Nog. Looking into the Captain’s case.”

      “I figured she would send you on a rabbit chase.” Her laugh brushed against his essence, the sensation coming through a lot clearer than her words.

      He couldn’t explain why, but sometimes Bast felt Mera in his core, almost as if she were standing right next to him, and at the same time, being a part of him. It certainly differed from the other mind links he’d shared with those he cared about.

      “I don’t understand why Ruth separated us,” she added quietly.

      “I do. It’s for a good cause.”

      “Is it? Call me intrigued, partner.”

      He wanted nothing more than to keep talking to her, but Mera had a necromancer to catch, and he… Bast patted the messenger’s bag. He had a shig to put behind bars.

      “I have to go.”

      “Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “Watch your back, okay?”

      Technically, his mission was about watching her back. Protecting Mera from Poseidon was the only thing that mattered.

      “By the way,” she added, “I’ll send for reinforcements. A detective should always have a partner.” A playful wink flashed in his mind, her soothing essence caressing his own.

      “Reinforcements?”

      Bast saw, no, he felt, their intertwined hands breaking apart. The other side of the link went quiet.

      Well, he had no time to figure out what she’d meant. He had leads to chase, and a date with a psychic.

      Pulling himself up, he patted the dirt from his white shirt with a gray vest and pants—his detective’s uniform—before heading down the promenade.

      The path was lined with market stalls of a thousand colors and sizes. The enticing riot of smells, colors, and food called to him. Merchants shouted their offers in the wind, their voices clashing into one rowdy plethora. Some even addressed him directly.

      “Detective! Perhaps a spell to help you solve cases?”

      “Detective! A manatorian cricket to bring you good luck!”

      Ignoring them, he searched for Madam Zukova’s tent, when a heavy hand grabbed his shoulder. Bast swiveled on his heels, fists raised and ready to fight, only to face none other than king Malachai himself.

      “What are you doing here, Corvus?”

      His brother’s yellow eyes gleamed, the sun turning his bark-colored skin into a dark amber. He wasn’t wearing his crown, probably to avoid drawing attention, but he did wear a black fitted suit and white sneakers that coordinated with his shirt. Corvus’ spiky white hair had grown in a thousand different directions around his head, but not enough to cover his pointy ears.

      “Nice to see you too, brother.” He pulled a mobile phone from his pocket, pinching it between his fingers as if touching it disgusted him. “Your partner gave me this device before leaving Lunor Insul. I didn’t approve of it at first, but it’s a genius invention, really. She ‘called’ me, and we spoke! From miles apart! It’s the humans’ way of having mind links. All you need is their ‘phone number’.”

      Corvus acted as if he’d practically discovered fae mead, and Bast couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “The detective called me moments ago to tell me you arrived in Tir Na Nog to pursue a case without her,” he went on. “She also asked if I could make sure you were safe, so I followed our mind link to your location.” He sniffed the air around Bast, his nose wrinkling. “You stink of fumes and dirt, by the way. Typical human smell, isn’t it?”

      “How would you know? You’ve never been to the human borough, you baku.” He clicked his tongue. “Also, since when have you kept me safe?”

      Corvus’ playfulness faded. “Only once, as I recall.”

      Once. When he’d killed Leon, their big brother, to save Bast.

      Before Bast could apologize, Corvus waved his hand dismissively. “The detective thought I was fit for the job, and I intend on honoring her faith in me.” He narrowed his eyes at him. “Winnowing from Clifftown is a remarkable feat, I hear. They have a magic barrier surrounding the place. I’m surprised you made it through. Ben says hi, by the way.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of the barrier,” Bast grumbled under his breath. “It’s why I had to lay on the ground for a while. Getting out of there nearly knocked me out.”

      “As it should. Winnowing is my magic’s specialty, not yours.” Corvus shrugged. “Remarkable progress, nonetheless. So, what’s new?” He glanced down at the messenger’s bag slung across Bast’s torso, peeking through the half open latch. With a gasp, he stepped back. “Sakala mi! I saw you toss that thing into the ocean!”

      “It came back.”

      “What do you mean, it came back?” He scoffed. “It doesn’t have fucking legs, Sebastian!”

      Telling Corvus about the crown’s return meant telling him about Poseidon, and his brother didn’t need to know about him. Not yet, at least.

      “I have no clue how it came back,” he lied. “It’s why I need Madam Zukova’s help.”

      Corvus blinked, a sudden grief swallowing his features. “Do you think it might have something to do with Leon?”

      “Absolutely not.” Bast grabbed his shoulder, never breaking eye contact. “Our big brother is resting in peace in Danu’s realms. This has nothing to do with him, I’m certain.”

      “Good.” Clearing his throat, Corvus rubbed his hands. “This is quite exciting. My very first case with Detective Sebastian Dhay, baku extraordinaire.”

      Bast rolled his eyes, knowing that Mera’s ‘reinforcement’ would be more annoying than helpful, as usual. “It’s not your case, and you’re not a detective.”

      “Don’t ruin it for me.”

      “You realize you’re a king, right?” Bast pointed out the obvious. “Don’t you have better things to do?”

      “Yes, but they bore me to Danu’s hells. Besides, I promised your partner I would watch over you, so…” He motioned to the path ahead.

      Halle. Bast couldn’t do much to stop him. Corvus was the only fae in Hollowcliff—no, in all of Tagrad—who could be more stubborn than Bast himself.

      As they headed down the promenade, his brother told him about the daily challenges and struggles of being king in gruesome detail.

      “Why, the other day, a lord rebelled against me. I had to make him an example, you see. It certainly wasn’t my fault. I tell you, flaying his arm was more fun than the tedious balls and pointless politics involved with the job.”

      Bast half-listened to him while he searched for Madam Zukova’s stall. “You are aware that I’m an officer of the law, and torture is a crime?”

      “What crime?” He tapped his temple knowingly. “I restored the skin before shoving him in the dungeons, didn’t I? Treachery is also a crime, if you recall.” Corvus didn’t take a breath before continuing. “The fierce fuckery inherent to power is certainly a plus. The females open their legs just like that, brother.” He snapped his fingers. “It’s marvelous!”

      “Horny baku,” Bast grunted under his breath.

      The psychic’s stall wasn’t in its usual place. They had almost gone through the entire market, when Bast finally spotted a stand at the end of the promenade with a red velvet banner fluttering across the top.

      “Madam Zukova, greatest seer in world,” the silver embroidery proclaimed. Danu, he could even read her strong accent.

      Inside the stall, the old Sidhe analyzed a pookah’s palm. Madam Zukova was clad in a cerulean dress with golden embellishments on the hems, and shining gold jewelry on her wrists, neck, and ears. Her pink hair, woven into a low braid, cascaded down her back.

      “Be with you soon, yes?” The seer didn’t turn to them. Instead, she frowned at the pookah’s hand—paw would be a better word, since the creature resembled an overgrown rabbit.

      “It’s a bad idea, ser Pennysworth,” she told the pookah in her heavy northern accent. “This business will cost wealth you will not regain.”

      “But—”

      “I have spoken. Proceed at your own risk.” She held out her cupped palm. “That is twenty-five gold coins.”

      From the corner of the stall, Bast chuckled. “Upped your prices?”

      She smiled coyly as the pookah handed her a small leather bag. The creature then stood, bowed to her, and hopped away.

      “High demand, higher price.” The seer placed the leather bag inside one of the many hidden pockets in her dress. “Especially since someone spread news that I helped you solve Summer King’s murder.”

      “You mean you,” Corvus pointed out from beside Bast. “You are the someone who spread the news.”

      Madam Zukova chuckled. “You know me well, King of Night, although I don’t remember us meeting before.”

      “I don’t need to know you. All psychics are the same.”

      “I am businesswoman. There’s difference.” She patted the wooden chair facing her in a clear sign for Bast to sit. As he stepped forward, she analyzed Corvus, who remained at the corner of the stand. “You don’t enjoy being king.”

      A statement, not a question.

      “Anyone can see that,” he countered, though he didn’t sound completely certain.

      “We’re not here for you to cold read my brother.” Bast pulled the Crown of Land and Sea from the messenger bag.

      Madam Zukova nearly fell off her chair. “No. Take it away.” She gestured at the stall’s exit. “I want nothing to do with this.”

      “Please,” Bast insisted. “I’m ready to pay you heavily for it.”

      That got through to her. It always did.

      Staring at him, the seer sat up straight, taking a few moments to regain her composure. Finally, she nodded to the crown. “You believe it was Big Brother’s doom.”

      The memory of Leon stung his chest. Bast couldn’t explain how the seer knew his nickname for his oldest brother, but when it came to Madam Zukova, he couldn’t explain a world of things.

      “In a way, yes,” he admitted.

      “In a way, yes,” she repeated, cocking her head to the left. “Night Court’s blood didn’t help him, did it, Detective?”

      It did not.

      Nightblood was a curse and a gift; many things in one. It had destroyed Leon’s sanity, convincing him to kill their father and two brothers so he could become king. He’d almost killed Mera, too.

      Shaking his head, Bast cleared the memories from his mind. He couldn’t lose his focus.

      “I need to know who touched this crown, other than Leon, Mera, and I.” He handed it to the seer, but she didn’t take it. “I’m certain you’re the only faerie in Tagrad who can help me.”

      “Can is not same as will. For a hundred coins, I will help.”

      “Oh, come on—”

      “Done.” Corvus pulled two fat, small bags from his pockets and tossed them at her feet.

      He couldn’t have been carrying them in his sleek suit, so he must have used his magic. The Royal House’s night was infinite, so it could technically work as a storage—if one knew how to make it work.

      Wonderful. Another thing Corvus’ magic could do that Bast’s couldn’t.

      Sure, Bast’s power was more volatile and destructive, but he preferred the subtleties of his brother’s abilities.

      “I have made my own bed,” Madam Zukova grumbled before leaning forward.

      When she touched the crown with the tip of her index finger, her body went suddenly stiff, and her eyes rolled back to her skull.

      Corvus stepped closer, genuine concern in his features. “Is she all right?”

      Bast had no fucking clue. “Madam Zukova?”

      The seer didn’t reply, she simply hissed through clenched teeth.

      “He’s free,” she managed after a while, her jaw chattering as if she’d been immersed in a freezing cold. “He’s death and he’s war. He’s weak, but growing stronger.” She fell silent for several moments, her body quivering. “The banished queen who never was is the key. He needs her.”

      Banished queen who never was?

      Banished princess.

      Mera!

      “How do we stop him?” Bast pushed, adrenaline shooting through his veins. “Tell me how to kill him!”

      “How do you kill he who cannot die?”

      Her body went limp and her chin touched her chest.

      A moment of gut-wrenching silence ensued, a moment where Bast couldn’t gather his thoughts, couldn’t figure out what to do. The sound of his thundering heartbeat echoed in his ears, his breathing rushed.

      Madam Zukova suddenly raised her head, taking a deep breath as if emerging from under water. Utter horror shone in her yellow irises.

      “We must run. Whoever he is, he brings the end of days on his back.” Jumping to her feet, she began packing her things, sniffing back tears while her hands violently shook. “Our poor princess is doomed.”

      Mera.

      She meant Mera was doomed.

      Bast stood up, resolve reverberating through every inch of his body. “I will die before I let anything happen to her.”

      “Yes.” Madam Zukova’s eyes glistened. “Yes you will, Sebastian Dhay.”
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      Mera crossed the light blue halls of Clifftown General, searching for room 305.

      The hospital resembled a maze, which didn’t surprise her. A complex with some twenty floors, Clifftown General occupied half a quarter, being at least four times bigger than the second greatest healing center in Tagrad, Evanora General, in the witches’ borough.

      The immaculate halls reeked of disinfectant, but the scent of blood lingered underneath. Thank her siren’s sharp sense of smell for that—not.

      Metal plaques on the walls at corridor intersections guided visitors throughout the hospital. They led Mera to an open doorway with a sign at the top that read ‘Final Ward.’

      Human treatments alone weren’t enough to save most lives, but neither was healing, since a healer’s magic could wear out before a person recovered. So, the government came up with a solution: have a mix of both in every hospital and healing center. After that, mortality rates plummeted like a Nightbringer with a hole in its iron hull.

      Not everyone could be saved, though, and those cases usually went to Final Wards.

      A sick feeling settled in Mera’s gut as she ventured inside the open doorway. Out of all the wards in a hospital, here was where people truly came to die.

      “Not to worry, Detective,” the nurse at the reception desk had assured. “The patient’s status isn’t so severe. We sent the victim to the Final Ward because your partner requested we place her in an empty area. To avoid panic, of course. We haven’t had an undead attack in decades.”

      “My partner.” The word rang oddly in her ears, since Mera wasn’t talking about Bast. “Do you know when he arrived?”

      The nurse seemed to think for a moment. “I’d say no more than twenty minutes ago.”

      Now, heading toward room 305, a boulder of guilt weighed on Mera’s shoulders.

      Coming to Clifftown to see Julian was a bad idea. He must hate her for ignoring him for so long.

      Well, she needed to set things straight between them, not to mention they both had a job to do. Too late to back down now.

      Finally finding the right door, she knocked twice before entering.

      Morgan Schmid, the victim, was immersed in a bathtub filled with ice, her skin nearing blue, her teeth chattering. Black veins crept from under her garment up to her shoulder, heading toward her neck, while ropes tied her wrists and ankles together. Her dark hair was plastered to her face, almost hiding the graft on her left cheek. The patch of skin looked purple but other than that, and small scars, it had healed completely. The physicians had done an outstanding job fixing the wound.

      “Oh, good,” Morgan stuttered from the bathtub. “More company.”

      “Detective.” A short woman in white scrubs greeted Mera. “Dr. Jacinda Stone.” Adjusting her thick, black-rimmed glasses, she nodded to Julian who stood in the corner, holding a notepad. “As I informed your partner, we have put the patient on ice to slow down the infection.”

      Julian greeted Mera with a curt nod.

      Her traitorous heart raced at the sight of him. She took in his lemon-colored hair, his chiseled chin and straight nose, and the dark blond stubble peppering his jaw. His broad chest filled his white shirt and brown leather jacket in all the right ways.

      “Dr. Stone is a specialist in virology,” Julian explained, his voice mingling with the steady beep, beep, beep of Morgan’s vitals, which came from a machine attached to the tub. “She saved the patient’s life.”

      “For the time being,” the doctor corrected, then nodded to the woman. “Morgan is a strong girl. We have a long way to go, but I’m confident we’ll get there, won’t we?”

      “Whatever you say, Doc,” Morgan forced a smile through her trembling.

      “The dead man, Fred Johnson, was Morgan’s ex-boyfriend,” Julian explained. “He died of a heart attack a week ago.”

      “Fred said he wanted to be with me forever,” the victim muttered through her shivering. “He said, ‘But you’re too pretty, and I look like a monster. Let me fix that.’” A tear rolled down her still healing cheek.

      Pulling a chair from the left to sit next to the tub, Mera never broke eye contact with her. “I put a bullet through that bastard’s head.”

      The woman gaped at Mera before giving her a grateful nod.

      “We’re not completely out of the woods yet,” Dr. Stone remarked. “The infection is spreading, so I’m giving her antiviral agents mixed with a healer’s essence. It should work, in theory.”

      Mera looked up. “In theory?”

      “I’m a specialist in human virology, not forbidden magic. I’m lucky my guesses have worked so far. Besides, there haven’t been undead attacks in Clifftown for a long time, and even then, none of the dead had been infectious.” The doctor rubbed her forehead, letting out a wary sigh. “This is a first for many doctors and healers out there. We focused on healing her face wound first, but now we must fight the necromancer’s essence spreading inside her.”

      For Fred Johnson to be contagious, the necromancer had to be incredibly strong. Using their essence to raise the dead demanded an insane amount of energy, at least according to the books. Making said undead strong enough to pass on the necromancer’s essence was nearly impossible.

      “Her system should start fighting it soon,” the doctor continued. “She only needs time to recover, don’t you Morgan?”

      “I don’t think I have time,” the woman mumbled, her gaze suddenly lost. “I can sense her in my head.”

      “Her?” Mera asked.

      “Yes.” She turned to Mera, and the faint, lime-green shine rimming her irises became brighter. The glow was dimmer than Fred Johnson’s, yet it was still there, ready to take over once Morgan drew her last breath. “She’s welcoming me.”

      “She is?” All blood drained from Dr. Stone’s face. “The infection is attacking you, but also establishing a link to the necromancer while you’re alive? That’s impossible.”

      Clearly, it wasn’t. Mera had faced enough impossible things in her life to know they happened way too often.

      The fact remained: if Morgan didn’t fight the infection, she would die, only to rise again as the necromancer’s puppet.

      Hopefully, the meds would do their job before then.

      “Don’t listen to the voice in your head.” Mera held Morgan’s tied hands, drawing the woman’s attention to her. “Is there anything you can tell me about the necromancer? Can you see where she is?”

      Killing the witch might be the only way to save Morgan. When a necromancer died, the dead under their spell perished with them. Since Morgan was still alive, the infection inside her would simply go poof.

      “I can’t see where she is, but she didn’t raise Fred,” Morgan said, focusing nowhere in particular. “He woke up on his own.”

      Impossible.

      According to the books, a necromancer gave a chunk of their essence to any dead they brought back, which implied contact. Having a dead raise himself made zero sense, especially one who’d died of natural causes.

      Julian stepped closer. “Can you keep trying to find her location?”

      “Enough,” the doctor interjected. “My patient needs rest, and—”

      “I might die, Doc,” Morgan stated simply. “No, I’m pretty sure I will die. It has to mean something.”

      Mera squeezed her hand. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      She should know better than to make promises she couldn’t keep, but she would save this innocent woman, no matter what.

      If only she could tell Mera where to find the necromancer.

      Closing her eyes, Morgan took a deep breath. A long moment passed before she bristled. “Master wants an outbreak.”

      “Why?”

      She frowned, her eyes still closed. “Chaos. She’s angry that Fred is gone. It cost a great deal of magic to create an infectious undead. Now she’s weakened.” The victim winced as black veins spread up to her chin, growing like onyx vines under her skin. “Stop! It hurts!”

      The necromancer was speeding Morgan’s death from a distance. If she could hurt a living person even while debilitated, Mera wondered what the witch might do once she regained her power.

      “I don’t understand much about magic, but surely it can’t behave this way,” Dr. Stone mumbled in horror.

      “It’s forbidden magic, Doctor,” Julian explained. “Everything goes.”

      “Look at me.” Mera cupped Morgan’s cold cheeks, addressing the faint green glow edging her brown irises. “I want to make a deal with you.”

      “Mer,” Julian warned.

      She ignored him.

      “This woman was not in your plans. She’s Fred Johnson’s work, isn’t she? The more energy you spend on her, the weaker you get. Am I right?”

      Morgan stared at Mera, her eyes unblinking.

      “Y-yes. Master says yes.”

      “As you’ve noticed, I’m an officer of the law.” Mera tapped her own temple. “I have access to Tagradian defense systems and databases. This girl isn’t valuable to you, but I am. My deal is simple. Her life in exchange for mine. Have her bite me, and then let her go.”

      Mera hoped her siren powers would fight the infection, somehow. In any case, she would perish a lot slower than a human. In theory.

      “This is a bad idea.” Julian protested, stepping closer.

      Morgan’s unblinking eyes stared at her for a while. “Master thanks you for the offer, but I can’t turn you.” Shaking, Morgan listened to what the necromancer told her next. “I won’t say it.”

      “Do what she’s telling you,” Mera urged, fearing the witch would hurt the poor woman even further.

      “She says she has bigger things in store for you.” Tears streamed down Morgan’s cheeks, her teeth chattering. “Things a lot worse than death.”

      Mera froze. Time seemed to stop, until one question blared in her mind.

      How could a necromancer link to Morgan this way?

      It couldn’t be a mind link equal to her and Bast’s; theirs was much stronger. The witch’s single connection to Morgan was the infection which carried her essence. They shouldn’t be able to trade thoughts, unless… the necromancer was nearby.

      “Jules, the witch is in the hospital!”

      From the look on his face, Mera didn’t need to say another word. He rushed out the door, gun in hand.

      “How will he know who she is?” Dr. Stone asked with a befuddled look on her face.

      “The witch should have the same lime-green shine in her eyes as Morgan’s, especially since she’s using her magic right now.”

      Mera could only hope Julian would find the necro-bitch, but right now, she had to buy Morgan more time.

      “My partner is gone. I’m alone and vulnerable.” She pulled out both her guns and set them on the floor. “You better leave this room,” she ordered Dr. Stone.

      “No.” The doctor cleared her throat, straightening up. “She’s my patient and—”

      “I appreciate that, but I can’t protect you both. Get out. That’s an order.”

      The doctor’s nostrils flared, but she couldn’t go against an officer’s command. Begrudgingly, she left.

      “You seem to really like me.” Mera focused on Morgan, addressing the witch. “I’ll come to you or you’ll come to me, your choice, but let the woman go.”

      Morgan shook her head, an ugly cry stuck in her mouth. “Don’t do this, Detective. She hates you. She wants you to suffer.”

      Violent seizures took over Morgan’s body, the water in the tub splashing in synch to her convulsing as the necromancer appeared to punish her. By telling Mera things she shouldn’t have, Morgan had defied the witch, even if it put her own life at risk.

      “No!” Mera begged, despair clawing in her tone. “Come at me if you hate me so much, you coward!”

      Morgan’s seizures suddenly stopped. “S-she wants you to look out the window. Don’t.”

      She would. Anything to buy her more time.

      Mera rushed toward the glass to find a hooded figure clad in a tattered black robe walking out of the hospital. The figure lifted a thin, gray hand in a salute as it kept escaping.

      Not so fast!

      Mera pushed her macabre forward, trying to connect to the blood in the necromancer’s veins. But her magic couldn’t cling to the bitch’s body, failing to connect.

      How was that possible?

      “Nice try,” Morgan sobbed between sentences, the voice speaking through her mouth differing from her own. It was a croaky, raspy sound that raised the hairs at the nape of Mera’s neck. “This one won’t be coming back. She’s too defiant.”

      Morgan’s body twisted abruptly, as if an invisible force was trying to break it. She drew in what sounded like a last breath while the black veins beneath her skin reached her forehead, turning her eyes a pitch-black.

      “No!” Mera cried, rushing to her, fury and helplessness stabbing at her chest.

      “Green,” Morgan croaked, her body thrashing as she spat out black blood. “The witch’s name is Green.”

      Falling limp in the tub, her vitals flatlined.
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      “Who are you calling?” Julian asked as they left the hospital.

      Holding the phone to her ear, Mera raised her index finger at him, silently asking for a moment.

      The line rang twice before a cheery voice answered. “I can’t believe it! It’s been so long, my friend!”

      Mera couldn’t help but smile. Hearing Stella’s voice helped her to deflect the anger still burning through every crevice of her body. It appeased, if only a little, the pain of failing Morgan Schmid.

      Losing lives was part of the job, but Mera would never get used to it. Without meaning to, she grinded her teeth, her free hand balling into a fist.

      “How’s my brother?” Stella asked. “When I call him through our mind link, he says everything is fine, but what does ‘fine’ mean? Such a baku.”

      “He certainly is.” She chuckled. “Unfortunately, I can’t update you on that. Bast and I are working on separate cases.”

      “What?”

      “It’s temporary,” she assured, staring at her own boots to avoid the angry glare Julian must be shooting at her—she could feel it burning her skin. “Anyway, I was hoping you could help me with something.”

      “Anything.”

      Stepping away from Julian so he couldn’t hear, Mera lowered her voice. “Did you learn about forbidden magic in healing school?”

      “Of course not.” Stella chortled nervously, her tone wavering. “It’s called forbidden for a reason.”

      Mera understood why Bast’s half-sister lied, but she had no time to waste. “Bast said you helped a shifter afflicted by a forbidden curse some years ago.”

      Stella cursed what sounded like malachai under her breath.

      “I might research the banished arts in my free time, simply because I face them as a disease. I’m a healer, after all. How am I supposed to fight a disease without studying it first?” She huffed. “Prohibiting any research on the topic is stupid.”

      She was right, but then again, the government wanted to restrict access to forbidden magic. A decision that had many pros and cons.

      “Your secret is safe with me,” Mera assured her. “Bast wouldn’t have told me otherwise. Look, I have a necromancer on the loose.”

      A long pause came down the line.

      “Raising the dead is definitely a forbidden art.”

      “Yes, but this one is not behaving like a necromancer.”

      Mera told her about the case. About Fred Johnson raising himself and infecting Morgan, and then how the witch, Green, had killed her from a distance using only their link.

      “Whoever Green is, she’s incredibly powerful,” Stella stated the obvious once Mera was done. “The movies portray the undead as rabid and infectious monsters, but that’s not accurate. An infectious dead can raise others by biting them, but those undead can’t spread the infection, no matter how powerful the necromancer might be. The contagious dead is always the sole spreading agent.”

      “It’s why Morgan couldn’t infect me.”

      “Precisely. Also, creating an infectious dead is no walk in the park, which is why there’s little information about them on record. As for how he raised himself, and how the necromancer killed a living person using a link… ” She blew air into the phone. “Both are technically impossible. I’ll have to do some research on how it could work.”

      “There’s a doctor at the hospital who said the magic behaved like a virus. Her name is Jacinda Stone.”

      “No way!” Stella’s high-pitched tone nearly burst Mera’s eardrums. “Jacy and I did an internship together years ago! I still have her number, so I’ll give her a call. Her theory seems promising.”

      “Wonderful. And thanks, Stella. I appreciate it.”

      “Anytime, but Mera?” Fear crept into her voice. “Be careful.”

      After hanging up, she and Julian walked down the sidewalk, a heavy silence falling between them. There was so much Mera wanted to tell him, but right then, she was more focused on ignoring the bitter taste in her mouth, trying to control the anger that blazed inside her.

      She’d failed an innocent woman today. Spectacularly.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Mer,” Julian offered. “We lose people on the job. It happens.”

      “Morgan was trying to help us, and Green killed her for that.” She stared at the concrete as they went, her hands in her jacket pockets. “I promised I would keep her safe, and I failed.”

      Julian draped his strong arm around her shoulders, bringing them to a stop. Caught by surprise, Mera didn’t know how to react. She thought Julian hated her for disappearing on him, and yet, he offered her comfort, like he always had during difficult cases.

      Partners once again.

      “She didn’t die in vain,” he said. “She told us the necromancer is a female who calls herself Green, and that she wants an outbreak. That’s more than we knew before. In my book, Morgan Schmid was a hero, and we’ll honor her sacrifice.”

      Mera lost herself in his words. In the sight of him, too.

      Julian’s hair had grown a bit, and it now covered the top of his ears. He wore it wilder and less kempt than before, which only made him look more dashing. He still had the same warm hazel eyes, the same bronze hue to his skin, like he’d stayed under the sun for too long.

      If Bast was the night sky, then Julian was a clear summer day.

      A low chuckle rumbled in his chest. “Enjoy staring at me, Mer?”

      Ignoring the furious blush that rose to her cheeks, she cleared her throat and freed from his embrace. “There’s also the fact that the necromancer hates me and wants me to suffer.”

      Nodding, he tapped his chin with his finger. “Only a level-five witch or warlock has the power to become a necro. We never put one of those behind bars, did we?”

      “Nope.” Which made the case more puzzling.

      Who the hell was Green, and why did she hate Mera? Was it because the necro-bitch knew she was a siren?

      No, it had to go deeper than that. Mera felt it in her bones.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t call you sooner,” she blurted.

      Julian pressed his lips in a line, as if he’d suddenly remembered all the shit between them. “Yeah.” Turning on his heels, he walked away.

      Mera followed after him. “It wasn’t right. You were my partner, and I put you in the corner for a while.”

      “A while?”

      “A long while. Things in Lunor Insul were tough, Jules. After we came back, Bast and I were assigned to case after case. Trust me, I wanted to call you. I simply never got a chance.”

      ‘There was plenty of time to kiss Bast, though.’ Her siren grinned. ‘Frequently.’

      Shut up!

      “You found time to call the Captain,” he countered, his back to her as he walked ahead. “I was worried about you.”

      “Of course I called Ruth! I had to report to her. Didn’t she send my regards?”

      “She did, but it wasn’t the same. We always talked, Mer.” He stopped and faced her. “I get it. You and Bast are Hollowcliff’s finest. You’re his partner now, not mine, and your solve rate is unmatchable. You can’t waste time with former colleagues anymore.”

      “That’s not fair. You’ve always been more than a colleague to me.” She stepped closer, placing a hand on his heart. “You’ve always been my friend.”

      “A friend,” he spat out, shaking his head. Julian stomped three steps forward, stopped, then turned back. “I missed you, okay? Work is not the same without you. Life isn’t the same without you. It’s not fair he gets to have you to himself.”

      He…

      Bast.

      “I missed you, too,” she admitted. “I’m glad we get to work one more case together. Who knows, maybe we can join forces every once in a while. Point is, I won’t disappear again.”

      Julian let out the tiniest of smiles. “That would make me happy, Mer. I don’t like this distance between us. I’m not used to it.”

      “I don’t like it either. You and I have always been a team, but we’ll adapt.” Stepping closer, she stood on the tip of her toes, high enough to wrap her arms around his shoulders. “You’ll always be my partner, Jules.”

      It took him a moment to hug her back, his arms closing around her waist as he buried his head at the curve of her neck. There was a time when she’d wanted to be more than just friends with Julian, yet duty always came first.

      Since he wasn’t her official partner anymore…

      Mera shoved the thought away. Right then, all she cared about was that they’d made amends.

      They stayed intertwined for a while, just taking each other in, reconnecting.

      “Okay,” he spoke after a moment. “Let’s go crack this case.”

      “Hell yeah!” She let go of him. “Like old times.”

      “Speaking of which.” He ran a hand over his lemon-colored hair. “Did you hear Lucky Dumpling is opening a new menu next week? We could go for dinner, then grab a beer at O’Malley’s after.”

      Like old times indeed! This was going better than she’d expected.

      “I’d love that. I haven’t had dumplings in ages!”

      Of course Julian knew Lucky Dumpling was her favorite restaurant, and that Mera missed it immensely. After years working together, he knew her through and through.

      Well, not entirely.

      He had no clue she was a waterbreaker. How would he react if he found out? Would he protect her like Bast had, or put a bullet in her head?

      She honestly couldn’t say.

      In any case, a fluffy, light feeling filled Mera’s chest. She and Julian were starting with a clean slate, which was why she’d come to Clifftown in the first place.

      Now, on to the next items on her list. Mera would find Green and make her pay for Morgan’s death. Then, she would catch the dickface who called himself Poseidon, and trap him in a hole so deep, that he would never hurt another soul again.

      Somehow, she was certain everything would work out. Eventually.

      “Great.” Jules smiled sweetly at her. “It’s a date, then.”

      Wait.

      What?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can we take a break?” Ben banged his forehead on the long wooden table, his voice echoing throughout the mighty hall of the Night Court’s Royal Library. He slammed a hand on the thick, open book next to him. “I’m seeing double, brother.”

      “No breaks,” Bast grumbled as he scanned a tome about fae folk stories.

      Faerie lights hovered above the table, illuminating the pages with their cold, white glow. Endless bookshelves lined the walls, nearly reaching the glassed domed ceiling at the top. Wooden porches circled the shelves all the way up, giving access to the books and other halls within the library.

      Stars twinkled above, the moon beaming its silver light into the space.

      Bast couldn’t count the times he’d gotten lost in there. Calling his family’s library impossibly grand was an understatement. With its hidden pathways and rooms, it seemed to go on forever.

      Magic conserved the ancient books, and it also compressed the enormous place inside the royal palace. The space-bending magic that had been used to form the library was phenomenal, but the secrets of its mysterious workings had been lost over the centuries. Maybe it was similar to Corvus’ ‘magic pockets’. Maybe the library was in a realm of its own.

      Maybe both.

      “Anything yet?” Corvus asked from across the table as he scanned a red book.

      “No. I—” Bast paused when he flipped the page, finding a tale that called his attention.

      Lyrica Asheford and the Man Who Could Not Die.

      When he read the title out loud, Corvus scoffed. “You won’t find anything related to your mysterious criminal in an old children’s tale, brother.”

      “Yes, but you heard Madam Zukova.”

      How do you kill he who cannot die?

      “Fine. I suppose we can check it. It’s not like the historical records have been of any help.” He tapped his chin. “By the way, why did the seer call the detective a ‘poor princess?’”

      Bast froze for a moment. “Inside joke. You wouldn’t understand.”

      His brother shrugged, dismissing the subject, and Bast blew out a discrete, relieved breath. Corvus couldn’t know the truth about Mera.

      No one in Tagrad could.

      Refocusing on the tale, Bast began reading out loud.

      “T’was a bright summer day of the year 500 after Tagrad, when Lyrica Asheford, a youngling from Spring, got lost in the woods.”

      Corvus paused his reading, paying attention to Bast’s tale. “Why do these old stories always begin with a child lost in the woods?”

      Bast ignored his brother’s remark. He turned the page, leaning closer to the book.

      “The youngling walked and walked until she came upon a cliff. A strange man sat on the brink of the rock. Black runes covered every inch of his naked torso and back, and he had no thread of hair on his head. A scary man yet so incredibly sad, for when young Lyrica approached, she realized he wept.

      ‘Kind sir, why do you cry?’ she asked.

      ‘Young faerie, I am no sir. When I step on land I have a human semblance, but when I’m free out there,’ he pointed to the vast sea ahead, ‘I become he who breaks water.’”

      Bast’s heart rammed against his chest.

      The tale was from before the Great War, back when Mera’s people had their own borough. Before they had been banished to Atlantea.

      “Lyrica was curious, for she had never met a waterbreaker before. ‘Do you weep because you miss the water?’

      The strange man smiled sadly at her. ‘No, young faerie. I cry because these runes gave me immortal life, yet my love is gone forever.’ With that, he jumped off the cliff.”

      “Kura,” Corvus muttered. “That’s a children’s story?”

      “Folk tale,” Ben corrected carelessly as he flipped through another book’s pages. “A horrifying one, it seems.”

      “When the man hit the rocky shore, Lyrica cried out loud. She cried when she saw the splatter of his blood, the bones ripping from his flesh, and his brains spilled over the rocky ground.”

      Bast continued reading, thoughts rushing through his head far too quickly for him to grasp.

      “Yet curiosity trumped Lyrica’s terror, and the young faerie waited to see if the sea-man spoke the truth; if he indeed would rise from death.

      Sure enough, the runes atop his skin glowed like the sun, and the man’s body began twitching. His bones mended, his blood slid back into his skull, until he stood, fully recovered. He walked into the sea down below, and even though Lyrica called for him, he never looked back.”

      “That child had a prolific imagination,” Corvus muttered under his breath. “If she even existed, that is. It’s just a silly story, brother.”

      Bast certainly hoped so, but deep down, he knew it might be wishful thinking. Taking folk stories seriously was a giant stretch, and yet…

      A waterbreaker who could not die.

      Chilling fear rolled down his spine as he closed the book, a fear he couldn’t quite understand.

      He needed logic. Mera always tried to see things reasonably, sometimes too reasonably, but right then, he had to do the same.

      Assumption: a child had seen a male who could not die nearly two thousand years ago, before the Great War that banished waterbreakers to Atlantea. Said male also happened to be a siren with runes stamped on his body, but only witches used tattoos to enhance their own magic.

      A siren warlock?

      It sounded impossible, not to mention unheard of in every way. Bast needed more.

      A lot more.

      Jumping to his feet, he headed to the historical books section—Corvus and Ben on his heel. He’d started there originally, but couldn’t find anything worth the bother. Now, he had an idea of what he might be searching.

      “Library,” he whispered into the shelves. “Find me a book about a waterbreaker warlock.”

      A silver glow exuded from the shelves before a group of books dashed into the air, fluttering like happy birds. Finally, one of them dropped into Bast’s hand. It had a red cover with a golden title in the middle.

      “The Tale of the Defunct Lad.”

      Corvus’ upper lip curled in confusion. “What’s that doing in the historical records section?”

      “Probably been misplaced,” Ben argued, though his light-gray eyes shone with curiosity. “You should scold Mrs. Fray.”

      “Usually, I’d rejoice in such a task, but Mrs. Fray has been losing her sight lately. I might have to send her to a hospital to get it fixed.”

      “The magic searched for ‘waterbreaker warlock’ and this is what it found.” Bast ran a hand over his loose hair. His bun had undone itself a while ago, and he hadn’t bothered to tie it back up. “In my line of work, we call that a lead.”

      Sitting back down, he opened the book. The yellowing pages scraped softly against his fingers.

      “Hear, hear, the story of he who became dead. Hear, hear, the story of Azinor, the defunct lad.

      Far from Atlantea his mother lived. Many said the bub had been self-conceived. She didn’t name him, all she called him was son, and when she died, alone in the world he was slung.”

      “That’s terrible rhyme, really,” Corvus remarked before nodding to Bast in a go ahead.

      “Upon her watery tomb, the bub asked, ‘Mother, what’s my name?’

      To his surprise, she confessed, ‘My child, it is a fact. You’re Azinor, the god of death.’

      Terrified, to dry land he travelled. In the witches’ borough he learned of his affinity with the afterworld, a sort of divinity.

      ‘I’m the god of death,’ he claimed, yet the witches laughed.

      ‘Many hear the dead,’ they said. ‘You’re not special, young lad.’

      Angry at the witches, he did not cower. Azinor searched forbidden runes to give him power. To faraway lands he travelled, in forgotten temples he searched, until hidden secrets he unraveled.

      The price was high. The runes absorbed his life, thus Azinor became ‘he who could not die.’”

      Silence reigned in the library as the story sunk in their bones.

      “Wait. The runes took his life?” Corvus blinked, his mouth hanging slightly open. “Does that mean he killed and raised himself?”

      Ben’s forehead crumpled. “That would technically make him a necromancer, wouldn’t it?”

      “Don’t be daft. Forbidden magic is about death. Waterbreaker magic, similar to our own, is created from life. They don’t align.” Corvus crossed his arms, raising his chin as if he’d won an argument. “If this Azinor fellow experimented with forbidden power, his waterbreaker magic would have nullified it, rendering it useless.”

      Bast swallowed, his throat feeling rough, like sandpaper.

      He’d come here to find Poseidon. Instead, he’d gotten to Azinor, a siren warlock who defied the basics of how magic worked. To top it all, Mera was chasing a strange and powerful necromancer in Clifftown.

      Halle. Too many coincidences that didn’t connect properly.

      He scanned the book for an author name, yet found none. Maybe reading on would give him some clues.

      “One day, a beautiful maiden sung atop a stone. Her sight so magnificent, Azinor’s heart was gone. Little did he know, his new love was King Wavestorm’s sister, Astred the Dove.”

      Bast pushed his chair back, the wood screeching loudly against the stone floor. Utter horror stabbed at his chest.

      Too many fucking coincidences.

      “The Great War began because of Astred the Dove,” he muttered, and when he turned to his brothers, they seemed as flabbergasted as he was. “Mrs. Fray catalogued this correctly. It isn’t a folk tale.”

      “Fuchst ach.” Corvus’ wings flashed into existence and he boosted up, lining the high bookshelves nearly up to the ceiling. Grabbing a book, he winnowed next to Bast, instead of falling back down.

      A tang of bitterness flowed through him.

      Corvus’ magic was more subtle than Bast’s, and it allowed him to easily winnow. Yes, his brother would eventually tire, but he could use his magic a lot more than Bast before reaching his limit.

      Corvus set the heavy tome on the table and leafed through it, pointing to a page.

      “An advisor to King Wavestorm claimed Astred had been murdered by a band of rogue witches.” He pointed to a picture on the page. The sketch depicted King Wavestorm standing in a mighty hall next to an unnamed man.

      The male had an intense stare, no hair on his head, and no runes tattooed on his skin—especially around his neck.

      Hiding them wouldn’t have been hard, however. There were spells for that, and since a waterbreaker warlock would have called too much attention to himself, Azinor must have decided to hide his powers from the world.

      Funny how he’d gone down in history nameless. Well, not funny, actually. More like a calculated move.

      “Mad with grief, the king attacked Evanora, the witches’ borough.” Corvus read the text next to the picture. “He started in the village where the assassin witches lived, then went on with his army to kill twenty-thousand Evanorans with the macabre.” He stared at them intently. “All of this on the first day of war.”

      “A moment, brothers.” Ben frowned. “If Azinor was a necromancer, how come there’s no mention of the dead during the war? He would have weaponized his power, wouldn’t he?”

      “He raised himself,” Bast deduced. “The story doesn’t say he could raise others. It’s possible that his water magic limited him.”

      Leaving the history book behind, Corvus snatched The Tale of the Defunct Lad from Bast’s hand.

      “No one knows truly if Azinor or the witches made the princess bleed.” He continued. “The king advanced in Tagrad, his army at full speed.

      ‘My grand vizier, here are my fallen. Make them like you,’ he pled.

      But how could Azinor create so many undead? He searched for runes, yet none took effect. Time ended, leaving Azinor wretched.

      Thousands of lives, so high was the cost, and thus, Wavestorm’s war had been lost.”

      The great offense. When human technology aligned with magic to help Tagrad fight back—iron shields and bullets proved to be a mighty force against the macabre.

      “Those from land chopped off the king’s head, but when they killed Azinor, he came back to life instead.” Corvus kept reading, almost as if in a trance. “‘Revenge will be mine!’ he raged, so the Night King trapped him in a cage.”

      “Huzzah, great-great-whatever grandad!” Ben cheered.

      Ignoring his brother’s remark, Corvus flipped the page.

      “Off to the deepest part of the trenches they went, where they locked him in a prison at the end of the descent. Waterbreakers were banished, we must admit. Now the snake lives forever in its pit. It’s a tale so very sad. Thus ends the story of Azinor, the defunct lad.”

      His brother closed the book. A deep silence, thick and heavy like tar, filled the vast hall.

      Azinor was a necromancer who couldn’t raise the dead. A certain relief washed over Bast. Maybe the baku didn’t connect to Mera’s case after all.

      “These are concerning discoveries,” Corvus noted. “If Azinor touched the Crown of Land and Sea—”

      “It means he escaped his prison,” Bast completed the thought.

      Mera often used an expression: Poseidon in the trenches. Azinor had been imprisoned in the trenches.

      Now more than ever, Bast knew who their enemy was. Even if he had no evidence, he was certain sarking Poseidon and Azinor were the same person. Yet, why did the malachai taunt them?

      Was it because of Mera?

      Certainly, she belonged to the Wavestorm line, but so did her uncle Barrimond, who currently ruled over Atlantea. Or so they assumed. Mera never had an opportunity to go back home and check, since one, she was a banished princess, and two, she couldn’t blow her cover.

      Bast on the other hand…

      “If we can prove Azinor’s prison is empty, we prove the story is real.”

      Corvus seemed to read his intentions, because he immediately shook his head. “That’s madness, you baku.”

      “Yes, but to dig deeper into this case, I need proof.”

      A frown creased Ben’s forehead. “What on Danu are you two talking about?”

      “Halle.” Sighing in defeat, Corvus rubbed the back of his neck. “Bast wants to go for a dive.”
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      The rent for Fred Johnson’s apartment had been paid in advance, and since his parents hadn’t cleared out the place, it remained in pristine condition.

      Hopefully, Mera and Julian could find a lead on Green in there.

      The apartment block was located near the center of town, in a fancy building with a doorman dressed in a white uniform at the entrance. He greeted them with the usual apprehension people showed when dealing with the police, then called the landlord, who led them to the apartment.

      “Such a shame,” the middle-aged man said as he opened the door. “Fred was a good boy.”

      More like a selfish murderer who’d bitten off his ex-girlfriend’s face, but whatever.

      The two-bedroom apartment was neatly decorated. One of the walls was made of stone, and the open kitchen’s gray marbled top must have cost a fortune.

      As soon as the landlord left, Julian whistled. “We’re in the wrong profession, Mer.”

      She peered through the floor-to-ceiling windows, which showed the city. “Stay sharp.”

      “Always.” Julian strolled through the living room, pausing to pat the black leather sofa. “So, Johnson was thirty years old, with no history of heart problems, but he died of a heart attack. Strange, isn’t it?”

      Mera nodded as she scanned a bookshelf for clues. “And there were no traces of drugs or poison in his system.”

      “Maybe the sample was tainted. You know, since he’d been dead for a week before you killed him. Again.”

      Shaking her head, she glanced at him. “His blood was stale. The lab would have caught something.”

      Mera checked the kitchen cupboards to find a few canned products. The fridge was packed with beer bottles, old cheese, and expired yogurt. For someone with such a spotless apartment, Fred Johnson spent little time inside.

      Once finished with the living area, Mera went on to the master bedroom, while Julian took the guestroom.

      The undead’s king-sized bed had been neatly made, two pairs of fancy leather shoes aligned side-by-side next to it.

      “All clear,” Julian called out from the opposite room. His heavy steps thumped toward the bathroom. “Guy was a neat freak. The entire apartment is spotless.”

      Mera went to Johnson’s closet, which was filled with expensive tailored suits. “You got that right. I fear we won’t find any clues in this place.”

      “I know we will. If anyone can bring the necro-jerk to justice, it’s you, Mer.”

      The faith he had in her…

      She smiled, a comforting sensation settling in her chest, only to disappear as fast as it came when she remembered what Julian had told her the day before.

      “It’s not fair he gets to have you to himself.”

      Mera needed to make amends as friends, but she used to have a gigantic crush on her former partner—well, former-current-partner-strictly-for-this-case.

      Had that flame truly died now that Bast was in the picture?

      Focus on the case, she told herself.

      Turning back to the bedroom, she figured there wasn’t much there to investigate. A lone nightstand next to the bed held a lamp and nothing else. She strode back to the massive bed to check under it.

      Nothing there, either.

      Standing up, Mera fisted her hands on her hips. “Did he have a maid?”

      “His boss said he worked long hours,” Julian replied from the bathroom, his voice bouncing off the tiled walls. “Seeing how spotless this place is, I’m guessing the answer is an absolute yes. I’ll add her to the list for interrogation.”

      Mera opened the nightstand’s wooden drawer to find a pack of condoms and an eye drop bottle. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Julian’s laughter reached her from the bathroom. “I can feel the engines in your brain whirring from here.”

      Poseidon in the trenches, he knew her through and through.

      “As a banker, Johnson worked constantly under pressure. The guy was practically a robot.” Mera opened the nightstand’s second drawer, which was empty. “Odd that he didn’t break at some point. I’m thinking he found release somewhere, and I doubt it was with Morgan.”

      “What do you mean?” Julian’s voice grew louder as he approached.

      “Did you read the coroner’s report? His arteries were squeaky clean. His heart simply stopped beating.” She lifted her shoulders. “Also, bankers are famous for partying hard.”

      “That’s a stereotype.” Julian leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed. “But you’re thinking it’s a new drug in town. One that can’t be traced.”

      “So are you,” she countered. “I just wish we had proof.”

      Mera closed the nightstand’s drawer, and a strange sound came from it, like something small scraping against the wood.

      Odd, since the drawer was empty.

      Opening and closing it again, she tried to listen for it. “Did you hear that?”

      “What?”

      Maybe her siren’s hearing caught sounds Julian couldn’t. Maybe she was losing her mind. Removing the drawer, Mera shook it. A dim, rattling sound came from inside the wood.

      Bingo.

      The drawer had a fake bottom, but it seemed stuck. Placing it on the floor, Mera stamped on it. Hard.

      “Shit, Mer!” Julian hissed. “This is destruction of property!”

      She didn’t care. Mera kicked it again, and again, until the drawer splintered into many pieces.

      She pushed the wooden shards aside with her feet, clearing the view to what had been inside the drawer’s bottom.

      Julian frowned. “Is that what I think it is?”

      A smile formed on her lips as she picked up a small plastic bag with one red pill inside. “I sure hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      Their steps echoed down the Final Ward’s empty corridors.

      Dr. Stone had informed them she’d set up a lab in room 301, so she could study Morgan’s case with more resources.

      Pushing open the lab’s white door, Mera and Julian crossed the threshold. Both of them paused to stare at the big space walled by whirring equipment.

      With more resourced, indeed.

      Dr. Stone sat at a small table on the left, bent over a microscope. She didn’t bother turning to them. “Detectives.”

      On the other side of the room, a man and a woman, both wearing white robes, worked at a station next to a bulky machine. They looked up from their clipboards with a hint of annoyance in their eyes.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Mera said.

      “No need to apologize,” Dr. Stone stated matter-of-factly, her focus still on the microscope. “These are Doctors Pascal and Hendricks. They’ve volunteered to help.” She waved at the physicians.

      “It’s an honor to work with Doctor Stone,” the man said with a slight bow of his head. “She’s top of her field.”

      “Indeed,” the female added. “I suppose, in a way, we’re working with you too, detectives. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” Julian countered politely.

      The two physicians nodded, then turned their attention back to the machine.

      “I can’t take all the credit, of course,” Dr. Stone clarified, still focused on the microscope. A soft smile hooked up her left cheek. “I’ve had some enlightening conversations with Stella. I can’t believe you know her, Detective Maurea. It’s a small world, isn’t it?”

      “It sure is.”

      The doc’s unkempt hair resembled a cuckoo’s nest, and her white lab coat, which covered her jeans and T-shirt, smelled old. Like she hadn’t washed it since the last time they’d seen her. Her shirt didn’t go amiss, however. It read, ‘Going viral doesn’t mean what you think it means.’

      “Stella is one of the best healers out there. I’m glad she could help.” Mera removed the plastic bag with the pill from her pocket. “We found this in the undead’s house. Our lab checked it, but it seems to be a normal headache pill.”

      The doctor raised her head, watching Mera through narrowed eyes. “You found it like this?”

      “We did.”

      “Normal pills don’t come in suspicious plastic bags, do they?”

      “They most certainly do not. Also, this one was hidden inside the false bottom of a drawer.”

      Processing her words with a nod, the doctor motioned for her to approach. She adjusted her latex gloves before snatching the bag from Mera’s grasp, analyzing it with curiosity. “I’ll test it and let you know.”

      “Thanks.” Mera pointed to the equipment on the lab. “It seems you’ve been busy.”

      “I want to do right by my patient. Something tells me you can relate.” The doctor’s voice wobbled with grief, the same grief that tormented Mera.

      With a nod, she swallowed down the knot forming in her throat.

      “Detective, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll rip off the band-aid.” Dr. Stone removed her black-rimmed glasses. “Stella and I believe your necromancer found a way to weaponize her essence.”

      Mera cocked her head. “Weaponize?”

      “Yes. Once a host is bitten by a contagious dead, they don’t necessarily die. That means the necromancer’s essence can stay dormant within the new host until they pass away, or until the necromancer decides to kill them, like Green did with Morgan. Once they pass, the necromancer’s essence would be activated. Meaning, the dead would raise themselves.”

      Well, at least that explained how Fred Johnson had turned into an undead. The only reason why Morgan hadn’t turned as well, was because Green wanted her to pay for helping Mera. A pointless and spiteful thing to do, though Morgan was in a better place now.

      “So, Green wants an outbreak,” Julian said quietly. “But she can’t possibly have enough energy to kill a bunch of people from a distance. So why would she play the long game of waiting for them to die?”

      “She won’t,” Mera assured.

      She’d met enough manic criminals in her life to know the necro-bitch wouldn’t stop. Eventually, Green would create more contagious dead. It was only a matter of time.

      “For now, we’re safe.” Dr. Stone countered. “Morgan mentioned Green was weak, and you’ve put down the contagious dead she created. If Fred Johnson had infected anyone else, we would know at this point. She could, however, find ways to fuel her power.”

      A shudder raced through Mera’s body.

      “Wouldn’t spreading her magical essence in such a large scale kill her? Even a fae couldn’t pull this off, and they’re the most powerful of all magical creatures.”

      “Green would die, unless she found a way to replenish her magic. Stella thinks she might try sucking the life out of living creatures, though I believe that’s impossible. There’s no record of it in all of history.”

      Green wanted chaos, she’d said so herself. An army of undead, ready to rise at the snap of her fingers?

      Pure. Freaking. Chaos.

      “Thanks, doc.” Mera walked to the door, and Julian followed. “Please contact us if you find anything else.”

      “I will. And detectives? Be careful. Whoever Green is, we’ve seen nothing like her before.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mera assured. “Powerful or not, I’ll put a bullet in her head. You can count on that.”
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      They spent the rest of the day interviewing Fred Johnson’s family and friends.

      “Fred was an angel,” his mother croaked, blowing her nose into a tissue. “My poor boy!”

      No, entitled prick was more accurate. Also, a freaking murderer.

      The portrait his loved ones painted made Mera sick to her stomach. Exemplar boyfriend, caring son, dedicated employee. None of that changed the fact he’d bitten his girlfriend in the face to make her as repulsive as he’d looked.

      As far as Mera cared, Fred Johnson could burn in hell. Sure, he’d been a victim of Green’s plans, but that didn’t excuse what he’d done to Morgan. The bastard deserved the bullet Mera put in his head.

      Soon, she would do the same to Green.

      The necro-bitch might be the greatest mystery of her career. Mera had pissed off a great many people in her life. Part of the job, really. A level-five witch, however? She would have remembered meeting one. And yet, Morgan said Green hated her.

      “She has bigger things in store for you.” The woman’s voice echoed in her mind. “Things a lot worse than death.”

      How could Green despise Mera so fiercely if they’d never met? Leaning back on the floral-patterned sofa, she crossed her arms.

      Julian continued to question Fred’s parents, but Mera knew this visit was a gigantic waste of time. These people didn’t know their own son, so they couldn’t provide any useful information.

      The sensation of a soft nibble brushed against her lips, as if the wind had stolen a kiss from her.

      “Bast?”

      His laugh echoed through her mind, the most soothing sound in the world.

      “I should thank you for the babysitter.” His voice was muffled, like he spoke through a closed door.

      The distance between them sucked.

      “Corvus is supposed to be your partner while I’m here,” she patiently explained. “But now that you mention it, looking after you definitely fits the babysitting category.”

      His finger curled around a lock of her hair; she felt it clearly, even though he wasn’t physically there. Mera had no clue why, but sensations came through their link a lot better than words.

      “You were worried about me. Admit it.” His low, sultry tone made the space between her thighs tingle.

      “Never.” She smirked, but quickly tried to hide the smile with a discrete cough.

      It didn’t work.

      Julian glared at her, while Fred’s parents frowned as if Mera was the most horrible person in the world.

      Considering their son had been a petty psycho, they shouldn’t judge.

      “Anyway,” Julian went on, but Mera quickly disengaged from what they discussed.

      “How’s your case?” she asked Bast.

      “Complicated. How about you?”

      “The victim died.” Admitting it still hurt. “To cut a long story short, the necromancer can create links with people bitten by a contagious dead, even if they’re alive. And she can kill them through the connection.”

      Silence lingered for a few moments, though Mera could feel Bast was there. “That’s alarming,” he finally replied.

      “Major understatement there, partner.” Mera glanced over at Julian with Fred Johnson’s parents, making sure they hadn’t noticed her disinterest in their conversation for a second time.

      Either they hadn’t, or they didn’t care.

      “The necromancer calls herself Green, and for some reason she hates me. The victim, Morgan Schmid, died because she defied her. Because she tried to help us.” Rage flowed through Mera like lava, mixing with the freezing touch of sorrow. Both sensations rushed through the link. “I couldn’t protect her. I swore I would…”

      “You will bring her killer to justice, kitten. I pity the fool who’s unafraid of your wrath.” A gentle kiss fluttered against her forehead and the restlessness thrashing inside her immediately subdued. For a while, at least. “By the way, did you say the necromancer is a she?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Females can be criminals too, you know.”

      “It’s not that.” He rolled his eyes, and it was the oddest thing, seeing flashes of him inside her mind—images of Bast that projected themselves occasionally through their link. “Can you imagine why Green hates you?”

      “Nah. Her angle is still a mystery.” She let out a soft sigh. “Jules and I are interrogating the undead’s family and friends. Maybe there are drugs involved, though I’m not sure how they connect to the big picture.”

      “Jules, huh?” Worry thrummed through their link.

      “Bast…”

      An apologetic bow of his head. “Change of subject, then. Did the victim mention anything about ancient runes, or Azinor?”

      Mera frowned. “You mean Azinor the Snake?”

      “You’re familiar with him?”

      “He was one of King Wavestorm’s advisors during the Great War. Uncle Barrimond blamed him for it, but Mother applauded him for his cunning. Wait… How does your case connect to a waterbreaker?”

      She gasped as the realization dawned on her. It clearly annoyed Fred Johnson’s parents, but she didn’t care.

      “Bast, you dickwart!” Excusing herself, Mera rushed out the door and stopped in the garden. “We were supposed to investigate Poseidon together! How did Ruth find out about him?”

      He swallowed; Mera sensed it through their link. She also sensed him pondering if he should shut down their connection.

      “Don’t you dare cut me out, Sebastian Dhay!”

      “Ruth wants to protect you, and so do I,” he finally said.

      “Screw you,” she countered out loud, jabbing at the empty space ahead as if it was Bast’s chest. “You’re not a knight in shining armor, and I’m not a damsel in distress.”

      “Mera, you have your hands full with the necromancer. This way, we kill two birds with one stone.”

      She hated everything about this. The distance between them, the fact he was digging into Poseidon without her by his side… She couldn’t believe Ruth had gone behind her back! She’d never treated Mera like a child before, so why start now?

      Mera also hated that Bast had a point.

      “Fine, but you better keep me updated. What’s the connection between Azinor and Poseidon, by the way?”

      Silence ensued, followed by the feel of his strong arms around her. Mera closed her eyes, enjoying the ghost of his presence for as long as she could. The warmth of his skin, his breath caressing the curve of her neck…

      “I’m looking into it, kitten.”

      Not the full truth, she was sure of it.

      “Take care of yourself.” Once again, he stamped a kiss on the top of her head. “I’ll come back soon. I promise.”

      Mera cleared her throat, the longing in her chest stealing a breath or two. “Bast, this isn’t fair.”

      He didn’t reply.

      The bastard was gone.

      “Mer, what the hell?” Julian chided as he stomped out of the house, startling her. “You just upped and left!”

      Raising her hands, she stepped back. “I get why you’re mad, but in my defense, the parents didn’t have anything to offer, so I had a call with Bast.”

      “What do you mean you had a call with Bast?”

      Clearing her throat, Mera scratched the back of her neck. “So… thing is, we kind of have a mental link. It makes working cases a lot easier.”

      He stared at her, his jaw hanging open. “You gave a fae access to your goddamn head?”

      “Look, I wasn’t a fan of it either in the beginning, but it turned out to be really practical.”

      “Oh, I see. Is that why you were giggling like a schoolgirl, then?”

      “I was hardly—”

      “This is a bad idea, Mer.” He leaned closer and lowered his tone. “Getting involved with your official partner is wrong.”

      His emphasis of official did not go unnoticed. “We’re not…” She stopped, because she didn’t want to lie to him. “What do you care if—”

      “Look, I’ve missed you, but I understand the work you and Bast do is important. We’ve made progress in uniting the boroughs, thanks to what you two did. What you keep doing every day, as partners. You should never stop working with him.”

      Mera opened her mouth, not entirely sure what she had to say, but Julian beat her to it.

      “Find another way to let off steam, is what I mean. Preferably not with him.”

      She arched one eyebrow. “With who, then?”

      “With whomever you choose.”

      “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      Glancing up to the sky as if praying for an intervention, Julian cursed under his breath. “Look, we’re not official partners anymore, and I think that’s a good thing. There’s a world of things between us we’ve been avoiding for years. They’re bound to come out at some point.”

      Yeah, he was absolutely right.

      Julian stepped closer and gently took her hand. His thumb brushed over the back of her palm, drawing slow circles on her skin.

      Some deep part of Mera relaxed, and an unwelcomed warmth rose to her cheeks. “Jules…”

      “When you went to work with Bast, you created a void. I miss my partner, my friend. I miss us. I’m not good with feelings, Mer, you know that.” Letting go of her hand, he then rubbed the back of his neck. “My timing sucks, doesn’t it?”

      Mera blinked, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.

      ‘Say something!’ her siren pushed.

      What, though?

      Julian was right. His timing sucked. So did Mera’s.

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, he turned to leave. “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Jules,” she called out, but couldn’t finish the sentence.

      He stood there, with his back to her. Waiting.

      All the things they’d ignored for years pushed to come out at once. Mera’s monumental crush on him, the fact they’d nearly kissed several times, but always put duty first. Years of chances lost and lines almost crossed.

      Julian was her best friend, and she’d missed him so very much. Mera didn’t want to lose him, but she had to tell him about Bast. How he’d changed everything overnight and turned her life upside down.

      There was so much to tell him, so much to fix, that the way out got blocked. Mera didn’t know where to start.

      Upon her silence, he waved without looking back at her. “All right. See you tomorrow.”
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      Mera’s russet hair floated around her as she bounced gently amidst the endless sea. Her green scaled bodysuit matched the color of her side-fins, leaving only her hands, neck, and feet unprotected.

      “You ready?” Belinda asked beside her.

      Her best friend wore an eager grin, and purple beady eyes that glimmered like precious gems. They perfectly matched her lavender bodysuit. Belinda’s yellow hair danced in long curls around her face, and the pinkish hue of her hide gleamed brighter where faint sunlight touched it.

      Belinda was positively beautiful. Unlike Mera.

      Her hair wasn’t as lustrous, and her skin edged toward the colors of the rainbow when highlighted by the sun. Also, her coming of age hadn’t arrived yet, which meant her flat chest paled in comparison to Belinda’s curves.

      That was why all the young males at school focused on her friend, leaving Mera unnoticed, despite being the queen’s daughter.

      Not a bad thing, really.

      Mera wasn’t ready, hadn’t even considered the possibility of romance. As long as she had Belinda and their open-sea adventures, she couldn’t care less about malelings.

      In fact, her adventures with Belinda were one of the few things that brought Mera a shred of happiness. Those, and her visits to Professor Currenter, of course.

      Today, however, would be the greatest adventure of them all.

      “I’m ready,” Mera said with a nod, clutching the orca leather straps of her shell-shaped backpack.

      She and Belinda dashed into the infinite blue, dancing and laughing with the tides as they talked about malelings and school—but mostly about malelings. The subject might not have interested Mera much, but she enjoyed listening to her friend talk about it.

      “Is there no one at school who tickles your fancy?” Belinda asked while they broke water, zipping past schools of fish and mighty reefs. “You should have a line of contenders. You’re the queen’s daughter, for dolphins’ sake.”

      “There’s nothing good about that,” she muttered quietly.

      Mera had bigger problems than boys. One problem in particular called Queen Ariella Wavestorm.

      “I’m sorry.” Belinda’s lips formed a thin line. “Things will get better. I promise.”

      “You shouldn’t swear on the impossible, Bel.”

      Her friend merely winked at her.

      They swam for a long time, soon leaving the outskirts of Atlantea behind. Stopping twice, they ate the carefully packed snacks they’d brought in their backpacks—the journey usually took half a cycle. Herrings wrapped in seaweed weren’t Mera’s favorite delicacy, but they did the trick.

      On they went, until they reached a remote spot in the wastelands. Hiding behind a big rock, they studied the vast expanse ahead, focusing on a cave to the right.

      The most beautiful creature Mera had ever seen rested at the mouth to the cave, its body curling on the sea bed. The water dragon had no scales. Its light-silver skin, as thick as a whale’s, glimmered in the same way the moon reflected off the ocean’s surface.

      Those creatures were the most untamable in the seven seas. Many had tried to overpower them, and many had perished.

      Belinda watched the dragon eagerly, a slow smile spreading across her lips. “I can’t believe we’ll ride a water dragon today.”

      “We haven’t succeeded yet,” Mera reminded her, but her friend dismissed it with a wave of her hand.

      Water dragons could never truly be tamed, so she and Belinda would have to be quick. They needed to ride the creature for maybe a moment or two before letting go of it. That was the safest approach.

      “As long as we stick to my plan, we should be fine,” Mera pointed out.

      “But why not try to domesticate it?” Belinda’s eyes glittered with a certain madness. “Surely, we can defeat the mad queen with a water dragon on our side?”

      Mad queen.

      Mother.

      Mera refused to build hope. It was pointless. “No one has ever tamed a water dragon and lived to tell the tale.”

      “How is it any different to taming an orca?” Belinda blew water through the gills in her neck. “You’re the most resourceful waterbreaker I know. We could do it!”

      Orcas and water dragons were completely different animals. Their people had tamed the first but not the latter for a reason, and Belinda would do well to remember that.

      “We ride it for a short while.” Pulling a gleaming silver orb from her backpack, Mera nodded at her friend, signaling this was her final word. “Water dragons weren’t made to be controlled.”

      “Neither were orcas.”

      “Valid point, but orcas can’t disintegrate someone by belching waterblaze.”

      “Fine.” Belinda rolled her lavender-colored eyes. “Off you go then.”

      Swimming forward slowly, Mera set the silver orb down before the dragon. The giant creature locked eyes with her the whole time. Not with her exactly, but with the shiny object in her hand.

      Dragons loved shiny things. Professor Currenter often said that it trumped their first instinct to attack, so Mera had brought the most lustrous object she could find.

      The dragon lifted its head and peered into the orb with big blue eyes that easily matched Mera in height. Legend said these magnificent creatures were children of the moon and sea. This one resembled a star fallen from the sky, which wasn’t entirely far-off.

      “Hi.” She smiled, hiding her fear. Wild beasts often picked up on that.

      The dragon pushed its long neck forward, sniffing the offering using the gills under its jaw.

      Belinda suddenly zinged closer, coming from behind the dragon. She carried the strap made of hermit crab shells Mera had packed.

      Too soon!

      Realization dawned in the dragon’s eyes, and it opened its gaping, sharp-toothed maw. A sapphire glow burned at the back of the beast’s throat, heating the water around Mera.

      Waterblaze.

      “Poseidon in the trenches,” she cursed, just as the creature’s long neck jerked to the side.

      Belinda, that irresponsible maverick, had already launched herself onto the dragon’s long neck, quickly whipping the strap across its mouth, and fixing it into a makeshift bridle.

      “Your timing was off!” Mera shouted.

      “It was going to eat you!”

      “It was sniffing the orb!”

      Gritting her teeth, Belinda grumbled a curse as she pulled at the harness. “The damage is done! Jump on!”

      The dragon shrieked, the sound rippling through the sea right before waterblaze burst from its throat, a burning plasma jet that destroyed half of its cave. The stones on the upper left of the rock crumbled to the sea floor.

      Opening its mighty wings, the beast boosted forward, swimming right above Mera’s head.

      She had to act fast.

      Breaking water, she propelled herself forward, chasing after the dragon and her friend.

      “This is incredible!” Belinda shouted ahead, while the creature writhed and twirled, trying to break free. Its spiky tail swung twice, nearly knocking over Mera.

      “Hold it still!” she barked.

      “I’m trying!”

      Speeding up, she finally found an opening in the dragon’s frantic movements. Mera boosted one final time before wrapping her arms around Belinda. Tightening her legs around the dragon’s smooth neck, she settled atop the beast. “We have to let go.”

      “No way. We’re taking it home!”

      “You can’t tame a water dragon!” She pointed to the crab-shelled strap. “It’ll snap soon! The heat is too intense.”

      As if on cue, the beast spewed forth its waterblaze once again.

      Belinda struggled with the dragon’s harness, wrapping the strap tighter around her arms. “It’s the only way to defeat your mother!”

      Mera appreciated the gesture, but she valued Belinda’s life more than the opportunity.

      The dragon bolted faster, hovering high above the trenches. Mera glanced down at the endless chasms of darkness below them. Not even her sonar could unveil what lay inside those ancient cracks, which seemed to split the ocean floor in half.

      Out of what had to be desperation, the creature swiveled down, dragging them toward the infinite darkness.

      Oh, it was smart.

      The dragon’s waterblaze hurled through the shadows as it plunged, shrieking and thrashing.

      “We have to let go!” Mera yelled.

      “Never!”

      They reached the threshold, diving into a gloom so intense, they couldn’t see anything ahead. When the beast roared its blue blaze once again, the burst didn’t spread. Almost as if the darkness had swallowed it.

      Warnings blared in Mera’s mind, but she couldn’t quite explain why. Other than a deep darkness, there was nothing to be feared in the trenches. Certainly, no ancient gods or mighty creatures from times of old.

      Yet, the alarms still blared.

      Hooking her arms under Belinda’s shoulder, she stared back to the distancing ocean above. Soon, the pitch-black would engulf their only way out.

      Mera had swam in darkness before, but never in the inky void of the trenches. Finding the exit after light vanished completely would be difficult, if not impossible.

      Taking a courageous gulp, she boosted up, pulling her friend along as she brought them to safety.

      If only she could take the dragon as well… Watching as the darkness swallowed the beautiful creature, Mera felt a pang of regret.

      “No!” her friend bellowed, thrashing against her grip, but Mera didn’t let go.

      The moment they landed on the edge of the rift, close to a patch of towering seaweed, Belinda jerked away. “Godsdamn it! It was our chance to help you!”

      “You mean help the resistance?”

      Belinda blinked, her mouth opening and closing. “You shouldn’t speak about what you don’t understand. They’re trying to save you.”

      “And what have they done so far? I’m still being tortured every day, and they’re still being squashed by the queen’s guard!” Mera swallowed, a scratchy sensation prickling the back of her throat. “That creature was so desperate to get rid of us, it plunged into the trenches. How does that help anyone?”

      “I wouldn’t worry.” Belinda crossed her arms, yet avoided peeking at the trenches. “Water dragons are smart. There’s nothing in there to feed on, so it will follow the smell of food.”

      “Oh, you mean us?”

      Her friend gulped. “Hmm, I think we better go.”

      A violent, beastly shriek suddenly burst from the chasm, making the ground shake. A shriek that carried a mix of pain and horror. The dragon roared once, twice, and though they heard the bursts of waterblaze, they couldn’t spot a single sapphire spark in the shadows.

      Mera and Belinda exchanged a worried glance.

      “I thought there was nothing down there,” Mera muttered.

      “Maybe an ancient creature. Do you think we awakened… something?”

      A sleeping predator? Not entirely impossible.

      “We have to help the dragon. We’re the reason it went there in the first place.” Mera pointed to the patch of high gulfweed next to them. “We can use the stems as ropes to guide us back to the surface once we dive in.”

      Without wasting time, she inched toward the patch, but a hand grabbed her shoulder, yanking her back. “Belinda, what—”

      When she turned around, Mother was glaring at her.

      Queen Ariella’s expression might be stern and cold, but fury pulsed in her green eyes. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “We wanted to fetch a water dragon for you, my queen,” Belinda lied, but she was a terrible liar and couldn’t hide her hate for Mother, neither in her tone nor in the way she glared at her.

      “Did you?” Twisting her hand up, Mother sent a whirlpool rushing around Belinda, pulling her in a thousand different directions.

      Her friend’s screams tore at Mera’s soul; shrieks awfully similar to the dragon’s. The queen increased the flow, and Mera heard a bone in Belinda’s arm snap; a thick, cracking sound that stabbed her heart.

      “Mother, stop!”

      She arched one eyebrow at her. “Make me, weakling.”

      Mera fisted her hands, trying to find ways to stop the queen, but it was futile. Mother was a grown-up, a sovereign who ruled with an iron fist and a thirst for violence. Mera, on the other hand, was only a merling.

      How could she defeat the most cruel waterbreaker in Atlantea—no, the entire world?

      “Punish me instead,” she offered.

      The whirlpool dissipated into the water, and Belinda pulled in long gulps of air through her gills.

      Without breaking eye contact with Mera, the queen ordered her friend to go. Belinda didn’t move, even with a broken arm.

      Refusing to obey. Resisting.

      “I won’t ask again,” Mother warned.

      Mera nodded at her friend, a silent plea for her to go. Defying the queen meant a death sentence, either for Belinda or for them both.

      Still, she didn’t move.

      “Please, Bel,” Mera begged.

      “I’ll tell Professor Currenter and your uncle Barrimond where we’ve been, princess. I’m sure they’ll be eager to hear about our adventure.” A threat to the queen, a silent message that said Mera better return to Atlantea in good health.

      Ariella’s lips curled into a smile, as if she found Belinda amusing. In truth, so did Mera.

      Her friend should know by now that the queen could do as the queen so wished. If that meant murdering Mera in cold blood… she could do that, too. She’d done it already with the brothers and sisters Mera would never get to meet.

      Indeed, her friend’s ‘threat’ was hollow, but Mera appreciated her intent.

      Begrudgingly, Belinda left.

      Once they were alone, Mother went to the ridge, stopping on the edge to look down at the darkness. “Sacrificing for your friend? You’re too obvious in your ways, daughter.”

      Odd that the queen hadn’t begun beating her to an inch of her life, but Mera wasn’t about to remind her.

      “How did you find us?”

      “A servant warned me you were missing. I followed your scent, but it was easy finding you from a distance.” She pointed to higher up. “I saw you flying on that water dragon’s back from miles away. I assume it’s down there?”

      Mera nodded. “Can we help it?”

      “The creature is gone. Poseidon has found it.”

      Lies. The gods weren’t real.

      Mother sensed Mera’s lack of faith in the same way a shark caught the scent of blood from miles away. “Poseidon found it, but worse, he has found you.” A strange tone weaved through her voice, but it couldn’t be fear. The queen feared nothing and no one. Turning in the direction Belinda had taken, Ariella’s mouth contorted into a downward curve. “He’s found you both.”
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      Bast glared at a page he’d ripped from the history book, narrowing his eyes at Azinor’s sketch. He could swear the sarking shig was taunting him through his ink-lined stare.

      “It can’t be done,” Corvus stated from his left, leaning over the outer porch’s marbled railing, both of them facing one of the Night Palace’s many gardens. “Even if I knew where Atlantea was, even if I could winnow us to the trenches, no special diving suit would handle the water pressure. We’d be smashed to a pulp. Unlike waterbreakers, our bodies can’t adapt to harsh environments.”

      Folding the page, Bast tucked it in his pocket. “Atlantea isn’t located so deeply. For the trenches, I was thinking we should use a Nightbringer. We could lower ourselves into the crack using the iron bells attached to the ship.”

      “I suppose our forefathers went the same route.” Corvus sighed. “This is a terrible idea. Say we do get to Atlantea. How would we go by unnoticed?”

      “Cloaking spell.”

      “I must interrupt, brothers.” Ben reclined on a chair, soaking up the sun with his eyes closed as if he didn’t have a worry in the world. “Tagrad invaded the sirens’ borough, took them from their homes, and banished them to Atlantea, which was completely destroyed by then. Surely, waterbreakers leave passing Nightbringers alone, but diving into their territory is something else entirely. One doesn’t have to be a genius to predict Atlanteans would attack you first and ask questions later. Also, if you’re caught, it will be a declaration of war.”

      He was right. Going to Atlantea was nothing short of a suicide mission—and a diplomatic disaster.

      Surely, the cloaking spell could work, but Mera had told Bast about Queen Ariella’s technology. Atlantea seemed to be some steps ahead of Tagrad in the matter, and if infra-reds could easily break through a cloaking spell while on land, he could only imagine what Atlantean technology might do.

      Too high of a risk.

      There had to be another way to prove Azinor had been imprisoned in the trenches, and that he’d escaped.

      Setting his elbows on the white marble railing, Bast massaged his forehead with the heels of his hands.

      Poseidon could break through the magic that protected Tagrad from waterbreakers, just like Mera. Not only that, but he’d impregnated Sara Hyland, a local drug dealer who held the Summer King’s heart.

      Angered that she’d sought refuge with the Summer Court, Poseidon got rid of her by glamouring the king’s son into taking her life, and by default, the life of her unborn child.

      Poseidon’s unborn child.

      The cruel prick had a god complex, and clearly avoided getting his hands dirty. Impossible, really, that he and Azinor weren’t the same person.

      An idea came to Bast in the same way lightning struck the ground—explosively and at once. He didn’t need to reach Atlantea. Actually, he didn’t need to leave the continent.

      “If Azinor is indeed the criminal I’m chasing, he can cross the protection zone. That means we could lure him out.” A smile formed on his lips as he turned to Corvus. “Forget about going to Atlantea. Let’s set up a trap for him here, on land.”

      His brother seemed to consider it. “It could work, but what does he want badly enough to come out of hiding?”

      Halle. Bast couldn’t guess Azinor’s angle, nor his ultimate goal.

      “Isn’t it obvious, brothers?” Ben taunted from the reclining chair, his eyes still closed as he enjoyed the sun. “He wants revenge. It’s written in the bloody book.”

      “Our great-great-whatever-grandfather did imprison him in the trenches,” Corvus lifted his shoulders. “Maybe we can use ourselves as bait.”

      Bast considered it, but… “If he wanted revenge against us, he would have exacted it already.”

      “Unless he’s biding his time.”

      For what?

      “Maybe he wants revenge against all of Tagrad,” Ben noted. “Offering that to him is certainly impossible, though.”

      Absolutely. Even if Bast could give Azinor his supposed revenge, he never would. Danu knew he had done his share of bad things in his life, but as a Hollowcliff detective the country’s security came first. Always.

      He would never jeopardize that.

      “Let’s work with the Nightling angle, then.” Rubbing the bridge of his nose, he couldn’t help but feel defeated.

      Revenge against the Night Court.

      How the fuck could he offer that to Azinor?
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      Two days had passed since they handed the red pill to Dr. Stone, and still no word from her.

      Mera tried calling, but her attempts always went to voicemail. “You’ve reached Doctor Jacinda Stone. Leave your message after the beep.”

      The good doc wasn’t the only one missing, however.

      Ruth hadn’t been back to the precinct since she’d sent Bast on his mission, but that wasn’t uncommon. Sometimes, the Cap went on missions of her own, which Mera guessed were related to national security. Ruth never admitted it, but the secrecy sounded like highly classified stuff.

      Nevertheless, she called her moth… the Cap, to ensure she was okay.

      “All good, cookie,” she told Mera. “I’m running some errands for the councilor.”

      Ah, the councilor.

      Ruth was good friends with Councilor Adams, the human representative in the council of five. The Cap had friends in high places, but one of the five who governed Tagrad? Not even Clifftown’s commissioner had that sort of access.

      The councilor had often visited them while Mera was growing up, though he never stayed for long.

      Councilor Adams, a tall man who wore pleated suits, had a light-gray beard and a head full of blond-going-white hair. His kind, hazel eyes always stared at Ruth with a certain care, like she was precious to him.

      Mera had nagged the Cap for details, but Ruth never admitted to a relationship.

      “Dating him would be unprofessional. The country comes first.” And that was all she ever said about that.

      “You sent Bast after Poseidon,” Mera stated over the phone.

      The line went quiet for a while. “How did you—”

      “It doesn’t matter. Why are you treating me like a child?”

      “Cookie, it’s not that simple.”

      Yeah. Nothing ever was.

      Ruth gave her the excuse she’d expected, claiming she was only looking out for her girl’s safety. Mera didn’t doubt it, but she couldn’t understand why she’d kept her out of the loop. Ruth had never been the overprotective type. After all, her kid worked in the force.

      After hanging up, she and Julian went on with their tasks, ignoring their last exchange completely. They had to talk at some point, but at least they seemed to be on the same page for now—the case came first.

      ‘This will blow up monumentally,’ her siren grumbled.

      Yes, but Mera would cross that bridge when she came to it. So, on they went, chasing feeble clues that led them nowhere.

      Frustrated didn’t even begin to cover how she felt. Morgan Schmid deserved better than that.

      Talking to Bast helped, however.

      Later that day, she told him about her case, but when she asked about his investigation on Poseidon, he changed the subject.

      Well, she wasn’t having any of it, especially after her call with Ruth.

      “Come on, partner. Tell me more.”

      “Hmm, curiosity befits you, kitten.” A ghost of his thumb brushed against her chin. “Everything is fine. I hit a stalemate, so I’m trying to work a different angle.”

      “Which is?”

      “I’ll tell you when I find out.”

      His soothing tone, the way he called her kitten, and his invisible caress on her skin; it all made her miss him more.

      If Ruth had wanted to cool things between them by keeping them apart, the strategy had backfired. Spectacularly.

      ‘Next time, fuck his brains out,’ her siren cooed.

      “I like that idea.” Bast’s tone sounded feral.

      No, ravenous.

      Great. She’d forgotten to block her thoughts again.

      Mera couldn’t explain why, but she was certain sex with Bast would be a point of no return. Whatever bond they shared solidified with every passing day, and once she gave herself to him… It was a silly feeling, of course, especially since she didn’t believe in the entire soulmate argument.

      “You might be right,” he countered, reading her mind once again. “In theory, a hart bond is built by both essence and body. Some say the connection is formally sealed once the parts physically align.”

      “Is that what you believe?”

      He seemed to mull it over. “I never had a hart before.”

      “Sex is just sex, Bast.”

      And the concept of soulmates was nonsensical.

      “How very human of you. But if you don’t believe it, why does it scare you so?”

      Touché.

      Mera cleared her throat. “What’s next on your case?”

      “Persistent, aren’t you?” With a low chuckle, he shook his head. Mera would never get used to feeling, no, seeing those flashes of him through their link. “I’m trying to lure Poseidon to land.”

      “And how are you going to do that?”

      “I haven’t the slightest clue. Wait, Corvus is calling me. Talk to you later, kitten.”

      “Bast, be careful.”

      But once again, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      On the third day after Morgan’s death, Mera studied the case file while Julian called his confidential informant, a woman named Emma Morrigan, who was one of his contacts in the Underworld.

      A place hidden in the crevices and corners of this city, the Underworld bloomed after dark. Prostitution, forbidden spells, gambling, drugs—if the law prohibited it, one could find it in the shady alleys and forgotten streets of Clifftown at night. From eight p.m. to seven a.m., all misfits of this city came together to either make business or to party. After that, the Underworld vanished, only to come back to life the following night.

      “Em,” Julian said on the phone. “Did your little birds twitter about a new drug on your side of town?”

      Her side of town. A nice way to address the Underworld.

      In any case, a detective shouldn’t call their informant “Em”. It sounded informal. Loving, in a way, not to mention highly inappropriate.

      ‘No judging,’ her siren warned.

      Yeah, Mera was being a total hypocrite. Her relationship with Bast wasn’t appropriate, either.

      Julian’s eyes widened, and he snapped his fingers at her, calling her attention. “Can we pay you a visit today?” The woman shouted so loudly, he pulled the phone away. “Come on. For old times’ sake.”

      Old times’ sake?

      Funny how Mera had worked with him for years, and never known about Em’s existence. Not that Julian owed her anything. Mera had her share of fun back in the day too, especially since they couldn’t be together. She’d had to release the tension somehow.

      Apparently, so did he.

      Julian cheered silently as he listened to Emma’s reply. “Thanks, Em. You won’t regret it.” Putting down the phone, he turned to Mera. “We have a date tomorrow morning!”

      “Why not now?”

      He gawked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “One doesn’t simply force a meeting on Emma Morrigan. If she gives you a time and place, you consider yourself lucky.”

      “But—” Mera’s phone rang. When she saw who was calling, relief flooded through her. “Doctor Stone,” she answered, putting the call on speaker. “It’s been a while. What do you have for us?”

      “Detective Maurea.” The woman sounded grim and exhausted. “Could you visit me at the hospital? We’re in the Final Ward, different room. Number 302.”

      Mera exchanged a worried glance with Julian.

      “We’ll be there in ten.”
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        * * *

      

      The Final Ward was empty, as usual.

      They soon reached a double door with the metallic number 302 attached to it, which led to a vast space that could pass for a makeshift emergency room.

      All sorts of equipment lined one wall, and on the opposite side… Poseidon in the trenches!

      One of the physicians they’d met at the other lab, Doctor Pascal if Mera recalled correctly, lay on a hospital bed. Ice packs surrounded her, and thick, black veins marked her skin.

      She didn’t seem to be in pain, or out of herself. Still, the doctor’s wrists and ankles were restrained to the bed’s side rails as a precaution. She spoke normally to the other physician—Doctor Hendricks, if Mera’s memory served her right. He took notes and laughed with her as a machine next to them beeped with steady life signs.

      Dr. Stone stood at the foot of the bed, watching her colleagues.

      “What the hell happened?” Mera blurted.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” the doc promptly assured. “We found out how Green infects hosts, and it’s not through undead bites. It’s much, much worse.” She motioned to a microscope at the other end of the room, nodding for Mera to sit on the chair facing it. “The pill you found doesn’t treat headaches. As soon as someone swallows it, the first layer of chemicals breaks apart, revealing a second layer that produces a high similar to fae crystal.”

      “So it’s an opioid?” Mera walked over to the microscope and looked into it, quickly spotting the red blood cells with a slimy, lime-green coating. The slime was slowly spreading to other cells.

      “It’s a lot more than that,” the doctor explained. “The second layer appeals to drug addicts which means, if distributed, the pills could become the next new high.”

      “New drug in town,” Julian muttered from behind her.

      Dr. Stone nodded. “However, when the second layer disintegrates, it reveals the final one. And that is Green’s essence.” She lifted her hands. “I realize it sounds crazy, but she found a way to transform her magical core into a virus. Fred Johnson was her first try, and the fact he became infectious is alarming.”

      Mera focused on the lime-green slime, horror tightening her chest. “Green has been spreading her essence throughout the city, possibly creating an army of contagious dead at her whim. All right under our noses.”

      “Fuck.” Spinning around, Julian ran a hand through his hair. “Do you know how many drug addicts there are in this town? Green can create an outbreak any time she wants.”

      “Not quite,” Dr. Stone countered. “Stella’s initial assumption is correct. To kill so many infected at once, Green would need an immense amount of power. We believe she hasn’t gotten to it yet, which means we have time. That’s where Doctor Pascal comes in.”

      The woman on the bed turned to them. “I volunteered to take the pill to test our theory. This way, we could study the infection and its spread rate on a human body before Green decides to strike.”

      Pascal was either fearless or an idiot. Maybe both.

      Dr. Stone tipped her chin at her. “The good news is that Doctor Pascal is much better today than in the last twenty-four hours, which is immense progress. It means our theory works.”

      Mera crossed her arms. “And that is?”

      Dr. Stone leaned forward, as if she was about to tell her a big secret. A certain madness glinted in her brown eyes, which hid behind her thick, black-rimmed glasses. “We mixed a healer’s essence with the host’s antibodies. They blocked any communication between Green and Doctor Pascal.” She pointed to the woman. “Also, she hasn’t stopped breathing, which means Green can’t kill her.”

      “So there’s a successful treatment?”

      The doc seemed to consider her answer. “Yes and no. The number of cells belonging to Green in Doctor Pascal’s blood work has gone down significantly since we started, but the doctor’s not out of the woods yet. Also, if this pill is being sold on the streets, we’ll need a way to detect the infected. I’m working on it, but the cure, and producing it en masse, is our priority.”

      “We have to broadcast this,” Julian urged. “People have to know.”

      “I already alerted the Center for Disease Control. They’re sending a team to help.” Dr. Stone arched an eyebrow at him. “As for alerting the population, do you want mass hysteria, Detective Smith? We don’t have a cure yet.”

      “No, but—”

      “I’ve run the projections and the hospital has the capacity to deal with an outbreak if I find a successful treatment soon. Trust me, I’m halfway there.”

      “And if you don’t find a cure in time?”

      “Then we’re all fucked, aren’t we?”

      Pretty much.

      Mera would check with Ruth, but she knew the Cap would agree with the doc’s strategy.

      “For now, please stay put,” Dr. Stone pleaded. “I’ll get us out of this. I have to,” she mumbled to herself.

      Mera didn’t doubt the doc could handle it, but the burden she was willing to carry could very well crush her.

      “Thanks for your help.” Getting up from the chair, Mera headed for the door. “Keep us posted.”

      As soon as they walked out of the hospital, she called the Cap.

      “I’m with the CDC, cookie,” she said down the line.

      So, that’s what she’d been working on secretly. Super classified stuff, indeed.

      “Things are getting hairy,” the Cap explained. “Stay safe, okay?”

      “I will, Mom.” Mera nearly gasped as the word escaped her lips.

      Ruth went deadly silent on the other side.

      Calling her “mom” felt right, though. Not as terrible as Mera had imagined. Amma meant mom in Faeish. It was informal and implied love. Imma, mother, implied detachment and a certain fear.

      Maybe Bast’s people were on to something. After all, Queen Ariella might have been Mera’s mother, but Ruth would always be her mom.

      Mera didn’t know why she’d blurted the word, but she was glad she did. Taking a deep breath, she whispered, “I-I finally said it.”

      “You did.” Her mom’s voice wobbled with tears, followed by a sniff and a hitched breath. It surprised Mera. Ruth Maurea was the toughest woman she knew. Clearing her throat, her mom quickly recomposed. “Okay. I love you, cookie.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Julian stared at her, his mouth hanging open as she put her phone back in her pocket. “Did I just hear what I think I did?”

      “Shut up.” She slapped his shoulder. “Hey, can you speed up our meeting with Emma? We need to trace the drug’s distribution, and the Underworld is the best place for that.”

      “I can’t, Mer. If Emma said tomorrow, it has to be tomorrow. Trust me, I learned that lesson the hard way. Besides, we have somewhere to be tonight, don’t we?”

      “We do?”

      He winked at her. “I’ll see you at eight.”

      Crap!

      Mera had forgotten about their date.
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      Mera couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on a date. Meaningless one-night stands didn’t count, even if her romantic resumé had been built upon them.

      She debated going with her usual attire: jeans, white shirt, and a black leather jacket, but it didn’t feel right for tonight. So, she put on a simple black dress that hugged her figure nicely, pulled her hair up in a loose bun, and donned some makeup. No heels, though, just flats.

      The perfect blend between formal and informal.

      When Mera looked at herself in the mirror, she barely recognized the woman staring back at her. She actually looked… beautiful.

      Grooming herself for Julian and not Bast seemed wrong somehow, which wasn’t entirely rational. Mera could get pretty any time, and for anyone she wanted. Knowing that, however, didn’t help with the uneasiness in her belly.

      By the time she met Julian at the Lucky Dumpling, she was starving. The mouth-watering smell of the steamed buns prevailed in the air, and the waiter soon seated them at a table in the corner.

      They didn’t need long to decide, since Mera already knew what she wanted. Sure, the restaurant had revamped its menu, which was why they were here in the first place—or so she told herself—but Mera missed her Tia-lon baos too much to try anything new tonight.

      They ordered, and while they waited, she and Julian stuck to small talk.

      They discussed their case, talked about Mera’s new life working in different boroughs, and the new Treasure Quest movie—anything other than that day at the Johnsons’ house.

      When the dumplings arrived, Mera shoved them in her mouth one after another, mostly out of hunger, but also because with a mouthful of food, she couldn’t talk to Julian about the things that still lingered between them.

      Last time Mera was there, she’d had butterflies in her stomach, and a part of her—the same irrational part that surrendered to Bast’s kisses—had wished Julian would make a move.

      That part still lived inside her, still thrummed in anticipation when he was near, though she refused to admit it.

      Did that mean she still had feelings for him?

      ‘He’s easy on the eyes,’ her siren noted, as if it was a valid argument.

      In any case, Julian seemed fine tonight, and not as uncomfortable as Mera. He ate his Hop-Sey noodles casually—a crime, really, to order that in a place with the best dumplings in town, but she respected his choice.

      “When we meet Emma tomorrow,” he said through a mouthful of noodles. “Don’t be surprised, okay?”

      “Why would I be?”

      He winced slightly. “She’s a vamp.”

      Mera placed a full dumpling in her mouth, chewing a bit before figuring out an answer. “As long as she has her permission stay, I don’t mind.”

      “She does. I helped her with that after she got here.”

      “Usually, it’s the other way around. You get the permission stay, and then you come in, especially if you’re a bloodthirsty vamp.” She narrowed her eyes at him while working on her dumpling. “If it were anyone else, would you have done the same?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You seem awfully intimate with her.”

      “Do I?” He scoffed before taking a gulp of his drink. “You seem awfully intimate with Sebastian Dhay, too.”

      “Jules,” she warned. Going there would open a giant can of worms, and Mera couldn’t tell if they were ready for that.

      He raised his hands in surrender, then nodded to her nearly finished plate. “Don’t they have dumplings in Tir Na Nog?”

      ‘Man’s got incredible deflection skills,’ her siren remarked.

      Well, as long as they didn’t address the elephant in the room, Mera went with it.

      “Kind of,” she replied through a mouthful of dumpling. “They have something similar called porago, which tastes amazing. Bast cooks a mean porago, actually.” She swallowed, ignoring the longing that pricked her heart when she spoke his name out loud. “It’s not better or worse, just different.”

      Was she talking about dumplings and poragos, or something else?

      Poseidon in the trenches…

      Mera had loved Julian for most of her adult life. They’d gone to the academy together, and he’d been her first and only partner. Her only major crush, too.

      Until Bast.

      A part of her would always love Julian, as a partner and as a friend. As a man… Mera couldn’t say if she still loved him, or if it was simply the memory of being in love with him.

      Julian was a predictable choice. Safe.

      Bast, on the other hand?

      Uncharted territory.

      “Of course you found a form of dumplings somewhere. It’s like you can sniff them, no matter where you are.” Laughing, he picked up a nest of noodles between his chopsticks. “Remember our contests?”

      Mera swallowed her last steamed bun. Leaning back in the chair, she grinned and patted her full belly. “Cleared an entire plate in five minutes. You never stood a chance.”

      In Mera’s defense, she loved food from Zhang Hon, a nation in the far East. Since humans had been persecuted by supernaturals there for centuries, many Zhang-honians migrated to other lands via Nightbringer, searching for human-friendly countries, such as Tagrad, Al Rhaelli, or Great Bensgog.

      Mera heard that mermaids were welcomed in Zhang Hon, but she’d never travelled that far, even when she was a merling. The trip took months, since waterbreaking for a long period of time demanded a great deal of energy, which meant a lot of pit-stops. Also, when Queen Ariella had spoken of Zhang-honian waterbreakers, she’d called them “wimpy traitors.”

      Mera shuddered at the memory of Queen Ariella. Every time she remembered Mother, she took a deep breath, reminding herself that the mad queen couldn’t hurt her anymore. Mera had made sure of that when she’d buried her on land, more than six feet under.

      “This is nice, Mer,” Julian offered once he finished his plate. “I didn’t appreciate the moments I had with you when we were partners, not as much as I should have. I’m glad we get to hang out one last time.”

      “Don’t be silly.” She took a sip of her drink. “I won’t pull the disappearing act again, you have my word.”

      “Yeah, I know. I shouldn’t have cared about the rules, is what I mean. We came so close to breaking them.” He held her gaze. “I should have been braver.”

      “Rehashing the past is pointless.” And talking about it would stir up a hornet’s nest.

      “Not always. Do you recall our last case? The one before the Summer King’s murder?” He sneered. “Before Sebastian Dhay came waltzing into our lives.”

      Mera tried to keep her composure, but her heart raced a thousand miles per hour, a warm flush rising to her face. “What about it?”

      He ran a hand over his blond hair. “The pier?”

      Oh. The pier.

      They had just wrapped up their case, and the sun was setting in the horizon, drenching pier number seven in warm shades of orange and pink.

      Maybe it was the rush of the win, maybe a pent-up mess of feelings, but for a moment, they locked stares as the wind blew softly around them. An invisible pull drew them closer, until she and Julian stood inches apart, her chest nearly touching his.

      They’d never been so close to kissing than they were right then, but at the last minute Julian stepped away.

      “I should have kissed you,” he admitted lowly, a hint of lust flashing in his hazel eyes. “Also, we’re not official partners anymore, Mer.”

      Meaning, there was nothing standing in his way.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck!

      Her siren chuckled. ‘Exactly.’

      You horny ass bitch!

      His hand rested atop hers. “We finally have a chance to try what we’ve both wanted for a long time, Mer. Aren’t you at least curious?”

      “Both?” she diverted. “It’s cocky to assume every girl swoons over you.”

      Good defense.

      Julian winced. “You never felt anything for me?”

      Mera shouldn’t lie, even if it might have been a damn good idea.

      “Of course I did. Still do, I think, in a way.” Ugh! She was making it worse. “I’m sorry Jules, I didn’t mean—”

      “You’re deflecting.”

      She didn’t deny it. She absolutely was.

      “Come on, Mer.” He gave her a sly grin. “Be honest with me. With yourself, too.”

      A terrible and stupid idea Mera should have ignored jumped to her mind. Getting fully involved with Bast could end badly. They’d achieved so much together, and yet, she was this close to a point of no return.

      This close to falling.

      It wasn’t fear. Of course not. Mera wasn’t terrified of how strongly she cared for Bast, of how his mere gaze set her body alight. She didn’t fear the lengths she would go for him, or the lines she’d already crossed.

      No. Certainly not scared.

      If she stayed with Julian, she could release the pent-up steam from being Sebastian Dhay’s partner. Also, she would ensure her working relationship with the Night Prince remained intact.

      Sort of.

      She couldn’t lose Bast, plain and simple. If they gave in to their instincts, who knew what could happen? Sure, they liked each other now, but life always tended to screw up things.

      It was only logical. Nothing to do with fear, really.

      “Okay. Truth time,” she told Julian. “I always had feelings for you. It’s just—”

      “Things changed, didn’t they?”

      “Somewhat.”

      “Do you love him?”

      Like she’d never loved anyone else before.

      “It’s complicated.”

      Julian didn’t let go of her hand. “Don’t shit where you eat, Mer.”

      “Don’t act all high and mighty, Jules.” She pulled her hand away, crossing her arms. “You can’t judge us.”

      “You’re good partners, I get it. So were we. Thing is, we are not official partners anymore, and to be honest? That’s a blessing in disguise. You’re both Hollowcliff’s finest, and the reason why the interborough exchange program exists. You cannot split from Bast, not for a long while. Better to let go before you do something you might regret.”

      “Who says I would regret it?” she dared, perfectly aware he had a point, and that deep down, she agreed with him.

      “I would never judge you. I never did, but you’ve always put duty first and your emotions second. We finally have a chance to break that pattern without any consequences. Don’t you want to see where this goes?”

      A part of her did. A part of her didn’t.

      “I don’t know what to think, Jules.” Her voice came out shy and weak. Not at all like herself.

      She had to get out of there.

      Quickly finding Mr. Fan, Mera waived for the bill. The restaurant owner must’ve seen the despair in her eyes because he promptly obliged, while giving Julian the stink eye.

      As they walked the street in silence, she figured their date had been a monumental disaster.

      Battling her emotions with logical thinking had been a constant throughout Mera’s life. She’d learned to live with the dichotomy, but right then, it absolutely sucked.

      Maybe she should be as impulsive as Bast, and jump without seeing where she might land. Maybe she should be as controlled as Julian and wait before going ahead, even if it meant missing a chance.

      Stopping at a corner, he caught her hand, pulling Mera closer.

      When she lifted her chin, his warm hazel eyes called to her, and she couldn’t help but admire his stupidly beautiful face. Those damn butterflies that Mera had believed to be long dead fluttered back to life.

      “I’m sorry for making it awkward,” he whispered. “Pressuring you is the last thing I want. I’ll take whatever you’re comfortable giving me, and if that’s friendship, so be it.”

      “Y-you didn’t make it awkward. I guess things were awkward before, when we both liked each other, but didn’t speak about it.”

      The wind whistled around them, playing with some of the loose strands from her bun. Julian brushed a wayward lock off her face, his warm palm lingering on her cheek. “I always wondered how it would feel to kiss you.”

      She’d always wondered the same.

      Mera’s breath hitched, and a part of her couldn’t believe she actually stepped closer, her lips so near to his. The butterflies in her stomach turned into sharks, gnawing at her from the inside out. Suddenly, the idea of staying with Julian to keep her partnership with Bast intact didn’t seem so great.

      “This is a bad idea,” she whispered, stopping in her tracks. “We shouldn’t go ahead.”

      “That’s the thing. I no longer care.” Closing the space between them, he pressed his lips softly against hers.

      Mera didn’t know what to do. Run? Stay?

      Their kiss tasted sweet and bitter, as if saying hello and goodbye at the same time.

      His hands wrapped around her waist, pulling her against him, and for some unfathomable reason she let him.

      Mera knew she should have stepped away, knew that curiosity had killed the cat for a reason, but it was like watching a train wreck. Things had been set in motion, things she couldn’t stop from happening.

      Stop, stop, stop!

      The memory of Bast’s kisses rushed to her mind. His perfect lips, his skilled tongue… She remembered the rush of adrenaline that surged in her veins, the fire that scorched her from inside when she and Bast lost themselves in one another.

      Julian’s kiss lacked all of it.

      He didn’t set her body ablaze, didn’t pull the floor from underneath her. Didn’t make Mera lose her train of thought.

      Bast was madness, a swirling storm of excitement. Julian was tame, like a placid lake. Maybe she needed the calm, but Mera craved the storm.

      Their kiss felt right, and so very wrong.

      Before she could pull away, a voice rang in her mind; its tone filled with hurt.

      “Kitten, what did you do?”
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      Bast’s magic bubbled up from his core and spilled out into the throne room. It crashed against the marbled arches, creating a small earthquake that made the entire place tremble. His power flooded the domed space in a prelude to the darkness that tried to break free from inside him.

      “Kura!” Corvus jumped from the ivory throne, startled. “What are you doing, brother?”

      Bast didn’t answer. He couldn’t. The darkness inside him screamed, reminding Bast that Mera belonged to him, NOT to that shig who dared kiss her!

      Chop off his head! End him now!

      It would be so easy. Bast only had to take a knife, trace Mera’s location through their mind link, and winnow. He would appear behind Julian Smith and slash his fucking throat!

      The throne room was an open space marked by giant archways. Wind should be blasting everywhere from this high up, but the magic in the arches shielded the inside. Hopefully, the same magic would also contain Bast’s darkness, so that anyone glancing up wouldn’t witness him losing his sarking mind.

      Spinning in a circle, he slammed both hands on his head. “Halle fuchst ach!”

      The marbled floor cracked as dark clouds of night and stars erupted from him, curling up toward the ceiling, his power finally freed.

      The storm bursting from Bast synched with his rage, stealing the ground beneath him. He might as well be floating inside his own void, not knowing where to go or what to do.

      Lost. So fucking lost.

      “Brother!” Corvus rushed toward him, but stopped at a safe distance.

      He gaped at the thundering cumulus of night and stars belching from Bast. A flash of darkness cut the air next to Corvus, and out came Ben.

      “What’s so urgent that our mind link—” His eyes widened at Bast, his mouth hanging. “Corvus, what did you do?”

      “Nothing, I swear!”

      Bast and Corvus had been discussing how to trap Azinor, when he’d seen kitten with that sarking shig, Julian Smith. Bast saw, no, he felt that filthy human’s lips on Mera’s.

      His Mera!

      And kitten didn’t stop him! No, she kissed the suket back, though Bast hoped, prayed to Danu, that she wouldn’t.

      “Bast!” Corvus pointed to a squared mirror with a silver frame attached to the wall, set between two arches. It hung above a silver cabinet with wine and whiskey glasses laid out on the countertop.

      Bast’s own reflection stared back at him, a creature he didn’t quite recognize. His almost-white hair draped over his face, fluttering wildly against the bursts of magic billowing from his core. His eyes had turned pitch-black, his fangs as sharp as knives. The silver, draconian wings on his back had flashed to life at some point, stretching as if ready to take flight.

      “You’re an idiot!” Bast bellowed to himself.

      He had blocked his connection with Mera before she could defend herself. She kept trying to reach out through their link, pushing their bond, but Bast couldn’t let her in. Couldn’t let her see him like this.

      Leon’s face flashed in his memory, his voice echoing in his ears. “Control the nightblood, little brother.”

      His chest hurt, but even the thought of his big brother couldn’t snap him out of it. Bast’s breathing still came in ragged bursts, and he couldn’t gather his thoughts, no matter how hard he tried to control himself.

      Tears gathered in the corner of his eyes, but he wouldn’t shed them; wouldn’t give sarking Mera the satisfaction.

      “I’m guessing this relates to the detective?” Ben asked Corvus quietly, as if Bast was a wild animal he didn’t mean to startle.

      “Enough is enough, Sebastian Dhay!” Corvus boomed, the command in his tone drawing Bast’s attention. “Control the darkness, or I will control it for you.”

      A black sphere with crackling yellow thunder formed above Corvus’ palm. His brother’s muscles tensed, the severity in his face so unusual for him. For the first time since Corvus ascended to the throne, Bast saw in him the mighty Night King, leader of all nightlings.

      The fact that tonight he wore a silver circlet around his head made no difference. Crown or not, his brother was king, and he understood the daily battle Bast fought to control his darkest instincts. He knew it all too well.

      Ben was better at controlling the nightblood, but Corvus and Bast… their wayward magic tended to sweep their common sense swiftly and without mercy. Some days were better than others.

      Today was not one of those days.

      “She denied me.” The words clawed at his throat. “Min hart denied me.”

      Stepping closer, Corvus watched the darkness flow up and cover the entire domed ceiling. Pitch-black lightning roared inside, a storm about to fall upon them. “How do you know?”

      “She kissed someone else.”

      A loud laugh burst from his lips, and he waved his hand dismissively. “A silly kiss, Sebastian? Surely it takes more than that for her to deny you, doesn’t it?”

      “Corvus… ”

      No wishful thinking. No more fooling himself.

      Bast had never believed in soulmates, but when he met Mera, he knew his golden string led to her. She was the one soul in this whole, wretched world who completed him, of that he was certain. And yet, she’d denied him.

      His hart had denied him.

      “I’ve never met min hart, so I can’t understand what you’re going through,” Corvus admitted carefully, eyeing Bast as if he were a ticking bomb. “I suppose you are right. It’s disappointing that the detective kissed someone else, but don’t let it destroy you. We lost Leon and Theo. We can’t lose you too, brother. Please?”

      That snapped him out of it. Fast.

      Bast’s wings pulled back into his essence, and the rumbling storm of night and stars retreated into his core.

      Taking deep, calming breaths, his control over the nightblood slowly improved. The darkness still roared, claiming Mera was theirs, but the truth was she belonged to herself and no one else.

      After a moment, his shoulders relaxed and he nodded at his brothers, a silent message that said he would be fine, even if he wasn’t completely sure yet.

      “Such a pity.” Ben went to the silver cabinet below the mirror and pulled out a bottle of wine from inside. “I liked the detective. She was good at calling Bast on his bullshit.” Opening the bottle, he filled three wine glasses on the countertop. “Now, she must pay for breaking his heart.”

      Corvus approached the cabinet and snatched two glasses. “Not a bad idea. Let’s revisit that topic later.”

      “No one lays a hand on her,” Bast snarled through clenched teeth, his fists balled. “Understood?”

      They looked at him the way pookah pups begged for meat, but through his anger, through his hurt, it was clear. Mera’s safety came first, regardless of how she’d hurt him. Regardless of what she did.

      Always.

      “As you wish.” Corvus handed him a glass, then raised his in a silent toast. “Take the high road, then.”

      All three took a long gulp.

      They drank in silence for a while, until Ben nodded at Bast. “Are you sure she’s your hart? The whole ‘having your heart beating out of your chest’, ‘golden string’ thing sounds awfully melodramatic to me.” He eyed the small measure of wine left in his glass. “Settling for life with one partner seems incredibly unhealthy.”

      “How the fuck should I know, Ben?” Bast snapped. “I have never met someone like her. Someone who makes me lose control so completely.”

      As though to prove him right, the darkness billowed inside him. Dipping his chin, Bast closed his eyes, stamping a hand over his heart to calm it down.

      “You’ve never been the jealous type, I’ll admit,” Corvus added, drinking his glass dry. “We had that riffle over Karthana, but you were never truly jealous. When it came to the detective, however, that certainly changed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She was different from other females, I knew it the moment I saw you interacting together. How you looked at her…” Corvus shrugged slightly as he stared into his glass. “I wonder if I’ll ever look at someone that way.”

      “Quite true, brother.” Taking the bottle, Ben refilled their glasses. “I don’t use the word ‘love’ lightly, but you love her, Bast. That much is clear. I’m not saying the entire hart debate is real, but it certainly is real to you.”

      Loved.

      “Fuck,” he grumbled under his breath. “I can’t think about her.”

      It hurt too much. Why couldn’t he get a hold of himself? It was a silly kiss.

      Just a sarking kiss!

      Bast wasn’t a gentle flower. He would never let a female he was attracted to destroy him in such a manner. So why did he?

      WHY?

      “It seems to me you do important work together,” Ben stated once they finished their second round of drinks. “Avoiding her might be a hindrance.”

      “Of course it is, Ben!” he barked. “I can’t avoid my partner forever.”

      “If she isn’t your hart, then she’s someone you simply wanted to fuck. Someone you happen to work with.” Corvus took the wine bottle from the cabinet’s countertop and emptied the remainder into their glasses. “Getting involved with her was a bad idea from the start. Stop thinking with your dick, and you should be fine.”

      If Mera was indeed at the end of Bast’s golden string, they would have been together already. He’d grossly misread the situation, and that single fact hurt, perhaps most of all. Sadness slowly rolled over his anger, a sensation that sunk his chest.

      Ben and Corvus were right.

      He couldn’t jeopardize his working relationship with Mera, especially if she wasn’t his hart. Not to mention, they still had to catch Azinor.

      After they put the malachai behind bars, they could go their separate ways. Be done with it. Or maybe, they could find a way to keep working together. Surely, a couple of one-night stands would help him forget about her.

      Her silent presence pushed against his again. Mera had been tugging at their link the entire time, her anguish prickling his essence nonstop.

      Bast couldn’t keep avoiding her.

      Taking a deep breath, he opened his side of the channel. Her emotions crashed upon him, and at first, Bast couldn’t make sense of them; couldn’t actually breathe as her crippling and merciless despair dragged him under.

      “Stop!” he yelled through their connection, making himself heard in her uproar. “We’re fine. There’s nothing to be said, Mera!”

      The surge of emotions bursting from her stopped. He hadn’t called her kitten, and she’d noticed. Bast felt tears pooling in her eyes, tasted their salty tang on his tongue.

      Halle. This was torture.

      “I’m so sorry,” she cried, her tone slightly muffled by the distance, unlike her emotions. They spoke louder than words, after all.

      “Sorry for what?”

      Mera hesitated. “For kissing someone else.”

      “We were never exclusive, were we?” Not wanting to hear her answer, he continued. “You always put a wall between us in fear of what might happen if we got involved. In retrospect, you were right.”

      “Bast, I—”

      “We’re partners who shared an attraction.” The thought knotted his throat, but he let it out nonetheless. “We should focus on our separate cases. It’s a good thing we’re apart. I suspect you would agree.”

      “Of course not!” She went quiet for a moment. “You’re my partner. Please tell me this won’t destroy us.”

      He couldn’t guarantee it. No one could.

      Upon his silence, a cold horror gnawed at her essence. “Bast? Please?”

      A thousand needles pricked his chest. Maybe he shouldn’t have pushed her at the coffee shop. Maybe she’d gotten scared. If only he’d been more patient… No way of knowing now, was there?

      A world of unspoken things weighed down their link, waiting to be freed, but Bast couldn’t go ahead. Couldn’t tell Mera that she’d hurt him, she’d betrayed him, and that he still wanted her.

      He always would.

      “I’m such an idiotic shig,” he grumbled to himself, but the thought went through to her.

      “Please don’t say that.”

      “I didn’t mean it like… fuck, Mera. I can’t handle this.” He rubbed his forehead. “Focus on your case. We’ll talk when we meet again.”

      “Bast—”

      He shut down their link.
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      The next morning, Mera followed the boulevard lining the river Tigris, her mind adrift. She hadn’t slept well, and when she’d arrived at the precinct, she couldn’t bring herself to face Julian. It sucked, since they had to meet Emma Morrigan, his CI.

      Sure, they’d exchanged the essentials, ‘Morning. Ready to go?’, but that was all. Now, an awkward silence hung between them.

      Julian walked beside her, his hands in his jeans’ pockets, his squared jaw set tightly while the wind tousled his blond hair.

      This situation would blow up. Soon. Better get things out of the way now, or their case could take the hit.

      “Sorry I left in such a hurry last night,” she muttered quietly. “I screwed up badly. Actually, I’ve been screwing up for a while.”

      Julian didn’t glance at her, but his expression softened. “Yeah, you ran for your life after we kissed. Doesn’t boost a guy’s confidence, you know.”

      “Nonsense. You have plenty of confidence.”

      “Sometimes.” Giving her a proud wink, he shrugged. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No. Of course not.” She focused on the way ahead. “It’s just… we shouldn’t have kissed. I’ve put duty first my whole life, and lately I’ve been losing my mind because of it. I’m sorry you got caught up in my mess.”

      “You’ve always stuck to the rules. It was bound to come out at some point.”

      “What?”

      “That thing inside you.” He pointed to her chest. “The wild beast.”

      ‘Not wild, exactly.’ Her siren seemed flattered. ‘Feral, maybe.’

      “I won’t lie, Mer. I was scared shitless when you ran away. I thought you liked the kiss.” Horror overtook his features. “Oh, God. Don’t tell me that I forced—”

      “You didn’t.”

      The kiss had been a means to an end; a stupid, stupid idea to keep Bast as her partner. Because of it, Mera had ruined everything between them. She’d monumentally fucked up her relationship with Julian, too.

      They stopped before a building with a peeling beige façade. The old wooden door seemed ready to splinter with the first knock, and the faded sign painted above it spelled out ‘Bookshop’.

      “Do you want to try it?” he asked. “I mean, this. Us. Will you give us a chance?”

      Mera watched him, not knowing what to say. “Can we not do this right now?”

      “Bast knew we were kissing through your mind link, didn’t he?” he pushed, his mouth contorting into a bitter line. “That’s why you ran away.”

      Mera gawked at him, but Julian was a great detective. She shouldn’t have been surprised, really. “Things aren’t that simple.”

      “Yes, they are. I can’t go on this merry-go-round with you anymore.”

      ‘Amen, brother,’ her siren cheered.

      He was right. Keeping the truth from him wasn’t fair. If Bast was a firestorm that would char Mera to her bones, then she would burn. She couldn’t keep running away from her feelings—away from him.

      Hurting Julian, though… She didn’t look forward to that.

      “I can’t be with you,” Mera admitted quietly, facing the truth that had been there since the moment she’d met Sebastian Dhay. “It wouldn’t be fair to anyone involved, including myself.”

      Julian frowned, his lips opening and closing into a reply he couldn’t frame.

      “We’ve been through a lot over the years, Jules,” she continued. “Thing is, Bast and I went through so much more in so little time. It’s hard to explain…” She scratched her temple, fully aware of how badly this was going. “Look, screwing up doesn’t begin to describe what I did to you. I can only hope you’ll someday forgive me, though I don’t deserve it.”

      Bast had seen who she truly was, and he’d killed to keep her safe. No, not just killed. He’d slaughtered for her, and that wilderness inside Mera, the ravenous siren, swooned at that.

      She and Bast were two beasts of the same kind, monsters in sync. Julian, on the other hand?

      He was no beast.

      “Ever the diplomat, Mer.” He stared at her for a moment before studying his own boots. “Fine. Friends, then. Probably for the best.”

      Oh, he was angry. Julian had every reason to hate her, but the idea left a void in the pit of her stomach. Mera opened her mouth to spew yet another apology, but he spoke first.

      “Let’s focus on the case, okay?” Turning away, he knocked on the door twice.

      “What is it?” a muffled voice came from the other side.

      “It’s going to rain.”

      Odd, considering the clear sky above.

      “I hope you carried an umbrella.”

      “Never do, but I did today.”

      The lock clicked open, and a tall woman answered the door.

      Her blond hair was so straight it resembled a golden waterfall. She carried herself proudly. Her azure eyes were contoured flawlessly by onyx eyeliner, which matched her lipstick. Fangs poked her lower lip. Her imposing presence reminded Mera of a lion, or a snake. Actually, both.

      The fact that she stood there in broad daylight meant she must be either incredibly old, or powerful as shit. Mera couldn’t guess which. She did catch the faint whiff of her magic, though. It smelled like old strawberries and musky red wine.

      Eyeing Mera with suspicion before finally stepping back, the female allowed them inside.

      The creaking sound of their steps on the wooden floor reverberated around the room. The bookshop was empty. Dark wooden bookshelves filled the stuffy space with old tomes that reeked of aging paper and moth shit.

      Only then did Mera notice the red, velvet curtains near the windows had been partially drawn closed, drenching the space in a penumbra.

      The vampire slinked to the store’s checkout desk and propped herself up, sitting on the counter right next to the brass checkout machine that had to be at least two hundred years old. “What’s your business here, Julian?”

      “Nice to see you too, Em,” he cheerfully countered, then motioned to Mera. “This is my partner-for-the-time-being, Mera Maurea.”

      Did he have to specify it like that?

      “Naturally,” the vamp said, her gleaming sapphire irises focused on Mera. “Not that she’s famous, but everyone in the Underground knows the face of one of Hollowcliff’s finest.” She frowned at Julian. “Where’s the hot fae?”

      “I wouldn’t say he’s hot,” he grumbled under his breath.

      “Detective Dhay is busy,” Mera answered, then cleared her throat. “Emma, I’ll cut to the chase. There’s a threat looming over Clifftown, and the Underworld will get the first hit.”

      Crossing her arms, the vamp arched one eyebrow. “Will it?”

      “We’re afraid so.” Julian took the lead. “You see—”

      “He has feelings for you, Detective Maurea. You must be aware of that, since you don’t strike me as the clueless type.” Emma studied Mera as if her eyes were an X-ray machine. The vamp clearly toyed with her, trying to gauge her reaction. “Julian may lay with me and half of the city, but he’ll always have you in his heart—one way or another. A mighty conquest, I dare say, for someone so… basic.”

      Julian’s cheeks flushed so hard they might explode. Well, he shouldn’t be sleeping with his CI’s, but like hell Mera would mention that now.

      “This isn’t awkward at all,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Also, not basic. Not even close, bitch.”

      The bloodsucker smirked, seeming satisfied with the answer, before turning to Julian. “What’s today’s threat, then? It’s always something, isn’t it? Enemy covens, challenging packs, sneaky humans trying to steal from me…”

      “It’s worse,” Mera guaranteed. “We’re talking about a red pill. A narcotic we believe is being sold in the underground.”

      “I’m not against recreational drugs, Detective.”

      “It’s infecting people.”

      Emma laughed loudly, the shrill sound jabbing at Mera’s ears. “How can a pill infect someone?”

      “It’s real, Em,” Julian assured. “A necromancer found a way to spread her essence through these drugs.”

      “That’s absurd!” When she noticed how serious they were, her forehead crinkled. “Are you sure?”

      “One hundred percent,” Julian countered. “We need to find who’s distributing the drug.”

      “Even if that’s true, what do I care?” She feigned nonchalance. “I’m already dead. The necromancer can’t command me.”

      True.

      Emma’s vamp magic would block any attempt the necro-bitch made to control her, but Mera had seen Green do impossible things before.

      “A town infested by undead can’t be good for business, can it?” Julian argued. “Besides, you’re in the human borough for a reason. We gave you immunity and helped you escape your old coven. Should I give Richie a call?”

      “Fuck off, Julian,” she snarled, her eyes flashing bright yellow for a second. “I’ve been cooperating with the police for years, haven’t I?”

      He merely shrugged.

      “Do you think I’m threatened?” She curled her lips, showcasing her sharp fangs. “I know you, Detective. I know your heart and it isn’t cold, though sometimes you wish it was. You won’t do shit, Julian Smith.”

      “Try me, Em.”

      They stood there, staring at each other, the tension of their hidden battle thrumming in the air.

      “That’s enough,” Mera jumped in, snapping them out of it. “Emma, we need help. We wouldn’t be here if the situation wasn’t catastrophically bad. Besides, with a town full of undead, how will you feed?”

      That definitely appealed to her, but it was clear the vamp wouldn’t give in easily. She simply wasn’t the type.

      “I could find other ways to feed.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “I can be resourceful, Detective.”

      “Stale, clotting blood must indeed be delicious.”

      The vamp shuddered, her lips curling in disgust, before she hunched over. “All right, you win. Your guy’s name is Rob. He tried to sell red pills to a group of young girls in my territory two nights ago.”

      Finally, a big lead!

      “Where can we find him?”

      “That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it? At first, I thought he was affiliated with that pig, Hatchford, but it turns out Rob tried to sell in his turf, too. We joined forces and tried to track him, but he’s probably carrying a witch’s medallion to hide his location.”

      Mera spun around, hands on her hips. “Great. Another dead end.”

      “Not entirely,” the vamp countered. “Rob enjoys living dangerously. He can’t stop defying us, so we’ll spot him sooner or later. I’ll send a warning to my crew and Hatchford’s. If he shows his face, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks.” Mera studied the vamp for a moment, then the stuffed bookshelves around them. “Why did you choose this façade for your business?”

      “You humans rarely read anymore. You’re too busy checking your phone screens. Such a pity. ”

      “I’m with you on that.” Mera observed the heavy tomes that were probably older than the vamp herself. “So, what’s your business’ specialty? Blood contrabands?”

      Emma frowned at Julian. “You didn’t tell her?”

      “Didn’t come up.”

      “Aha.” Emma raised her brow before turning to her. “I re-sell magic, Detective Maurea. The spells and trinkets my associates buy for a bargain in Tir Na Nog are worth a fortune here in Clifftown, where magic is more tracked and controlled.” She cocked her head to the side, seeming to consider something. “I sell drugs too, though not these red pills you speak of. I only work with the best product in the market.”

      Selling illegal magical merch was a type-two felony with a punishment worse than for drug dealing. The fact Emma operated under the radar, especially when it came to black market goods, was nothing short of remarkable.

      Truth be told, Julian should have arrested her a long time ago, but a good CI was worth their weight in gold, and this certainly seemed to be the case with Emma. Mera hated admitting it, but she felt a hint of admiration for the scoundrel, though she would never say it out loud.

      Emma jumped down from the checkout desk, then stepped closer to Julian, running a hand over his shirt. “I suppose this is the end of our meeting. I’ve got places to be.”

      He nodded, his focus on her mouth. “You have my number. We’ll be waiting.”

      “As always.” She winked at Mera before stamping a kiss on his lips.

      He didn’t pull away. Didn’t kiss her back, either.

      And for the first time in years, Mera didn’t care.
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      After the last couple of days she’d had, Mera needed a nice, hot bath. The worries about her case, her fights with Julian and Bast, the shitstorm called Her Entire Freaking Life—they would be waiting for her tomorrow.

      Tonight, she would relax. Mera couldn’t remember the last time she’d done it.

      Flicking the lights on, she stepped into her one-bedroom apartment and closed the door behind her.

      The space might be small—rent in the city cost a fortune—but she’d turned it into a home. Basic white furniture decorated her living room, and the light gray and pearl colors of her open kitchen matched the palette. A furry gray carpet covered the floor, spreading under the big, white sofa and the glassed coffee table that faced a small LED TV attached to the wall.

      The plants her mom had scattered around the space gave the apartment a nice, fresh feeling. At the time, Mera had wondered how the toughest Captain in Tagrad could have such great taste in interior design.

      “It’s fun,” Ruth had explained. “Besides, you’re my cookie. I have to ensure you’re living decently.”

      Dropping on the couch, Mera leaned her head back to stare at the ceiling. She was there to forget, but her last conversation with Bast lingered in the back of her mind.

      “Bast,” she attempted through their link for the thousandth time, knowing only a gut-wrenching silence would greet her. “Answer, you dickwart.”

      If only she could hear his voice, feel his presence. Even if he closed their link immediately after, she would be happy.

      No answer.

      She deserved the silent treatment, of course. Mera had behaved like a total idiot. Kissing someone else had destroyed their relationship, plus her friendship with Julian, all in one swipe.

      ‘Remarkable job, really,’ her siren grumbled.

      Yeah.

      Mera was a free woman and could do as she wished, but she’d hurt Bast when she tried to stop what was brewing between them, thinking it could save their partnership. There should be a picture of her next to the definition of “screw up” in the dictionary.

      Holding back the need to cry, she took a deep breath. “Bast, please…”

      “What?” his slurred tone came through from the other side, his voice slightly muffled.

      Mera’s heart raced, but she kept her composure. “H-how have you been?”

      “You contacted me for small talk?” He laughed as the image of a wine glass lifting in mock cheers flashed in her mind. “Seems like a waste of our time.”

      “Talking to you isn’t a waste of time.” She bit her bottom lip. “Look, I don’t know what I was thinking. I was so scared of us, of this connection I can’t explain or understand, that I obliterated our partnership.”

      “You’re not prone to fear. Also, you obliterated more than just our partnership, didn’t you?” His finger tapped the edge of his wine glass. “What’s that word humans have for those abhorring energy plants near Clifftown?”

      “Nuclear?”

      “No, it’s something else. Ah, yes! Radioactive.” He chuckled. “Radioactive Mera. Seems about right.”

      She held back the tears prickling her eyes, trying to mask the pain stabbing her in the chest. “Dickwart.”

      A lump knotted in her throat. No, in his throat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be such a baku. It comes so naturally to me.”

      “Especially if you’ve been drinking.”

      “Clearly.”

      “Is Corvus with you?”

      She felt him taking another sip of his wine, the taste smooth and velvety on her tongue. “He collapsed on the sofa a while ago, along with Ben. They can’t take their alcohol, you see.”

      In a flash, Mera spotted an enormous fireplace, the flames flickering around white marbled walls. Corvus and Ben were curled together on a black leather sofa next to where she sat—where Bast must be sitting. A fluffy carpet made from black bear fur spread under her feet.

      “I doubt it.” She chortled. “Ben is a borderline alcoholic. You could never beat him in a drinking game.”

      “Yet, I did.” He let out a wistful sigh. “I suppose I had reason to exaggerate, didn’t I?”

      The reason being Mera.

      “So, you’ve been partying,” she sent the bait, her heart shrinking to a dot.

      “In a way. Moving on would help us untangle from this mess. We do good work together. A few nights of tomfoolery with others should improve our perspective, don’t you think?”

      Bast with another female? Her breaths turned shallow, and a cold sweat bloomed on her forehead.

      ‘Kill the bitch,’ her siren hissed, and against any shred of common sense, Mera agreed. Sure, it made her a giant freaking hypocrite, but she didn’t care.

      “I haven’t shared my bed with someone else. Not yet,” Bast offered. He must have sensed her anguish through their link. “Halle, I wish I had. Especially since you’re cuddling up with Detective Smith.” He watched his wine glass for a while, the image clear in her mind. “Danu, I truly should have.”

      “I’m not cuddling up with him,” she admitted quietly. “Using Julian to put a stop to us was the worst idea I’ve ever had. I’m a terrible person.”

      “Aren’t we all?”

      Mera was silent for a while.

      “Tell me we’ll be okay, Partner.”

      He sipped his drink slowly, as if deliberating. “I can’t.”

      Mera missed Bast; missed talking to him, kissing him, touching him. Missed sniffing the woodsy scent under his jaw. How much she’d missed his voice… It was wrong, so very wrong, but she needed him. She always would, even if he never needed her again.

      “That’s not fair,” he grumbled, his tone somber.

      “You heard me?”

      She felt him nod before he relaxed, and then his breath suddenly caressed the curve of her neck. “Remember when I touched you in Lunor Insul?”

      A furious blush rushed to her cheeks. “Yeah. Kind of hard to forget.”

      ‘Those skilled fingers…’ her siren swooned.

      An invisible hand cupped her face, followed by a flash of devious amusement. “That lovely sound you make when you come, it keeps me company late at night.” He sniffed, as if he could smell her hair. “You steal my reasoning, Mera.”

      Despair pooled in her belly, coupled with a hunger for his touch; for every inch of him. Her most intimate parts ached at the sound of his smooth voice, and her cheeks burned. Other parts of her burned, too.

      “It scares me how much I want you,” she admitted quietly, trying to register every bit of his phantom presence. “I don’t know how to handle it. And truth be told,” she inched forward, not giving a damn that she couldn’t touch him, “the thought of you also keeps me company late at night.”

      “Mera.” His tone held a warning, though to what, she couldn’t tell.

      “Promise me,” she begged. “Promise me that if we go ahead, things won’t go south. That you’ll always be by my side, no matter what.”

      “Kitten…”

      Relief washed through her at the mention of her nickname. The letters rolled so easily off his tongue—his perfect, sharp tongue.

      “I can’t lose you, Bast.”

      Mera could afford losing Julian’s friendship. It sounded horrible and heartless, but the truth had never been pretty.

      Losing Bast, though? Not an option.

      Silence came from the other side. Complete silence, actually.

      His presence had vanished.

      “Bast?” she called.

      Nothing.

      Tears pricked her eyes. “You dickwart!”

      Three knocks suddenly came from the front door, startling her.

      “Bad timing,” she grumbled, hoping whoever it was would go away and leave her to wallow in her misery.

      The knock came again. Cursing under her breath, she stood and stomped to the entrance.

      “What?” Mera barked, yanking the door open.

      Bast stood on the other side, looking down at her while a storm of need and hurt swirled in his eyes. He seemed tortured.

      A gasp lodged in her throat. She wanted to cry, kiss the life out of him, and jump him, all at the same time.

      Stepping into her apartment, he kept his intense gaze on her as he closed the door. Shock and awe rooted Mera to the floor, and all she could do was stare at him, completely breathless.

      His loose silver hair waved over the left side of his face in a sensual way. His shirt and vest were unbuttoned halfway, showcasing his sinfully strong pecs. Pecs she desperately needed to kiss, lick, bite…

      Harsh breaths made his chest rise and fall sharply, showing her the restrain he held. The battle inside him.

      There was a raw, almost animalistic air to his imposing presence, and the sight of him sent a thrill down her spine.

      ‘Hmm, positively captivating…’ Her siren licked her lips.

      Bast stared at her for a moment, as if gathering courage. “I can’t promise anything. Maybe we’ll keep being partners, maybe we won’t. It’s a risk we both need to take. Can we start there?”

      She nodded and swallowed, knowing she could no longer deny her need for him. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Good. Now, do you love him?” Bast’s voice was strained, as if the question evoked a hidden fury he struggled to control.

      Still shocked to find him there, Mera realized nothing but honesty would do.

      “A part of me will always love Jules, but it’s nothing compared to how I feel about you,” she offered. Her hunger for Bast consumed her from the inside out. There was no running away from it, not anymore. “The impact you have on me is not normal. Sometimes, when we’re close, I swear my heart shrinks and expands at the same time.”

      His chest swelled with her words, words that he seemed to consider. “What do you want, Mera?”

      Blinking, she tried to get a hold of her breathing. “What do you mean?”

      She knew exactly what he meant, but she couldn’t help but ask.

      “It’s a simple question.”

      Closing the short distance between them, Bast cradled her left cheek with his warm palm, lifting her face to him.

      “What do you want?” he asked lowly, his raspy voice aching with need as he leaned down to kiss her.

      His breath fanned her lips as he stopped barely an inch away. His eyes bore into hers, and Mera knew she wasn’t strong enough to deny him. Not again.

      Never again.

      The tip of her nose nuzzled his. That was the moment. That was when she jumped off the cliff.

      “You,” she whispered, helpless. “I want you, Sebastian Dhay.”

      “Kitten…” The word brushed against her lips a second before he claimed them with a hunger that defied reason.

      Heat spread through her core when their tongues brushed. Mera’s body hummed for him. Her hands gripped his shoulders, not wanting to let go, while Bast trailed kisses down her jaw. The tip of his tongue flicked against her skin, making her skip a breath.

      “Mmm… ” She forgot where and who she was. Her breaths came out ragged, but then he pulled away, his intense eyes seeking hers.

      Mera tugged him closer, yet the bastard wouldn’t give in. “I need you, Bast.”

      “Silly akritana.” The ghost of a devilish smirk grazed his lips, but it was smothered by the scorching lust that unfurled between them. “You had me from the moment we first met.”
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      Their mouths danced together, an irrational hunger possessing Mera as she unbuttoned the rest of Bast’s shirt. She’d started slowly at first, wanting to tease him, but she quickly succumbed to the desperate need pooling inside her. Nearly ripping his clothes, she tore them off his torso.

      Bast’s earthy laughter brushed her lips, but he didn’t stop kissing her for a second. Expertly, he removed her jacket, then her shirt, until only her black bra remained.

      Forcing himself to pull away, his hooded gaze swallowed Mera, his focus going from her breasts to her lips, as if he couldn’t decide where to focus.

      He seemed so enthralled…

      With a certain pride, she unfastened her bra—her girls were one of her best assets, after all. Tossing the piece of fabric away, Mera revealed herself to him.

      A muscle ticked in Bast’s jaw, his nostrils flaring with desire. “Danu in the fucking prairies,” he growled before dragging her closer.

      His ragged breathing fanned her mouth, followed by his lips. Instead of deepening their kiss, Bast trailed a blazing path down her neck, collarbone, until he nibbled one of her nipples.

      “Ah!” She hissed in pleasure as his tongue twirled around it, her back arching for him.

      Bastard clearly knew how to drive a girl mad.

      Gently, he pushed Mera back until they reached the sofa, laying her on her back atop the large corner section that fit them both. A wicked grin grazed his mouth as he removed her pants, then his own, until they were butt naked.

      Mera’s eager gaze instantly dropped to his hips, and a breath lodged in her throat.

      The sheer size of this male…

      Bast’s length jerked beneath her hungry gaze, showing how desperate he truly was for her, and Mera smirked. Taunting him, she slowly spread her legs apart, bearing herself to the strong, wild male before her.

      A certain adoration beamed from his sky-blue irises. “Oh, Kitten. You’ll be the end of me.”

      Mera’s grin turned mischievous, and she motioned him closer with one finger, her actions more siren than human. In the end, she was both. Siren and woman, one and the same.

      Intense and confident, like a predator about to claim his prey, Bast settled on her, his strong arms holding him up as he stared into her eyes. His arousal intensified the musky scent emanating from him, his magic thrumming against Mera’s own.

      “You are magnificent,” he admitted, his tone low and rough.

      Silver hair cascaded down, brushing the left side of his face. His clear eyes shone against his soft amber skin, entrancing her. The way his muscles rippled under his skin… Poseidon in the trenches, Mera doubted she was the magnificent one.

      Wrapping her arms around his strong shoulders, she kissed him softly. As their tongues explored one another, his hand traced a path from her neck to her breasts, teasing her nipple on its way down, until he circled the sensitive pearl between her thighs.

      A moan freed itself from her as he rubbed her aching spot. “Bast…”

      Leaning down, he bit her neck softly, his fangs poking at her flesh. “I want you soaking wet.”

      Mera grabbed those skilled fingers of his and shoved them into her drenched intimacy. “Ship has sailed, partner.”

      A growl from deep within his chest escaped him, a feral sound that reverberated inside her. Sliding his hand away from her wet core, he licked his fingers as if savoring a mouth-watering delicacy.

      “You taste so good…”

      Her legs wrapped around his waist, her need for him too painful to bear. The torture only increased when the tip of his length brushed her entrance.

      “Mera,” he murmured, her name a prayer, before he thrust his hips forward, sliding inside her at once.

      She gasped at the full feel of him between her tight walls.

      “Sakala mi,” he croaked, glancing at her with worry. “Are you all right?”

      He must’ve seen the hint of pain in her face, but after the first thrust, Mera had begun adjusting to his size.

      One thing was certain. She would be walking funny come morning.

      “I’m fine,” she breathed. “More than fine.”

      Holding her gaze, Bast began to slowly thrust back and forth, the pleasure in his eyes burning through her. The friction between them changed from painful to simply exquisite.

      Mera’s head fell back with the scorching sensations. She soared with each stroke, tightening her legs fiercely around Bast—if only to get more of him inside her.

      Letting out a savage groan, he hid his face at the curve of her neck, his muscles coiling each time he plunged violently, and faster, into her.

      Mera’s mind spun while she fought to hold on, her body wriggling with each harsh thrust.

      Their lovemaking was intense in a way she couldn’t describe. Like they were inside the sun, burning together as the heat consumed all they had been, were, and one day would become.

      Bast licked her bottom lip with the tip of his tongue, his breaths rushed. “You feel so fucking splendid, Mera.”

      Something exploded in her then, as if a door inside her had burst wide open. An utter peace washed through her core, flowing between her and Bast, strengthening the link they already shared.

      Mera couldn’t explain how or why, but she felt so utterly complete.

      Maybe Bast was right. Maybe soulmates were real. And yet, Mera had been so afraid of this moment, that she’d hurt him by trying to escape the inevitability of it all.

      Bast was her partner. Her hart.

      She had to show him what he meant to her, how desperately she needed him.

      To claim him as hers.

      A strange ferocity took hold of her, and with one move, Mera rolled atop him, sitting astride his strong frame while keeping him inside her.

      A grin tilted Bast’s lips between his grunts of pleasure, surprise clear in his chiseled features. “Skilled, aren’t we?”

      “You have no idea,” she moaned, rocking her hips against him, her maddening hunger consuming her very soul.

      Bast set both hands on her waist while she moved sensually on top, holding her to him like she might vanish.

      Her pace increased, the movements harsher with each thrust as pleasure built inside her. An aching need to take everything Bast had to give her burned her skin.

      His nostrils suddenly flared, his jaw clenching harshly. Bast’s right hand went down to her thigh, while his left hand massaged her breast, tugging at her nipple.

      “Slow down.” He swallowed. “Halle, it’s too good.”

      No, she couldn’t slow down, didn’t want to stop. She wanted everything from him. Amid broken breaths and savage sensations, Mera admired the beauty of the male beneath her.

      ‘Our Bast.’ Her siren cheered.

      Yes, he was hers. Entirely hers.

      “Min hart,” she breathed, rising higher and higher within herself, his length slamming against a sweet spot inside her, driving her to the edge.

      She was about to burst.

      Her cheeks flushed, and a delirious heat pooled between her legs, tingling up to her belly.

      It was exquisite!

      Bast watched her lovingly from under hooded eyes, a mighty strain on his perfect, chiseled features. His fingers clawed at her flesh, his rough touch making her mind spin. “I’m close, kitten…”

      She was closer.

      Stars burst all around her as she roared with her release. Mera could barely breathe as she saw white, bellowing his name from deep within her throat. Brutal shivers took over her body, and she felt suddenly, and incredibly, light.

      “Fuck, Mera!” Bast hissed loudly, his eyes turning pitch black for a second before he burst inside her, filling her with thick streams that intensified her pleasure.

      Panting, she slowly returned to her own body, their link thrumming inside her, connecting them on levels she could not yet understand. Levels that terrified and completed her at the same time.

      Smiling down at him, she brushed a few strands of silver hair off his face.

      “It seems we excel at something other than solving cases, partner.”

      Bast admired her with utter peace, a lazy grin on his lips as his fangs retracted back to normal. “Han, min hart.”

      Yes, my heart.

      She loved how the Faeish words rolled from his tongue.

      “You can’t deny our connection any longer. My golden string leads to you, kitten. It always has.”

      The concept had been ridiculous to her before, but after giving herself so completely to him, Mera couldn’t deny there was something between them. Something bigger than life itself, as if Bast had always been a part of her. Mera’s beginning and her end.

      “You winnowed through Clifftown’s magical barrier to get here, and you’re fine?” she asked, playfully ignoring his question.

      Bast smirked, seeing exactly what she was doing.

      “Practice makes perfect, I suppose. The alcohol might have helped.” He chuckled to himself. “Maybe that’s the secret to winnowing: being drunk all the time.” The gleam in his eyes changed and he reached for her face, his thumb caressing her cheek while she remained on top. “Or maybe, nothing in the world could keep me away from you.”

      Pulling her down to him, Bast claimed her mouth, his teeth pulling tauntingly at her bottom lip. He then watched her lovingly, while his fingers drew invisible patterns over her back, sending a delirious chill down her spine.

      “Bast…” she warned as a familiar heat piled up between her thighs, turning her breaths shallow.

      He grinned, fully enjoying her reaction to him, a hint of lust painting his perfect face.

      “Strap in, kitten. We’re only getting started.”
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        * * *

      

      Early morning light seeped through Mera’s bedroom blinds, waking her. At some point last night, they’d left the sofa and arrived at her queen-sized bed.

      Bast and Mera had fallen asleep completely naked. Her beige sheets were crumpled at their feet.

      She couldn’t recall the last time she’d slept so well.

      A strong, woodsy scent mingled with sweat came from behind. She looked back at the Adonis spooning her, his heavy arm draped around her waist. A soothing heat emanated from his body, seeping into her.

      Why need a blanket when she had Bast?

      Mera could get used to that. Really, really used to that.

      Bast groaned, pulling her closer until her bum brushed against his length. Burying his face in the curve of her neck, he kissed her shoulder. “Morning.”

      “Morning, partner.” Desire pooled in Mera’s belly as she gently rubbed her ass against him. “I can’t get enough of you. It’s madness.”

      “It’s our bond.” He nibbled softly at her flesh, his erection growing in response to her. “I heard that physically sealing it could be… intense.”

      Intense? That was putting it lightly.

      “If you’d told me this yesterday, I wouldn’t have believed you. But now…” She couldn’t deny it anymore.

      “I never believed in soulmates either, kitten. The moment I saw you, everything changed. I couldn’t understand at first, but the more time we spent together the clearer it became. You are my hart, Mera Maurea. Golden strings.” His hand slid from her hips to the middle of her chest. “Close your eyes. You’ll feel them, too.”

      Following his command, she didn’t need long to understand what he’d meant. Their bond felt like a million golden strings connecting them, as if their mind link had upgraded to a pathway coated in sunlight and warmth.

      Beautiful. Resilient.

      Unending.

      Mera couldn’t explain how or why she was destined to be with Bast. All she knew was that she’d been searching for him her whole life… without ever realizing it.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, continuing to rub her bottom against him.

      Bast drew in a sharp breath. “You unstoppable akritana.”

      Akritana.

      Waterbreaker.

      She loved the sound of the word coming from his mouth. Then again, she loved a world of things in his mouth.

      Mera kept rubbing against his rock-hard length, and in return he took her left breast in his hand, kneading it softly, his fingers playing with her nipple.

      A laugh rolled in her chest. Vengeful prick.

      Incapable of waiting any longer, Mera raised one of her legs, opening herself to him. “Don’t leave a girl waiting, Detective.”

      “Never.” He positioned his shaft at her entrance, and with one hard shove, he thrust into her.

      “Ah!” Even after spending the entire night making love, she still needed to adjust to him.

      “Fuchst ach, Mera,” he grumbled as he thrust slowly in and out, savoring every inch of her. His hand held up her leg, spreading her widely for him. “Can’t… stop.”

      He better not stop!

      Mera was perfectly aware she would be late for work, but she simply didn’t care. The two sides of her, dutiful detective and ravenous siren, no longer clashed. They were finally in perfect synchrony, and they both agreed that staying in bed with Bast had been the best damn idea they’d ever had.

      When he increased his speed, his hips slamming against hers as he pounded into her, Mera couldn’t even remember her own name.

      “Bast,” she moaned, drooling down there, over his length and on her thighs. Her back arched as the first wave of pleasure hit her. Chewing on her lower lip, she stopped herself from screaming.

      His rushed breaths slammed against the back of her neck. “You’re everything.”

      Increasing his thrusts, he rammed deeper into her.

      Mera’s fingers clawed at the sheets desperately as she rose within herself again. The ruthless fucking beneath her waist, the feel of her strong, warm male looming over her while he claimed her so completely… it was too much.

      “You cruel ass!” she yelled before letting go, coming hard around him.

      Her loud moans dashed from the bedroom, echoing through the rest of the apartment. Thank heavens Mrs. Templeton, her downstairs neighbor, was partly deaf. If the rest of the neighbors had functioning ears, though… yeah, they would be hearing the concert.

      Bast’s lips tilted into a smile against her neck. “I want an encore, kit-ten.” He drawled her nickname, savoring each syllable. Letting go of her leg, he began rubbing the sensitive pearl between her thighs.

      Merciless faerie!

      A couple of rubs, and Mera was pushed into an explosion that left her momentarily blind. She lost her sense of self, of place, taken by an endless burst of delirium. A mighty roar scraped the walls of her throat, one even Mrs. Templeton would have heard.

      “Halle fuchst ach, min hart!” Bast barked before releasing into her, filling Mera with his warm streams once again.

      She faintly remarked that he had bitten her shoulder with his fangs. Slowly, she returned to the now, his shaft still inside her. They both panted, gathering their surroundings.

      “I’m certain I put a halfling in you.” His hand drifted lazily to her belly, drawing invisible circles on her flesh. “We’ve been at it like hares in heat.”

      A giddy sensation bloomed in her core, flushing her cheeks. The idea of getting pregnant should not be doing that to her.

      “Not so fast, partner. I’m on birth control.” She always took her monthly tea on time.

      Thankfully.

      He untangled from her, his length sliding out with a wet sound. Mera turned to her hart, losing herself in Bast’s fierce blue irises for a moment, before a crazy thought came to her.

      She hoped their kid would inherit their father’s eyes.

      Their nonexistent kid.

      Shaking her head, she smiled. “This is madness. I’ve never done madness, Bast.”

      “I know a thing or two about it.” He caressed her cheek, watching her lovingly. “I’ve been through so much pain in my life, but if that was the price of admission to this moment, I would gladly pay it all over again.”

      So would she.

      Mera suddenly remembered what he’d told her in their shared dream, back when they were investigating the Summer King’s murder. Back when they weren’t Hollowcliff’s finest yet.

      Poseidon in the trenches, it seemed like an eternity ago.

      “I claim you, Mera Maurea,” Bast had declared, “I claim you under the moon and stars. I claim you under the night sky.”

      Deep down, even stunned by her siren and trapped in a dream, he had recognized their connection. He barely knew her then, and yet he’d claimed her.

      It seemed only fitting Mera did the same.

      “I claim you, Sebastian Dhay.” The vow flowed easily out of her mouth, almost as if Mera couldn’t control her own words.

      She cupped his cheek, taking in the spectacular male in front of her. How lucky she was…

      “I claim you under your silver moon and my furious sea. I claim you through the shallows and the trenches. I claim you under the night sky and the realms of the deep.”

      He stared at her, shock clear in his face, until he nodded slowly. “You’re mine. I’m completely yours.”

      She nibbled at his bottom lip, her naked chest pressing against his. “Since we have that out of the way…”

      Slowly reaching for her hair, Bast curled a lock around his finger before drowning her in a long, sultry kiss. “Halle. Getting out of this bed will be a problem.”
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      They were late, of course.

      Bast had winnowed them to the precinct, turning Mera’s usual thirty-minute commute into an eyeblink, and still, they were monumentally late.

      ‘Worth it,’ her siren countered.

      Absolutely.

      He was getting better at winnowing. Bast assured her that the previous night had been an exception, but he’d pierced through the magical barrier around Clifftown and still carried enough stamina to make their night beyond memorable. Even after their furious lovemaking, he’d winnowed them to the precinct this morning. Granted, he looked awfully tired, but it was definitely progress.

      The moment they appeared in the precinct, jumping out of Bast’s void, the entire floor gaped at them. Having a Sidhe pop out of thin air wasn’t exactly normal in the human borough, yet her peers’ surprise lasted only a moment before they shrugged it off and went about their business.

      “I’ll be right back, kitten.” Bast motioned to Ruth’s office. “I have to update your captain on my case.”

      He’d told Mera about it that morning, after they’d showered together.

      Mental note: Always shower with Bast.

      As they dressed, he’d revealed that Poseidon might be Azinor the Snake, who somehow, was alive after some two thousand years. He’d raised himself, but couldn’t raise others on his own—a strange coincidence given her situation with Green. And if there were two things Mera didn’t believe in, it was coincidences and the Easter Bunny.

      In any case, it seemed Poseidon had broken free of a supposed magical prison in the trenches. One that Bast’s forefather had created especially for the bastard.

      All of it based off a strange book and with no concrete evidence whatsoever.

      “I know Ruth. She’ll be pissed,” Mera warned, her tone a whisper so that her colleagues couldn’t listen. “You don’t have any proof.”

      “I have Madam Zukova’s visions.”

      “She mentioned a ‘he who could not die’. Also, a psychic’s word isn’t exactly evidence. Not to mention that a series of silly stories led you to Azinor.” Mera motioned with her hands like she was throwing dust in the wind. “We should talk to Ruth after we make a plan to lure him out.”

      “You mean I, not we. You’re not on this case, remember?” Bast grinned mischievously. “Besides, I didn’t have time to plan anything last night.”

      She blushed as flashbacks flooded her mind. The pleasure on Bast’s face, how his eyes rolled back in ecstasy, his loving grip and his addictive smell. How he held her close as she came undone in her bedroom, again and again.

      Suddenly feeling awfully warm, Mera cleared her throat. “That may be, but if you and Ruth decide to set a trap for Posei—Azinor—I’ll need to be there.”

      “No.”

      “Bast,” she warned. “He could have something to do with Green.”

      “He could, or he couldn’t. Until we find out, don’t miss me too much.” He winked at her before heading to Ruth’s office.

      Unnerving, stubborn fae!

      “Mer,” Jules called out from his desk at the front.

      Oh. Crap.

      Trying to ignore the prickly sensation in her core, she went to him. “Hey, Jules. What’s up?”

      He leaned back in his chair, avoiding eye contact. “You and Detective Dhay seem cozy.”

      An invisible python squeezed her lungs. Was he simply being an ass, or had he caught onto the ridiculous amount of pheromones wafting from her body?

      It didn’t matter. No one could find out the truth about her and Bast, or they would be reassigned. No one, especially not Julian.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      For the first time since she’d arrived, she truly observed the precinct. Her colleagues rushed in and out of the space, making calls and packing bags.

      Something big was about to happen.

      “What’s going on?”

      He ignored her question. “You two arrived in the precinct together.”

      “He’s my partner.” She shrugged, as if that explained it, though she knew it didn’t.

      At all.

      “Right now, he isn’t. I am.” Julian finally raised his head, staring at her dead in the eye. “While you were canoodling with him, a lot of things happened, as you can see. For starters, Dr. Stone found a way to screen the infected. The governor will be addressing the people soon.” He motioned at the chaos around them. “Everyone is supposed to be on the streets. They’re joining a task force to help test the population for any signs of infection.”

      This sounded too good to be true.

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “The Cap is coordinating the force, along with the commissioner, the governor, and Councilor Adams. Dr. Stone also created a vaccine to rid the host’s body of Green’s essence. For good. And it looks like it might be working.”

      Mera’s jaw dropped open.

      ‘Sex with Bast brings good luck!’

      “That’s amazing, Jules!” Clapping her hands, a giddy excitement took over her. “Let’s go help them!”

      “We can’t. We still have to take care of Green.” A smile hooked the left side of his cheek. “Speaking of which, Emma called. We got a hit on Rob.”
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      “What do you have for me, Detective Dhay?” The captain asked without taking her attention from the papers scattered on her desk. “I’m organizing the biggest task force this city has ever seen, so be quick.”

      Impossible, but he could try.

      “I’ve linked Poseidon to Azinor, one of King Wavestorm’s advisors during the Great War.”

      She stared at him, a frown creasing her wrinkled forehead. “Impossible. Anyone alive during the Great War has been long dead.”

      “Immortality depends on the eye of the beholder, Captain.”

      “That may be, but the fact remains: no known potions or spells can lengthen a creature’s lifespan to that extent. Even those who live longer—your people and vamps—average eight hundred, maybe fifteen hundred, if they’re lucky. And that’s a big if.”

      “Still, here we are.”

      With a chortle, she leaned back in her leather chair. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. My seer connected the Crown of Land and Sea to a ‘he who could not die’. After thorough research on that phrase, I found references tying the term to Azinor.”

      “That’s it?” The captain blew air through her lips. “The connection is feeble. I need more.”

      “I don’t have that. Yet.”

      Her light gray irises pierced through Bast’s soul. “Fine, I’ll play along. Let’s say you’re on to something. Weren’t all advisors to the king beheaded along with him?”

      “They were, but Azinor can’t die. I have reason to believe he was not only a siren, but a warlock who tattooed forbidden runes on his body. They granted him eternal life and, perhaps, a vast array of powers we can’t yet fathom.”

      The captain stared at him as if he’d gone mad. “Detective, I apologize beforehand, but I have to ask. Your family has a record of mental instability. I believe it’s due to what you call nightblood. Is there a possibility—”

      “I’m not crazy.”

      He couldn’t blame her for wondering. What he said sounded utterly insane, but Bast could always sense when he was about to lose it. When common sense left him.

      This was not one of those times. He’d lost the battle to nightblood often enough to know the difference.

      The captain raised her hands in surrender. “I just wish you had a tiny shred of evidence to back your claims.”

      “That would be preferable,” he agreed. “But a lack of solid proof doesn’t mean the lead isn’t real.”

      “Sounds far-fetched. Where did this ‘immortal advisor’ spend the last two thousand years, then?”

      “It seems one of my ancestors trapped him in a magical prison in the deepest part of the ocean, without anyone in Atlantea knowing. I suppose that, after the first thousand years, Azinor lost his mind and began calling himself Poseidon.”

      “The deepest part of the ocean?” The captain gawked. “You’re telling me Azinor was trapped in the trenches?”

      He nodded, watching fear settle in her expression, as it usually did when madness started to make sense.

      “So, Poseidon—Azinor—is ‘he who cannot die.’ And Mera is after a necromancer.” Her thin lips settled into a grim line. “Death connects both cases. You think Azinor might be working with Green?”

      Bast certainly hoped not.

      “I can’t say at this time. I need more leads and evidence.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “More of everything.”

      “And how do you intend to get that?”

      “I’m confident Azinor wants revenge, probably against the Night Court, so I want to set up a trap. Bait him into coming to Lunor Insul.”

      “I might have a better idea. You mentioned a magical enhancer would have been helpful the last time you were here.” She tapped her fingers on the wooden table. “Do you still need one?”

      Bast stared at her in disbelief. “Captain, you actually found an enhancer? How?” Such objects, along with forbidden runes, were illegal and incredibly hard to find.

      “No questions, Detective. I can’t perjure myself.” She opened a drawer in her mahogany desk, and pulled out a dark-silver pin shaped like a hexagon, with a red ruby encrusted in its middle.

      Mera’s amma could certainly be resourceful.

      The moment Bast took the hexagon, it thrummed against his palm, its magic aligning with his own. “Marvelous,” he muttered as the power charged through his body.

      “Will this truly help you track Azinor?”

      He pondered for a while. The possibility had always been a stretch, but he didn’t have another choice. “Theoretically, yes. I only need to align it with the Crown of Land and Sea.”

      “Really? I didn’t know you had psychic powers.”

      “I don’t. A seer can catch impressions of those who have touched an object, but they can’t use those impressions to find them. With this enhancer, however, I could boost my magic enough to sniff out his trail.”

      “Like a tracking dog?”

      Grinning, he pointed at her. “Precisely.”

      “Good. And how do you intend on neutralizing him?”

      Neutralize. A nicer word for “kill.”

      “Nothing about that in the books. If the Night King imprisoned Azinor in the past, then killing him wasn’t a viable option.”

      The woman leaned back in her chair, letting out a frustrated sigh. “You better find a way. Fast.”

      “I always do. Chopping off his head and keeping it away from his body might just do the trick. For the time being, that is.” He put the magical enhancer in his pocket. “If that’s all, Captain?”

      She nodded.

      Bast turned to leave, but when he touched the handle, she ordered him to stop.

      “Detective, Mera is the most precious thing to me in this entire damned world. Don’t fuck with her, and I mean that literally. Are we clear?”

      Bast swallowed. For the first time in a long while, he actually feared for his life.

      “Clear as air, Captain.” Stepping out, he closed the door behind him, and exhaled in relief.

      If anyone found out about his entanglement with Mera, they would be separated. Yet somehow, he sensed Ruth Maurea already knew. He often wondered if the woman was truly human, or if she had a bit of witch in her blood.

      Evidence was a wonderful thing, though. Without it, Mera’s amma couldn’t separate them.

      He scanned the precinct, but the moment he found his hart, a burning rage took over him. There she was, about to take the lift with the sarking human.

      Julian. Fucking. Smith.

      Bast had sealed his bond with Mera by making love to her. It had to mean something. It had to mean she was his hart… or had it been simply fucking?

      Darkness curtailed his vision, whispering that yes, it’d been simply good, old fashioned banging, as humans called it. Nothing more. It assured him their bond was an illusion, and Mera would never be his.

      No, he couldn’t listen to himself, couldn’t trust…

      Bast shook his head, trying to untangle from the sticky, pitch-black tentacles wrapping around his brain.

      Danu in the prairies. Could his bond with Mera truly be one-sided?

      It wasn’t unheard of. There had been tales of unrequited love between harts, where upon one’s denial, the other half had to move on, knowing they would always be incomplete. Some of them died of a broken heart. Some led a miserable existence. Few eventually found happiness.

      The fuck that would happen to Bast.

      His fear of losing Mera mixed with the adrenaline of wanting to punch the shig’s face, but he was in a precinct and he had to behave. Approaching the lift, he nodded a cold hello to Julian.

      “Detective Dhay,” the malachai countered politely.

      Bast gave him the fakest of grins. “Going somewhere?”

      “Things are coming to place, Bast!” Happiness beamed from Mera’s smile, and Danu, how he wanted to kiss her. “Doctor Stone found a vaccine. Green’s plans are ruined, and we got a lead! Wish us luck!”

      “You don’t need luck.” Stepping closer, he took her hand, his fingers tangling between hers. “Nevertheless, take care of yourself, yes?”

      She blinked at him, as if he’d somehow offended her. Stepping back, she jerked away from his touch. “I will.”

      What the…

      “Not here,” she snapped through their link. “Do you want the Cap to separate us?” Genuine concern flashed in Mera’s eyes, a cold anguish echoing through their bond.

      A part of Bast knew she made sense, that when it came to logic he should listen to her. Another part of him, however, kept whispering she didn’t love him, didn’t accept their bond. That she’d denied him.

      The cruel akritana would crush his heart with her bare hands, the darkness knew it. His night saw through her, through the lies she’d told him.

      “You’re ashamed of us,” he stated the obvious.

      “Never! But we can’t tell others we’re together, or we’ll be reassigned. People are suspicious enough. We have to be careful.”

      He glanced at Julian. “Tell him, at least. Since he’s your oldest friend. Tell him, if you trust him the way you claim you do.”

      “Bast, stop being so childish.”

      Red-blaring anger piled up on his fear, a dangerous combination, really, but Bast didn’t care. “It’s not me. It has never been me.”

      “I don’t want to lose you, dickwart. Is that so hard to understand?” She watched him with suspicion. “You don’t seem like yourself. Is everything all right?”

      Yes, he didn’t seem like himself, but at the same time, exactly like himself. His blood sizzled, as it always did when the darkness took over him.

      “Control it,” Leon’s voice echoed in his mind, but the nightblood boiled in his veins, its voice louder than Big Brother’s.

      Some said the physical sealing of a bond could bring up fits of jealousy, a primal need to establish territory. It sounded awfully animalistic, and yet… could this be why his darkness roared under his skin?

      He had no fucking clue, but it didn’t matter. His night whispered that Mera had to prove herself to him, and prove she would. She had to.

      “Tell him, Mera.”

      “No!” She huffed in exasperation. “Now is not the time.”

      “You denied me.” He swallowed, the realization hitting him hard, though it shouldn’t have. It wasn’t the truth. The rational side of him knew that, but right then, his coherent mind seemed so very distant. “Min hart, thu esses nuun.”

      “Of course I am your hart! Bast, what the hell are you talking about?”

      He didn’t explain. He had to get out of there, focus on something else.

      Stop feeding the madness.

      Without warning or goodbye, he winnowed out of the precinct.
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      “You okay?” Julian asked as they headed toward the ninth district, one of the main hubs for the Underworld, and also, where Emma said they could find Rob. “You and the pixie exchanged some intense glares back at the precinct.”

      “We’re fine,” she lied.

      Bast’s nightblood had taken over, no question about that, but Mera needed to ensure he was okay. She’d been tugging at their link desperately on the way to district nine, trying to hide her panic from Julian, but Bast didn’t reply.

      “Pick up, you ass!”

      Images of his brother Leon flashed in her mind, and then one of Bast, his eyes beady black, his white hair swinging wildly around him as he bared his teeth, showing his sharp fangs.

      A demon of night.

      She shook the thought away. “Bast! You better answer, or else!”

      He didn’t take the bait.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Julian pushed. “You and Sebastian seemed agitated. Also, he kind of touched you inappropriately.”

      “Inappropriately?” She stopped and turned to him, red, burning anger clouding her vision. “Sebastian Dhay can touch me any way he damn wants. And need I remind you that you and I kissed? How appropriate was that, Julian?”

      He stared at her, his mouth hanging open.

      “Don’t be a hypocrite,” she continued. “You keep saying I shouldn’t be with Bast because he’s my official partner. Well, I shouldn’t be with you either! You were my partner, and you are my partner right now. There’s no freaking difference! So I’m allowed to behave inappropriately with you, but if I behave the same way with Bast, it’s wrong? Fuck that!”

      “I just meant—”

      “You meant nothing!” Mera snapped, the truth of her words hitting her at once. Taking a deep breath, she pinched the bridge of her nose. “Look, things are complicated, and I don’t want to talk about it, okay?”

      He blinked, his neck strained as if he was trying to swallow something bitter. “You and Bast are Hollowcliff’s finest. What hangs on your shoulders—”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      Granted, if things went south with Bast, the consequences would be monumentally worse than if she’d chosen Julian. Yet, Mera couldn’t force a feeling that didn’t exist anymore. It wasn’t fair to him, or her.

      Spinning in a circle, she threw her hands in the air, knowing Julian had a perfectly valid point. A lot did hang on the shoulders of Hollowcliff’s finest.

      “Maybe I’m making mistakes, but they’re mine, Jules. Not yours.”

      “Copy that.” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “As a friend, though, I have to warn you that being with him is a bad idea.”

      “I know. It’s a terrible idea.” Stepping closer, she laid a hand on his shoulder. “In Lycannie, they have a saying about people shedding their skin on a daily basis, constantly turning into someone new.”

      “Your point?”

      “The Mera you used to love doesn’t exist anymore. You’re not the Julian I loved, either. But you’ll always be my friend, even if you hate me for being a total ass to you.”

      “I could never hate you, Mer.” Laying his hand atop hers, he watched her with care. “I kind of behaved like an ass, too. So, things didn’t work between us, but we’ll always have each other, no matter what. It’s a promise.”

      They stayed that way for a moment, until a scent of old strawberries and musky red wine reached her nose.

      “Am I interrupting?” the sultry voice inquired.

      Mera turned to see Emma clad in a long black cloak that covered her from head to toe. The vamp wore small, round sunglasses that might have been fashionable back in the industrial era, and her blond hair was tied in a chic, low ponytail.

      Stepping away from Mera, Julian cleared his throat. “Glad you could join us.” He nodded to the way ahead, which opened into a vast concrete courtyard.

      People milled about, taking pictures of the beautiful day and the riverside, while others sat scattered around the space. Some enjoyed the sun; some ate their lunches and chatted eagerly.

      The docks, as district nine was called, had been abandoned after the city’s modernization project. Same as district ten. Nowadays, most ports were located on the western part of the city, on the opposite side of the river Tigris.

      The old tower, a black brick construction from the early days, stood at the mouth of the courtyard as a sort of guard to the entrance. The pointy roof had crumbled years ago, so all that remained was the bulky black block.

      One man leaned his back against the base of the tower while watching people pass by. Scrawny and unkempt, he had olive skin and thinning brown hair.

      Sometimes he would step forward and mutter something to passersby, then pull a small plastic bag from his pocket. Those he approached, however, shook their heads and hurried away.

      Emma pointed to him, her hands covered in black gloves. “That’s Rob.”

      “Trying to do business in daylight?” Julian frowned. “That’s stupid.”

      “Hatchford banished the idiot from this turf, but his people only start settling in after six. I suppose Rob found a loophole in the agreement.”

      “The entire courtyard is Hatchford’s turf?” Mera asked.

      The vamp gave her a wicked grin, her white teeth contrasting with her black lipstick. “For now, yes.”

      Mera guessed Emma wouldn’t let it be his territory for long. “It seems pointless to scout for customers during the day, especially out in the open like this.”

      “There’s always demand here, albeit scarcer than at night.” Emma shrugged. “The old docks are one of the most famous hubs for the Underworld. They’re bound to attract a certain type, even during the day.”

      Mera narrowed her eyes at Rob. The man wore sunglasses, even though he stood in the tower’s shadow. Her siren’s sharp senses caught the whiff of moths and aging wood wafting from him.

      Something seemed off, but she couldn’t pinpoint what.

      Turning to them by chance, Rob spotted Emma. He saluted her mockingly, before shoving both hands in his pockets and waltzing away. He must think the vamp brought Mera and Julian there to scare him off. The idiot probably had no clue he was actually their target.

      “Thanks, Em.” Julian patted the vampire’s shoulder. “We’ll take it from here.”

      Mera nearly scoffed.

      Inappropriate touching, huh?

      They followed Rob from a distance, slowly at first, mirroring his pace. The man walked as if he didn’t have a care in the world, and at some point, he even began whistling. That was, until he turned back to see Julian glowering at him.

      Realization dawned on Rob as he removed his sunglasses, revealing bright, lime-green irises. He cocked his head to the right, as if, somehow, he finally recognized Mera.

      “Crap,” she grunted under her breath. “He’s dead.”

      Tossing his glasses away, Rob bolted from them, his speed close to a freaking cheetah’s.

      Mera and Julian ran after him. Thank heavens the streets were rather empty, but Rob was too fast. They would lose him soon.

      Julian already lagged behind, while Mera’s legs burned with each step. Humans couldn’t keep up with that speed, and soon neither would Mera. So she pulled out her gun and aimed.

      She had to be quick. Missing the shot was out of the question.

      “Mer, what are you doing?” Julian’s voice boomed from behind. “He’s our only lead!”

      “Exactly!”

      She pulled the trigger twice.

      Flesh and bone splintered from Rob’s calves. The man stumbled forward, before slamming into the concrete. He didn’t yelp in pain, just rolled onto his back, waiting for her to approach.

      “You have good aim,” the walking dead remarked through gritted, yellowing teeth, his focus on the sky above.

      Raising one eyebrow, Mera shot twice again, this time where his shoulder muscles connected with his arms.

      Rob held back a scream.

      Sure, incapacitating his arms and legs might be overkill, but when it came to the undead she wouldn’t take any risks.

      “Your nerve endings still work? Remarkable, isn’t it, Detective?” She turned to Julian, who had just reached them.

      He bent over, taking long breaths. “Y-yes. Remarkable.”

      “We have some questions for you.” Mera crouched on her knees next to Rob, then aimed her gun’s muzzle between his eyebrows. “And you’re going to answer.”

      The asshole seemed to be in fairly good shape. If not for his green eyes, Mera wouldn’t have guessed he was dead.

      Rob raised his head, pressing his flesh against the gun. “I’m not afraid. You need something from me, Detective, so you won’t shoot.”

      “Is that what your master told you?” She pressed the muzzle down, pushing the back of his head against the concrete. “Green thinks she knows me so well, doesn’t she?”

      “Mer,” Julian warned from behind them.

      Maybe he sensed what she was about to do. Mera didn’t look forward to it either, but Rob had to fear her more than he feared his master.

      “Here’s the thing.” She leaned forward. “Green knows shit about me.”

      Removing the gun from his head, she then shot him in the stomach. The undead winced in pain as the bullet cut through his flesh, but he held back his screams. His body shivered violently, though.

      It didn’t matter. He couldn’t die a second time unless Green allowed it, or Mera shot him in the head. She placed the gun between his eyebrows again, and he immediately stilled. “How long have you been dead?”

      His eyes crossed when he stared at the weapon. “A-a week.”

      “You should be rotting.”

      “Master made sure I wouldn’t.” Dark, gooey blood drenched his shirt and pants, pooling underneath his body, but the blood loss wouldn’t send him into shock. The perks of being dead, she supposed.

      “Did Green reconstruct you?” A certain panic bloomed in Mera’s chest at the possibility, but she didn’t show it.

      When he shook his head, she breathed out in relief.

      There were fables of necromancers who could restore flesh and muscle to dried bones. Evanorians so powerful, they created the eternal dead; a concept similar to vampires, only the undead didn’t feed on blood to survive. Their necromancer’s essence was enough.

      The witch or warlock, on the other hand, couldn’t live forever. Eventually, all living creatures died, some sooner than others. A spell here and there helped increase one’s lifespan, but in the end everyone ran their course—fae, human, waterbreaker, and all in between. So, when a necromancer died, their dead died with them, which made the name eternal sound stupid.

      All of it was lore, of course. No one in Tagradian history had been able to create eternal dead, and neither could Green, it seemed. The bitch was powerful, but not that powerful.

      Thankfully.

      However, she could clearly spell certain dead so they would never rot.

      “Why are you so special, Rob? Why did she want to keep you… presentable?”

      “She said I knew the streets. That I would be valuable.”

      Of course. No one would buy pills from a man who looked dead. Mera blinked as she connected the dots. “You were the one who gave Fred Johnson the red pill. You were Green’s first dead, not him.”

      “Fred was one of my clients, yeah.”

      Narrowing her eyes at him, Mera’s lips became a line. “How did you die? When did she get to you?”

      He suddenly turned his head to the side, as if someone had called his name. “I see, Master. It makes sense. I shouldn’t be afraid.”

      “Eyes on me,” Mera insisted, pressing the gun harder against his forehead. “Your master isn’t here to save you.”

      “Is that him?” Rob asked, nodding to Julian. “Is he precious to you?”

      “Shut up.” She pressed down her gun so hard, she swore the bones in his forehead cracked. “Tell Green I’m waiting. She can stop being a coward and face me.”

      “No, no, Detective. Not yet.” He pushed his shoulders forward, as if wanting to show Mera his wrists. “If you won’t shoot, then I believe you should arrest me.”

      “Should I?” she countered with clenched teeth, seeing right through his little game. Well, Green’s game.

      Had Rob been a normal criminal, she would have taken him in the moment he surrendered. She would have also thought twice before shooting him. Since he was dead, however, she and Julian could do to him what they wanted, especially considering he might be contagious.

      Except, Rob was their only link to Green. Without him they had nothing, which meant shooting him in the head was a no-go. Mera guessed Green had just reminded him of that.

      Grunting a curse, she stepped away.

      Julian approached Rob and pulled at his limp arms, trapping them in cuffs. “Being a smartass won’t help you for long.” He then took a mask from his jacket’s pocket and set it around the undead’s mouth. “You have no rights, since you’re not alive. Your existence is a crime. We’ll ask our Captain what to do with you.”

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he called a unit to take them to the precinct.

      “Yes, yes.” Rob’s voice sounded muffled from behind the mask as he turned to Mera. “If you bring me the doctor who ruined our plans, I’ll tell you everything about Master.”

      Mera scoffed. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Shall I make myself clearer?” He chuckled. “Bring me the doctor, and Green will be yours.”
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      Mera stood on the edge of the rift, watching the chasm’s infinite dark. No sound came from the abyss, no sign of life. Maybe she was losing her mind, but Mera could feel the void staring back at her.

      She’d been returning to the spot since the water dragon disappeared into the depths, wondering—hoping—the creature might still be alive.

      Foolish, of course. The beast couldn’t have survived weeks without food. Grief filled Mera’s chest, and she bit her bottom lip.

      Such a beautiful creature, lost forever…

      What she would do next was silly. The gods weren’t real, and if a long lost predator had indeed taken the dragon, it certainly couldn’t understand words or form coherent thoughts. There was nothing down there; no one who could answer. Yet maybe, just maybe, Mera was wrong.

      The queen might be mad, but perhaps she’d been telling the truth. Maybe Poseidon did live down there, holding the beast captive and all to himself.

      Fisting her hands, Mera bent over the chasm. “If you have the dragon, set it free!” Her voice echoed down the pitch-black depths until it vanished, swallowed by the void.

      She waited, and waited.

      Only silence greeted her.

      “Please?”

      Nothing.

      “Merling, you’re going crazy just like Mother,” she grumbled to herself before swimming away.

      Returning to the place had been a pointless enterprise. The gods weren’t real, and neither were beasts from times of old. The dragon was dead, and that was that.

      Mera should forget about the trenches, as well as the majestic creature lost to them.

      A faint, beastly shriek echoed from the distancing chasm, stopping her. It had been so quiet, Mera couldn’t tell if the sound had been real, or simply wishful thinking.

      Focusing, she tried to hear what might have been a dragon roar again. She waited for a while, yet only the currents rushed by, whales wailing in the distance, dolphins squeaking not much higher above her.

      “Yes,” she told herself, a heavy weight crushing down her shoulders. “Definitely wishful thinking.”
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      “It’s a trap,” Julian muttered, arms crossed as he watched the dead man sitting behind bars.

      “It sure is.” Mera nodded to their prisoner. “Especially since Doctor Stone ruined Green’s plans.”

      Rob rested the back of his head against the cell’s white wall, his eyes closed and his shoulders relaxed. He’d stopped bleeding half an hour ago, probably because he’d already lost most of the dark goo inside his veins on the way to the precinct.

      “Why would Green want an audience with the doctor, though?” Julian narrowed his eyes at the culprit. “Rob’s behind iron bars. He can’t hurt anyone.”

      “True, but that’s why we should play along. There’s zero risk for the doc.”

      Officer Cortez suddenly entered the empty precinct. Sweat beads coated her forehead, and she panted as she rushed toward her desk. Her polarized sunglasses hid half of her face, and her ebony threads were tied in a tight bun behind her head.

      “It’s madness out there, guys. So. Many. People!” Cortez grabbed a backpack from under her table. “All good here?”

      While Cortez and the rest of the guys worked on putting out the fire, Mera and Julian tried to kill the source.

      Green.

      The necro-bitch would never stop wreaking havoc, of that Mera was certain. She knew the type too well. Megalomaniacal assholes were all the same.

      “All good,” Mera assured without looking away from the dead man in the cell. “Talk to you later?”

      “Sure thing, girl.” With that, Cortez left.

      “Green wants the doc here for a reason,” Mera reasoned. “If we don’t bring her, we’ll never find out.”

      “You can’t be seriously considering—”

      “The Cap approved it. Doc’s on the way.”

      Soon enough, Dr. Stone entered the precinct, this time without her white lab coat.

      Her messy hair was up in a loose ponytail, and she wore black jeans and a yellow shirt that said, “Check Mate.” With dark circles under her eyes, she appeared thinner than the last time they’d seen her. Still, she smiled softly when they shook hands.

      “Detectives, I hope this won’t take long. I have a lot of work waiting for me.”

      “We appreciate you taking the time.” The side-glare Julian shot Mera spoke loud and clear—he was pissed she’d given Green exactly what she wanted, without even consulting him. “Thanks for coming, doctor.”

      “My pleasure.” She pointed to the cell. “Is that him?”

      Julian nodded.

      Dr. Stone stepped forward, but remained at a safe distance from the iron bars. Holding her hands behind her back, she cleared her throat. “I heard you called for me.”

      Rob didn’t open his eyes, but a lazy grin formed on his lips. “Doctor, you’ve ruined the plan.” His tone sounded low and sharp, like his voice was formed by broken glass.

      Green. She spoke through Rob.

      “I sure did,” the doctor countered. “Are you mad?”

      “Disappointed.”

      “I thought you had a grand plan for Clifftown. Chaos, deaths, all that jazz. Surely, you must be furious.”

      “It wasn’t my plan.”

      Mera moved to the doctor’s side, a chill running down her spine. “Whose plan was it?”

      The undead’s eyes opened, their lime-green shine so bright they resembled beacons. “His, of course. It has always been about him, Detective.” A low chuckle reverberated in Rob’s chest. “The spark he shared with me, aligned with the pills, allowed me to create the undead. Yet, my energy is depleted, and our drug stock gone—rendered useless actually, thanks to the good doctor. I can’t create new undead. We shall see what he has in store for me next.”

      Green was working for someone.

      A male.

      Mera swallowed dry. She knew who “he” was. She had no proof, no connection between him and this case. Yet, she knew.

      “You are working for Azinor.”

      “Poseidon!” Rob snapped. “He’s Poseidon, risen from the trenches, and he’ll bring Regneerik to land and sea!”

      Fuck. The necro-bitch was a waterbreaker. Her mention of Regneerik—the sirens’ end of days—as well as her worshipping of Poseidon, were decisive proof.

      Green was one of her people.

      Her hate for Mera finally made sense, given half of Atlantea despised her for killing Queen Ariella. Uncovering Green’s identity, however, was basically out the window. The pool of suspects literally consisted of half a kingdom.

      A despondent sigh escaped her lips. At least now Mera was certain that the necromancer was a means to an end. Ever since her first case with Bast, there had been one culprit, one dickhead’s shadow which loomed over them, day in and day out. The puppet master they couldn’t catch.

      Poseidon.

      He’d granted Green the power to walk into the forbidden zone unscathed. He’d given her the ability to raise the dead.

      He was the end game. Not the female speaking through Rob.

      Julian frowned at Mera. “Who’s Azinor, and what’s this talk about Poseidon and Regneerik?” He gasped as he connected the dots. “Holy shit! The necromancer is a siren?”

      Mera’s blood froze.

      Green could end her right then if she revealed the truth. Friend or not, Julian would shoot Mera if he found out she was a siren. Or maybe, she should give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he would accept her, like Bast had.

      Was she willing to bet her life on that slim chance?

      Instead of sealing her fate, Rob simply smiled at him. “Your powers of deduction are quite slow, Detective.”

      Aha. Bitch was playing the long game.

      Green wanted Mera to suffer, as she’d clearly stated again and again. Having Julian shoot her because she was a siren meant a quick death, and Green didn’t want that for her.

      Not yet.

      Stepping closer, Mera wrapped her fingers around the iron bars, her focus on Rob. The rough metal scraped against her skin. “Stop the bullshit and the games. What do you want, asshole?”

      The undead leaned forward on his seat, elbows on his knees as he stared directly at her. “I’ve told you what I want.”

      To make her suffer.

      The elevator pinged, startling Mera as someone arrived at the precinct. Old Bill stepped inside and waved at them, before heading toward his desk. He wore aviator sunglasses similar to Cortez’s.

      “I forgot some paperwork, kids.” Halting, he cocked his head to the left, watching the cell. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing much,” Julian explained from behind Mera. “Just interrogating a dead man.”

      He kept further details to himself, of course. Knowledge of a siren-witch loose in Clifftown would generate a panic greater than the undead outbreak, and their colleagues had enough on their hands.

      Bill whistled. “I hope you guys catch the motherfucker behind this madness. The city is going crazy.”

      “Detective Maurea.” Rob’s lips curled, as if her last name disgusted him. “Thanks to the good doctor, my outbreak is no more.” He nodded to Dr. Stone, who observed him wearily from the left. “You’re lucky my wrath will not fall upon you, Doctor, but someone has to pay. And I promised the detective suffering, didn’t I?”

      “Bill?” Julian called out suddenly.

      Adrenaline shot through Mera’s blood as she turned. Bill had already crossed the room and removed his sunglasses, revealing lime-green eyes. His mouth stretched into a gaping maw.

      Mera’s hand went to her gun, but there wasn’t enough time. Grabbing Julian, Bill sank his teeth into her partner’s left shoulder, biting off a chunk of his flesh. Red blood spilled from the wound, while Julian’s screams echoed through the space.

      Old Bill spit her partner’s flesh away, blood overflowing from his mouth. It hurt seeing one of her friends turned into a monster.

      Mera fired, but the bastard dodged quickly, scurrying away through the precinct as fast as a blur. She shot, again and again, but Bill was always faster by a millisecond, until he hid behind a concrete column.

      Dr. Stone rushed to Julian, while Mera placed herself in a protective stance in front of them, her grasp on the weapon steady. The moment Bill stepped out, he would be dead meat. No pun intended.

      Ripping a piece of her shirt, the doctor tied it around Julian’s wound. “I’m calling the hospital!”

      Mera’s heart squeezed. She wanted to check on him, but if she let down her guard, Bill—well, Green—would strike again.

      “Hang in there, Jules.”

      “Trying,” he grumbled, pain clear in his tone.

      “The doctor will be next!” Bill shouted from behind the column, more a warning than a threat. “Get ready, Mera!”

      He was still there, the old man who’d showed her the ropes when she’d first arrived in the precinct. Not that it made any difference. Old Bill couldn’t overpower Green’s will, no matter how hard he tried.

      Damn it!

      The old cop lunged at her, zig-zagging at remarkable speed.

      She had one shot.

      Taking a deep breath, her siren’s instincts took over, sharpening her senses. Bill was too fast, but she only needed one… tiny… window.

      Mera fired, nailing a bullet to his shoulder. It stopped him in his tracks, yanking Old Bill back before he could reach them. As he slammed against the opposite wall, Mera didn’t blink, didn’t hesitate before shooting again, this time right in the middle of his forehead.

      A crippling guilt pierced through her core, but Old Bill wouldn’t have hesitated, either. Tears gathered in her eyes, and her heart squeezed on itself.

      Sticky blood oozed from the hole in Bill’s head, dripping in rivulets down his nose and mustache. “S-she forced me to do it.”

      Sneaky tears escaped from Mera’s self-control, sliding down her cheeks. Bill was a good man. He didn’t deserve to die that way.

      “I know,” she assured him as she put her gun back in its holster. “It’s okay.”

      The lime-green in his eyes vanished, and his body slumped against the wall, crumpling into a lifeless pile.

      Only then did Mera notice the deep cut in his throat. Green had killed and then raised him. She’d done it before her energies were depleted; before Rob had lured them into this trap.

      The old man had been the final card under her sleeve.

      Mera swiveled on her heels, her burning anger focused on the undead behind bars. How she wished shooting him would end this, but Rob wasn’t Green, and Green wasn’t there.

      From inside the cell, he laughed with delight. “You won this round, but your beloved partner is as good as dead, sweet Me-ra!”

      That’s why Green hurt Julian. He was important to her, and the siren-witch wanted her to suffer.

      “When I find you, and I will,” Mera hissed, gritting her teeth, “you won’t survive to tell the tale.”

      Rob chuckled mockingly.

      He would regret that. So would Green.

      Snapping out of her anger, she rushed to her partner and kneeled by his side. Julian had grown pale, and his entire body shivered.

      Wiping away her tears, Mera focused on him. He didn’t need her desperation. He needed her help.

      “You’ll be okay,” she guaranteed, though she shouldn’t make promises she couldn’t keep. She had learned that lesson the hard way.

      “It’s okay, Mer. Joke’s on Green. She got the wrong guy.” He snickered as sweat bloomed on his forehead. Blood flowed down his arm, drenching Dr. Stone’s makeshift tourniquet.

      “Stop with that. Don’t you dare imply you are expendable, do you hear me?”

      Mera’s throat squeezed, the need to cry taking over her. She’d failed him and Old Bill. Morgan Schmid, too. She failed to protect the innocent, again and again.

      Hollowcliff’s finest my ass.

      “No, I mean it. I’m so proud of what you’ve achieved, partner.” Clenching his teeth, Julian tried to control his shivering as he stared at Rob. “Fuck you. When Mera finds you, you’ll wish you were one of your precious dead.”

      “Will I?” Rob stared at him deep in thought, a certain disappointment in his tone. “What did you mean with ‘I got the wrong guy’, Detective?”

      Mera froze, and by the horrid look in Julian’s face, so did he.

      Rob observed him for a moment longer before his attention switched to Mera. “Ah, the nightling who was with you in Lunor Insul… I saw him when I laid the Crown of Land and Sea for you to find.”

      That had been Green? Mera assumed it’d been Poseidon.

      Well, Azinor.

      Fear swam down her spine, and she jumped to her feet. Mera had to bait Green, had to end her before the bitch got to Bast. “Why did you give us the crown?”

      “He hoped you would wear it, at least for a bit.” Rob shrugged. “But you’re smarter than that, it seems.”

      Smarter?

      Mera hadn’t even considered putting on the damn thing.

      “Face me, you coward,” she snarled.

      “I wish you would remember me,” Rob said without a hint of emotion. “But that time soon will come. For now, I must bid you goodbye.”

      Rob gurgled a sound that rang awfully like drowning in his own blood. He thrashed violently, gaping at the ceiling, until he fell limp. The lime-green light in his eyes vanished, and his chin dropped to his chest.

      “Mer, tell Em she was right. I’m an idiot. Tell her I wish I wasn’t so good at missing chances,” Julian muttered, his entire body quivering. “I’m sorry, but I can’t run the risk of coming back.”

      Pulling out his gun, he aimed at his temple.

      Mera rushed to him, but Dr. Stone was faster, snatching the weapon from his grip before he could shoot.

      Julian was so weak, he couldn’t stop her.

      “I’ll save you, Detective, that’s a promise. And as you’ve seen, I tend to deliver on those.” She turned to Mera. “Apply pressure to his wound. Where’s the precinct’s first aid kit?”

      “Cap’s office, top shelf.”

      Standing up, the doctor rushed into Ruth’s office, while Mera kneeled by Julian’s side, pressing her hands against the piece of fabric drenched in his blood.

      Black veins began spreading from the wound, growing like poison ivy under his skin.

      “No, no, no,” she pleaded.

      Mera could only hope Green wasn’t strong enough to kill Julian the same way she’d killed Morgan Schmid. Surely, the necro-bitch had removed her essence from Rob, but he’d already been dead. Ending a living human must be a lot harder. Or so Mera hoped.

      The fact Julian kept breathing was a good sign.

      Rushing back, Dr. Stone gave him some pills with a glass of water. Her hands shook, but her voice remained frighteningly composed; the tone of someone who constantly stared death in the face and said, “Not today.”

      “These will force you to sleep. They should buy us some time.”

      Sirens blared in the distance.
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      Bast sat cross-legged on a building’s rooftop, trying to focus.

      Halle.

      He’d been struggling to catch a whiff of Azinor’s magic since late morning. Now, the sun had lowered in the horizon, a dark purple taking over the pink and orange in the sky, and still, not a single hit on that malachai’s location.

      Glancing down at his hands, he wondered if his magic would catch Azinor’s if he held the Crown of Land and Sea differently.

      He tried. It didn’t work, of course.

      Hunching forward, he watched the sun disappear beyond the buildings. At least the view from that high-up was nice.

      He hated admitting it, but Clifftown looked rather quaint from up there. Thousands of lights slowly came to life after the sun went down, as if swarms of fireflies were conquering the city.

      Clifftown was too much of everything—too many people, electricity, technology—but it wasn’t terribly bad. The river Tigris cut through the concrete jungle, and if Bast narrowed his eyes, he might even spot the ocean in the far distance.

      Indeed, Clifftown had its charms. Mera being one of them.

      She’d been trying to contact him, and Bast should have answered, should have apologized for behaving like a crazy shig, but he had to focus.

      When it came to Mera, his emotions often went wayward. Talking to her could disrupt his concentration, and he couldn’t afford any mistakes. Not when this was his one chance at finding Azinor.

      He had to catch that suket; had to ensure he would never lay a finger on his hart. Whether Mera denied their bond, whether his darkness was right or simply overreacting—as it frequently did—none of it played a role in his mission.

      Mera’s safety came first.

      Always.

      Holding the crown tighter in his hands, he steadied his thoughts. “Come on.”

      Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      “Halle fuchst ach!” Pulling out the magical enhancer from his pocket, he shook his head. “You’re not helping.”

      The object kept thrumming into his magic, fueling his abilities, but not in the way Bast wanted. Until… a ribbon of light stretched from the silver hexagon, wavering the same way a flag fluttered against the wind.

      “Interesting.” He pressed the amulet against the crown. The light slowly ventured inside the silver surface, creating a bridge between its power and Bast’s own.

      At first, he sensed a mystical energy that belonged to the crown itself. Waterbreaker magic, as ancient as Danu’s realms. It carried the salty tang of the ocean and the sound of rushing waves.

      This magic belonged to every particle of the object, but soon he found others—foreign powers that didn’t quite mesh with the crown’s.

      Fingerprints.

      A hint of darkness that almost matched Bast’s own brushed against his essence. He knew that darkness well, and oh, how he missed it.

      Leon.

      His own night and stars soon unveiled, followed by Corvus’. Tiny, weak impressions that almost went by unnoticed.

      A mysterious energy suddenly sizzled and slithered through all others, like a snake tracing a course inside the crown. It tasted bitter, and smelled of limes and rot.

      The path to Azinor. It had to be.

      Bast pushed his magic, and the wavering connection between his power and the shig’s suddenly jolted through the buildings, forming a lime-green path that headed toward the horizon.

      The ocean.

      With a vehicle, Bast might reach the beach within two hours. If he flew, maybe in one. And if he winnowed… his strength might be significantly depleted.

      He couldn’t use the magical enhancer, since it was tightly locked on Azinor’s trace. Removing it from the crown to fuel his own power might break the connection.

      Sure, he’d winnowed to Mera’s place last night without much damage, but he’d been drunk, and magic tended to flow better when one loosened up. Showing up drunk to face a thousand-year-old siren-warlock was a terrible idea, however. Bast had to use every bit of advantage he had, especially if Azinor was as powerful as he feared.

      Flying it would be, then.

      His mighty silver wings flashed to life from behind him. Patting their smooth surface, he smiled to himself.

      “Let’s try to make it in half the time, shall we?”
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      Mera watched Julian through the hospital room’s viewing window. He’d been immersed in a bathtub full of ice and placed in a coma to slow the disease’s spread. Yet, the sickly, black veins under his skin grew thicker, crawling their way through his entire body.

      The treatment wasn’t working.

      “How are you, Detective?” Dr. Stone stepped beside her, holding a clipboard containing notes.

      “Got my partner nearly killed, but thanks for asking,” she snapped, only to immediately chide herself. “I’m sorry, Doc. I’ll be fine once Julian is out of the woods.”

      Dipping her chin, Dr. Stone studied the floor. “I’m buying him time, but he’s not responding to the treatment. The virus is spreading through his body at an incredible speed. It pains me to say this, but his liver and lungs will stop working soon.”

      The urge to scream and sob uncontrollably whirled inside Mera, but she kept her composure. “How long?”

      “Two days. Perhaps three.”

      Right. She had two days to find and kill Green. If she did, the infection would go poof, and Julian would be safe.

      Except, she had no idea where to find the necromancer.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      Pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes, Mera held back a cry. Veins thumped in her forehead, but she didn’t shed tears, didn’t let herself crumble in front of the doctor.

      Dire as the situation may be, she should count herself lucky. Green had spared Julian instead of killing him immediately—like she’d done to Morgan Schmid.

      “Spared” might be the wrong word, though. Green wasn’t the merciful type. The bitch’s powers had been depleted, she’d said so herself, and this was the only reason why Mera’s partner still breathed.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. Old Bill had been contagious, which meant that the moment Julian died…

      “He was infected with an incredibly aggressive strain of Green’s virus, Detective. I hate saying this, but we should wake him tomorrow so he can say his final goodbyes.”

      Mera gaped at her. “You’re going to put a bullet through his brain, aren’t you?”

      The doctor swallowed. “It’s standard procedure in a situation like this. We’ll put him to sleep first. He won’t feel a thing.”

      “Where is he?” Emma’s voice boomed through the Final Ward, her black leather boots slamming harshly on the floor.

      The vampire wore the same attire from this morning—a long, black cloak that covered her from head to toe, her mouth still coated in an onyx layer of lipstick. Her sunglasses were gone, revealing eyes flawlessly outlined by mascara.

      Stopping by Mera’s side, her gaze quickly found Julian beyond the glass. Her rage dimmed for a second while she pressed her palm on the surface, but it soon built up again.

      “You.” She poked Mera’s chest with one finger, pushing her back. “This is your fault! You doomed him!”

      “He… I…” The sobs Mera had contained before itched in her throat, but she wouldn’t set them free, wouldn’t show weakness when she needed to be strong.

      For Julian.

      “I failed him,” she admitted, her tone hoarse and broken. “I fail everyone around me.”

      “Excuse me!” Dr. Stone stepped between them, facing the vampire head on, even if she was two heads shorter than Emma.

      Mera couldn’t deny it—the doc had gigantic balls.

      “I was there,” she countered, “and I assure you, Detective Maurea did the best she could. We all did. So don’t you barge in here accusing her!”

      Someone cleared their throat from behind them. Mera turned, and for the first time in this shitstorm of a day, she felt lighter.

      Mom!

      She rushed toward Ruth, who trapped her in her arms, hugging her the way she used to when Mera was nothing but a merling haunted by nightmares late at night.

      Only then, in the safety of her embrace, did Mera realize how hard her hands shook; no, her entire body.

      “He’ll be okay, cookie.” Ruth laid a hand on the back of her head. “He’s one of the toughest officers we have.”

      “It’s my fault.” She whimpered. “I lost Bill, and now I’ll lose Jules, too.”

      “The hell you will.” Letting go, her mom cupped her cheeks. “You’re not alone. You never have been, do you hear me? You’re a Maurea, and you know the thing about Maureas, don’t you?”

      They never gave up. They never surrendered.

      With a nod, resilience swelled in Mera’s chest.

      “That’s my cookie. Now, let’s head to the precinct and gun up.” A certain ferocity flashed in her mom’s gaze. “We have a necromancer to kill.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The precinct was empty when they arrived, the dark space dimly lit only by desk lamps.

      Mera had lost count of the late nights she’d worked with Julian inside these walls, but today the space felt eerie, almost alien.

      Rushing to her office, Ruth opened the arsenal built into the bookshelves behind her desk. She pulled out a shotgun, then handed Mera a Block 47—a heavy handgun with double-coated iron bullets. It was one of Ruth’s favorites, a weapon she had often used when patrolling the streets in her youth.

      “I have good intel.” Her mom loaded the shotgun. “Christine was assigned to the old docks with Bill yesterday. She said he followed a lead in an abandoned store at Twenty-Third and Ninth, while she dealt with some misbehaving youths who refused to get tested.”

      “She lost sight of him?”

      “For ten minutes. When he came back he was acting strange. Also, he wouldn’t take off his sunglasses.”

      Bingo.

      Mera removed one of her guns from her double shoulder holster and placed Ruth’s weapon inside. “Green might not be there anymore, but this lead is all Julian has.”

      Resting her shotgun on her shoulder, her mom winked at her. “Let’s go.”

      “How does this thing work?” A voice rang in Mera’s mind, flowing through her link with Bast.

      Not his voice, though. The tone sounded low and sharp, as if it had been formed by broken glass. It rang similar to Rob’s, yet when the undead had spoken he’d used his own vocal chords. Now, Mera could hear Green’s true voice, and it sounded awfully familiar.

      None of that mattered, of course.

      The bitch had Bast.

      “You fucking asshole!” Mera barked into the air, her hands fisting. “Don’t you dare lay a finger on him!”

      A cruel laugh rolled from the other side. Hell, she had heard that laugh before, she was certain.

      “Sweet Me-ra,” Green countered. “Still don’t recognize me? It seems hiding my identity with a fake name worked wonders. I spoon-fed it to that poor girl who thought she was betraying me. The girl you couldn’t save.”

      Mera’s blood froze in her veins as she finally recognized the bastard.

      That voice. It had lullabied her nightmares for years.

      No, she had to be mistaken.

      Scornful laughter echoed through the link once again, followed by the image of one lime-green eye, russet hair, and the Crown of Land and Sea on her head.

      “No, no, no.” Mera began dry heaving, trying to catch the air that refused to enter her lungs. Her legs melted underneath her as horror struck deep, her knees hitting the floor.

      Impossible!

      Suddenly, she was thirteen again, fighting for her life inside a ring of molten lava.

      Green couldn’t be her. This had to be a nightmare. Maybe if Mera took a deep breath, she would wake up.

      “Cookie, what is it?” Ruth rushed to her side, worry plastered on her face.

      Swallowing the knot in her throat, Mera fought the urge to curl into a ball and hide. “Queen Ariella is alive.”

      “Nonsense,” the voice snapped, the sound raspy and harsh. “We can’t describe my current state as being alive, weakling.”

      “You bitch!” Mera growled, addressing the monster on the other side, the cruel queen who had Bast at her mercy. “I don’t know how you’re back, but if you hurt him, I swear I’ll kill you all over again.”

      “It’s a bit too late for that.”

      A sudden pain rushed through Mera’s body, stiffening her muscles. Every bone felt as if it were about to shatter into a million pieces. Gritting her teeth, she held back a scream.

      The pain didn’t belong to her, though.

      It came from Bast.

      A picture of his face flashed in her mind, his hair smeared with his own blood, a purple blotch swelling on his eye.

      “Kitten… ”

      “Bast!” she roared, but his presence immediately vanished from the link.

      “Remember, you’re in no position to threaten me, daughter.”

      Ruth cupped Mera’s cheeks, resolve clear in her light-gray eyes. Mera had spent enough time with her mom to understand the hidden message.

      Bargain.

      She had to bargain with the dead queen.

      “What do you want in exchange for his life?” Panic kept trying to take over her, but Mera fought it. She had to if she were to save her hart. “You must want something now that your plans are ruined.”

      “As I’ve said, they were never my plans, weakling. But I suppose we’ll address the matter soon enough.” Through the link, Mera caught impressions of Mother stamped against her essence, which meant she could sense the bitch rolling her bony shoulders. “Besides, I’ve told you what I want.”

      “To make me suffer.”

      “Indeed. We learn through suffering, merling.” The image of one rotting finger, playing with a lock of Bast’s moon-silver hair, flashed in Mera’s vision. “Shall we begin?”

      A spear ramming through her heart had to hurt less than this. Mera didn’t know how, didn’t know when, but she would kill that monster again, and this time she would rip the queen’s head off her fucking neck to ensure she stayed dead.

      “You’ll teach me this valuable lesson from a distance?” Mera asked, hiding the gut-wrenching terror in her voice. She had to stop the queen, no matter what. “I call bullshit. You want to see my pain in the flesh, not just feel it. To rejoice in your revenge, Mother.” The word oozed with poison and disgust. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Mera knew how the bitch ticked. She could only hope Ariella would take the bait.

      “I like what you offer, merling. You can come to watch your love die. I hope you’ll enjoy the show.” An evil chuckle came through the link. “Meet us where you buried me. Be here in ten minutes, or your precious mate will die.”

      “Wait! The beach is two hours from the center. I can’t—”

      “Mera,” Bast’s tone took over the queen’s presence, stealing back temporary control. “Don’t come.” A heaving sound and a cough followed, then the image of blood splattering on the sand. “Let me go, kitten.”

      “Don’t be a hero, you dickwart!” She heard him chuckling, perhaps for the last time. It ripped her heart apart. “Please, hang in there, partner. I’m coming for you.”

      “Don’t.” A peaceful sensation drifted from the other side, the kind one must feel when accepting their death. “I love you, Mera.”

      His presence vanished, and the queen took over. She slapped him in the face, and the burn pulsed hot on Mera’s own cheek.

      A cry squeezed her throat, mingling with the flesh-burning anger that scorched her core. Bast was so weak that he couldn’t fight against a mere slap.

      What had Mother done to him?

      “The beach,” the queen said. “Ten minutes, or say goodbye to your pretty lover.”
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      Bast had reached the beach in record time.

      The moment he landed on the soft sand, the lime-green line that had taken him there disappeared.

      The magical enhancer had done its duty, it seemed. Its power didn’t fuel Bast’s own anymore, which meant the object might need some time to recharge. Placing it in his pocket, he scanned the space around him while his wings folded into his back.

      The navy and purplish hue from the sky brushed over the waves, painting their crests. The moon shone fiercely whenever it appeared from behind sluggish clouds.

      The beach was empty, quiet.

      “Where are you, shig?” he grumbled under his breath.

      Looking down at the crown in his hand, he tried to sense more of the magic that had led him here, yet caught nothing. His darkness, however, warned Bast to a presence that approached from behind.

      Raising his defenses, he turned in time to face a female.

      Undead.

      She wore a tattered red bodysuit that seemed to be made of scales. Her russet hair hung limply down her back, and her ribs poked out of an open gash in her torso. With her gray, wrinkly skin, the woman resembled a dead fish. One of her eyes was missing, the remaining orb shining a lime-green.

      Her tongue poked out from the gash on her left cheek as she analyzed Bast.

      “It seems you caught the wrong scent.” Her low tone resembled a last breath, a voice that fit the creature standing before him perfectly.

      “So it seems.”

      “Are you the one she loves?”

      “Don’t know who you’re talking about. Many females love me.” He motioned to his own face with a smirk. “Part of the appeal, you see.”

      “That may be, Sebastian Dhay, but only one is your hart.” When she grinned, she showcased rows of rotting teeth.

      He remained unfazed. He had to.

      “Was knowing my name supposed to scare me?” He began walking in a wide circle.

      Mirroring his moves, the dead woman followed the pace in an eerie dance that always preceded a battle. “I’m simply being polite.”

      She touched a silver locket hanging around her neck. The trinket was shaped in the form of an egg with odd, inky inscriptions carved on the surface. Magic pulsed inside it, reverberating against Bast’s darkness, clawing at his night and stars the way a hungry wolf clawed at their prey.

      Shaking his head, he held the Crown of Land and Sea tighter. Now was not the time to be losing his mind.

      “I take it that you’re Green?”

      “How can you tell?”

      “The color of your eye. Also,” he jiggled the crown in front of her, “this was meant to take me to someone else, but it led me to you instead. I’m betting this someone instilled his magic in you, which is why I’m here. I didn’t catch the wrong scent. His magic is your magic.”

      “In a way.”

      “The fact that you’re dead is certainly a surprise. It tells me Azinor is more powerful than I assumed.”

      “He’s Poseidon, risen from the trenches!” she snapped. All of a sudden, her expression softened, and she eyed him up and down. “You’re smart, I’ll grant you that. I see why my daughter likes you.”

      Her daughter?

      Halle fuchst ach!

      Only then did Bast truly notice the woman’s reddish hair, her straight nose, and strong jaw. Only then did he see what had been right in front of him.

      Mera.

      “Ariella Wavestorm,” he muttered.

      An agonizing, prickly sensation streamed down his veins. Bast wanted to end this monster for what she’d done to his hart, but the honor belonged to Mera and no one else.

      Spreading her arms, the dead queen bowed to him slightly, the heavy locket that hung from her neck nearly falling on the sand.

      Bast swallowed dry, thoughts flashing in his mind, but none that quite explained this. Fixing his stance, he tried to ignore the alarm in his head that urged him to run.  “I assumed a queen bowed to no one.”

      “I don’t have a crown.” She nodded to the silver object in his hand. “Yet.”

      Placing both hands behind his back, Bast hid the Crown of Land and Sea from her vision. “We’ll see about that.”

      A jittering sensation coursed through his body, a reaction against the ravenous magic trapped inside the locket.

      That thing was bad news.

      “So, you’re Mera’s birth giver, former queen of Atlantea, and also a necromancer. For a walking dead, you wear many different hats.”

      “You mean her mother.” She bared her browning teeth at him, a certain fury swirling in her one green eye. “I’m Mera’s mother!”

      “You birthed her, yes, but you were certainly not her mother.” Looking around, he let out a bored sigh. “Where’s your boss?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Boss?”

      “He who raised you. Who gave you the power to create the undead, though he never had the same power himself. I’m guessing the red pills might have helped.” Bast shrugged, shoving one hand in his pocket as he motioned to her with the crown. “I hoped to have a quick chat with him. I certainly didn’t come here to meet you.”

      The dead queen chuckled a weird sound similar to twigs breaking. “All you’ll get is me. He’s indisposed, you see.”

      “Indisposed? That sounds perfect.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Remarkable that he regenerated most of your organs and flesh. You must have been clean bones when he found you. How did the malachai do it?” Blowing a whistle, he didn’t wait for an answer. “If only he’d learned that in time to win the great war, don’t you agree?”

      “I suppose. But there are new wars to be won.”

      “Is that what he wants? War?” He observed her reaction, actually, the complete lack of it. “No, that’s not it. Wait. Power. Psychotic shigs like him always seek it, don’t they?”

      The queen’s one eye blinked.

      Power it was.

      “And how does he intend to get it?” he pushed. “Ah, he wouldn’t tell you, would he? Azinor obviously wouldn’t share vital information with one of his pawns.”

      Her face contorted in outrage. “Pawn? He’s my—” All too quickly, she caught on to Bast’s game. Wagging her bony finger to the sides, the undead smiled. “You’re smart, fae prince. I see why she loves you, so I’ll grant you a gift.”

      “For little old me?” He stamped a hand on his chest mockingly.

      Raising her chin, a smirk cut across her cracked lips. “He’s free, Sebastian Dhay, and he will bring Regneerik to land and sea. Rejoice, for it shall begin with you. You’ll die knowing you were the one who doomed my daughter. You’ll be your hart’s death.”

      All fake amusement drained from his face.

      “Leave Mera out of this.”

      “Out of this?” The queen cackled. “Why, she’s the centerpiece!”

      “I’m warning you.” Darkness bloomed from his free hand.

      The undead woman hissed at his magic, watching it with disgust. “This is what imprisoned him for so long. Your people’s magic. He couldn’t get out, but that didn’t mean others couldn’t get in.” Her tone seemed wounded, bitter.

      “So the prison was exclusive to Azinor?”

      Essence-binding magic was the only explanation; a type of spell so powerful, it bordered on forbidden.

      The fact his great-great-whatever-grandfather had done that didn’t surprise him. When it came to morally dubious things, his family had a track record. Then again, how was one supposed to stop he who couldn’t die?

      Desperate times, desperate measures.

      “I see,” Bast went on, reading straight through her. “You entered the shark’s den and poked it with a stick.”

      Scowling at him, the queen pointed to the crown in his hand. “Enough with you. Give me what should have always been mine.”

      “Why did you leave it at the beach for us to find, then?”

      “That wasn’t my choice,” she snarled. “He wanted Mera to wear it. The more she used it, the more she would imprint on it. Using the right runes, he could drain her power through the crown.”

      “Tough luck.” Bast scoffed. “Wearing a crown isn’t Mera’s thing.”

      “Indeed.” A certain bitterness coated her tone. “That’s why you’ll give it to me.”

      His darkness bloomed around him in pitch-black blazes, his fangs sharpening. The power spilled from his core, seeping into every crevice of his being.

      “Come and get it.”

      The queen flicked her hand slightly. “You first, Detective.”

      Taking the cue, Bast boosted forward, but didn’t move an inch. He pushed toward the queen, yet his blood kept in place, pressing against his veins and stretching their walls to the limit. It was as if his body wanted to split in two.

      Literally.

      A scream ripped through his throat, the pain of the friction too great for him to bear.

      The queen strolled lazily toward him while he struggled to break free. With one quick move from her, Bast’s fingers released the Crown of Land and Sea against his will. An indignant yelp escaped his throat, veins thumping in his forehead.

      Danu, even breathing hurt.

      Catching the crown mid-fall, the walking dead placed it atop her head. “You nightlings kept this for a millennia. A crown that was never meant to be yours.”

      “We didn’t want it. Merfolk gave it to us for safekeeping.”

      Knowing what he did now, had that been the real reason? Or had some crazy waterbreaker plotted to have a Night King imprinting in the crown?

      It didn’t matter now. Those beings from ancient times were long gone. Even Azinor wasn’t so old.

      The macabre holding Bast in place waned slightly before the queen punched his face, again and again, followed by his stomach. His left eye pulsed, and warm liquid trickled down the edges of his mouth.

      Halle, her undead bones must be made of lead.

      Spitting out blood, he groaned. Bast would have struck back, but the queen’s macabre froze him in place as soon as she was done hitting him. The element of surprise had played to her advantage. Twice.

      Enough with that. If she punched him again, he might be able to raise his defenses in time.

      The queen was smart, however. She lowered her fists, smiling wickedly at him.

      Fuchst ach. The long way it was, then.

      His magic fought against the queen’s, slowly eating away at her hold without her noticing it.

      Bast had to keep her distracted until he could overpower her. “So, this is your plan?” Sweat broke out on his forehead as he struggled against her magic. “Beat a defenseless fae? Didn’t take you for a coward, Ariella Wavestorm.”

      “I wouldn’t call you defenseless, but no, that is not my plan. I’m beating you because it’s fun. I used to do the same to my daughter.”

      Anger rushed through him, and Bast wished he could snap her neck for all she’d done to his hart.

      Soon. Her macabre loosened against his darkness with every passing moment.

      The dead queen leaned forward and lifted his chin. His blood pushed in the opposite direction of his flesh, and it took all of Bast’s strength not to scream in pain.

      “I’ll share a secret with you, Detective. I’ll kill your love before Poseidon realizes what I’ve done. What he will do to Mera…” She shivered. “But in order to grant my merling this mercy, I will need your help. He cannot suspect me, you see. That is my plan.”

      “Mercy?” Bast scoffed. “You’re not the merciful type.”

      Almost there…

      “You’re right. I’m not. She does need punishment for killing me, doesn’t she?”

      Lifting her shoulders, the queen took the locket around her neck and twisted it, freeing a sluggish cloud of darkness that rose in the air.

      It towered over Bast like a living, breathing thing.

      “What on—”

      The magic shot into his chest, burning ice-cold against his skin. No, his very soul. It shredded every inch of his essence, maybe his body, too. A maelstrom of agony that engulfed him surely to spit out his bones later.

      Bast couldn’t think, couldn’t warn Mera through their bond.

      All he could do was scream.
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      Bast was going to die.

      A continuous ringing swallowed Mera’s hearing, her palms becoming awfully clammy. Standing up on trembling legs, she couldn’t grasp the space around her, couldn’t make sense of anything. Untethered from her own body, she floated in a numbing void.

      Air rolled thick and sticky down her lungs. Ariella had Bast, and Mera would never get to him in time.

      She would lose her hart.

      “Cookie!” Ruth’s voice sounded muffled and dim while she shook Mera by the shoulders. “Snap out of it!”

      The queen had Bast.

      Bast…

      “I’ll call the precinct near the shore.” Ruth eyed her with worry. “They should be there in a few minutes.”

      ‘Save Bast!’ her siren screamed, the call shattering through Mera’s agony.

      Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to center her thoughts. “No. Mother will kill them, and then she’ll kill him. I can’t take that risk.”

      “But—”

      “He’s my hart, Mom. That bitch knows how important he is to me. She’ll kill him if I’m not there.”

      Bast was her heart beating out of her chest, and Queen Ariella had him in the palm of her dead hand. Ten minutes, and that monster would squeeze the life out of him.

      “Your hart? Oh, cookie…” Ruth’s tone oozed with pity. “We will save Sebastian even if it’s the last thing I do, but he can’t be your hart. Soulmates are a fable.”

      Whether she was right or not, it didn’t change the way Mera felt about him.

      “It doesn’t matter, does it?” Tears pushed their way out, sliding down Mera’s cheeks. All because of one fundamental problem. “I can’t get to him in time.”

      Even with the fastest car, they would never reach the beach in ten minutes. A thousand variables ran through Mera’s mind, all resulting in Bast’s death.

      All except one.

      Picking up her phone, she dialed a number—a remarkable feat considering how hard her hands shook.

      A ring echoed in her muddled mind, then another, a space in time in which Mera had no floor under her feet, no end and no beginning.

      “Detective,” the dickhead chortled from the other side. “Bold of you to call me after breaking my brother’s heart.”

      “Bast is in danger.”

      He stopped for a millisecond. “Danu in the prairies, I can’t connect to him through our mind link.”

      Maybe it was because of the distance, since Corvus must be in Lunor Insul. Or maybe, her bond with Bast allowed Mera to feel him more clearly. Her partner’s essence pulsed in the distance, weakened but still there.

      “The necromancer has him.” Ignoring the knee-buckling terror spreading inside her, she forced herself to calm. “Can you winnow into my precinct?”

      Corvus blew air through his lips. “How could I? I’ve never been there before.”

      “Your brother will die in the next eight minutes!” Spinning in a circle, she tried to come up with a solution. “Can you trace the call with your magic?”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “Try it!”

      He didn’t answer from the other side. A deep silence took over the call, clawing at Mera, until he muttered in awe, “Would you look at that.”

      Loud interference suddenly burst from the speaker, making her drop the phone.

      “Ouch!”

      The device clanked against the ground, but not hard enough to damage the screen. Before she could pick it up, the air next to her cracked and a portal of darkness cut through the precinct.

      Corvus stepped out, his yellow eyes wide with shock. “That actually worked! Can you believe it? Detective, did you see what I just did?”

      “We have more pressing matters, don’t we?”

      “Indeed.” His forehead crinkled in concentration. “I still can’t find Bast. He must be tremendously weak or… Detective, what’s happening?”

      “He’s not dead.” Bast’s presence remained at the end of their bond, but it was slowly fading. “Can you access my mind and see where I want to go?”

      Touching her forehead with his fingertips, he closed his eyes for a second before nodding. “Let’s go save that malachai.”

      “I’m coming too.” Ruth picked up her shotgun, then grabbed Corvus’ shoulder. “The hell I’ll let that bitch hurt my kid again.”

      Mera’s heart ached. She didn’t want her mom in the line of danger, didn’t want her close to Queen Ariella, but they were wasting time. Besides, she could use all the help she could get.

      Bast’s brother frowned at Ruth as if her touch irked him, but he didn’t move away. “Have you winnowed before, Captain?”

      She shook her head.

      “You’re about to throw up.”
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        * * *

      

      Dark waves hit the shore, the moon highlighting their white crests.

      Tonight, the ocean was neither angry nor calm. As always, its pitch-black surface hid the world below, the world Mera had left behind over a decade ago.

      At a certain distance, she spotted the beginning of a forest, which stretched deeper into the mainland. Somewhere in that jungle, fifteen years ago, she’d buried Ariella Wavestorm.

      The mad queen.

      Mera’s feet sunk slightly in the fluffy sand, while the sound of retching came from behind. Ruth must be emptying her guts after winnowing for the first time.

      “Goddamn it,” her mom grumbled once she was done, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “I warned you.” Corvus shrugged, as if that exonerated him of any guilt.

      Scanning the space, Mera searched for Bast, but she couldn’t find any sign of him.

      When she closed her eyes and tugged at their bond, she caught a glimmer of his presence. He was so weak. His essence flickered against hers, coming from…

      Underwater!

      Mera gasped when she spotted the top of a mooring pole rising from the sea, and a tuft of silver hair floating on the surface.

      “Bast!” she roared, drawing an X with her hands.

      The waves parted, walling a straight path to her partner.

      She boosted toward him, her boots splashing against the sloshy sand. Fish writhed along the path, trying to reach the water-walls that lined the way.

      Tied to the pole, Bast’s head hung low. A tiny whirlwind of darkness spiraled from his mouth up, so that he could breathe. He was so out of it, he didn’t realize he wasn’t underwater anymore.

      Mother had lied. She’d wanted Bast dead before Mera got to him.

      Typical of that cruel, heartless bitch.

      Mera stretched her hand forward, willing the seawater drenching the ropes around his wrists, chest, and ankles to solidify into ice, stretching the fibers to the limit.

      “Bast!”

      He didn’t react.

      She finally reached him, trying to regain her breath. Her hart moaned, half-awake and half-passed out. A purple blotch covered the left side of his face, and a trickle of fresh blood flowed from his lips.

      Red, blinding anger consumed Mera. Death wasn’t enough for Queen Ariella. Mother would suffer for this.

      Like mother, like daughter.

      The thought left her hollow, but she didn’t care. If the queen showed her rotting face tonight, Mera would end her. Painfully.

      “Kitten?” Bast mumbled drowsily, a certain disappointment in his features as he opened his good eye.

      The ice snapped the ropes, releasing him from the pole. He fell hard and at once. Mera nearly toppled over since he was much taller and heavier than her, but she caught him.

      She always would.

      Wrapping his arm around her shoulder, she began dragging him to the shore.

      Fuck. He was heavy, but she wouldn’t stop until he was safe. “I got you, partner. We’re going to make it.”

      “Mera,” Bast mumbled, pain engulfing his voice. “Run.”

      Never.

      From the shore, Ruth stared at her in absolute horror. She tried to yell something, but Mera couldn’t understand what, until the air cracked and split behind her and a cold blade pressed against her jugular.

      Crap.

      She couldn’t fight back, couldn’t run. If Corvus wanted her dead, she was a walking corpse already.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you, akritana.” His breath banged against the back of her neck, his voice hissing in her ear. “You’re a traitor.”

      Ruth took aim, but she was too far to make a hit. Not only that, but a shotgun wasn’t a sniper’s rifle. As impeccable as her mom’s shooting was, ensuring the blast didn’t hit Mera or Bast was impossible.

      “I’m trying to save your brother,” she explained matter-of-factly, annoyance clear in her tone. Bast was hurt and they were wasting time. “Do whatever you want to me after we help him, okay?”

      “Corvus.” Bast’s tone rang so weak it squeezed her heart. He tried to lift his head, but couldn’t. Heavens, he was shaking so hard. “Hurt her, you die.”

      “Kura!” Corvus pressed the dagger harder against Mera’s throat, drawing a thin cut. His hand quivered, which meant a lot considering he was a professional assassin. “What did you get yourself into, brother? An akritana, for Danu’s sake!”

      “Min hart.”

      “Oh, you baku!” With a displeased hiss, Corvus yanked the blade away.

      Bast’s head hung heavier, his feet unable to support him any longer. He was passing out, and Mera struggled to keep him upright.

      “Bast! Wake up!”

      “Stupid shig,” Corvus grumbled under his breath before taking him from her grasp, holding his brother with both arms.

      Bast sagged in his hold, so frail, destroyed… Mera wasn’t prone to crying, but she cried then, consumed by a heart-wrenching anguish that made breathing impossible.

      “My heart,” she whispered.

      A statement. A fact.

      Her trembling hand reached out to touch him, but Corvus pulled him away. The Night King winnowed to the shore without warning, leaving her behind.

      Asshole.

      Mera hurried toward the upper banks and when she reached dry sand, the waterwalls crumbled down on themselves, destroying the path she’d created.

      Corvus laid Bast near the drift lines, where Ruth was standing. Her mom watched the Night King through narrowed eyes, her gun at the ready.

      “How is he?” Mera asked once she reached them.

      Scanning Bast with concern, Corvus shook his head. “I haven’t the slightest clue, Detective. If that’s what you really are.”

      “Of course she is!” Ruth snapped.

      Bast suddenly twisted and yelped, as if an invisible force tried to kill him from inside. Kneeling beside him, Mera laid a hand on his forehead, anguish squeezing her neck. “Tell us how to help you, partner.”

      He couldn’t. Bast struggled to even breathe.

      Right then, Mera prayed to all gods out there, old and new, human or not. She begged them to help Bast.

      None of them listened, of course. The bastards weren’t real.

      “Can it be?” Corvus studied his brother, his jaw hanging as he widened his eyes. “Sakala mi.”

      “What is it?”

      “Can’t you feel it, akritana?” He spread his hands atop Bast’s chest, almost as if scanning his very soul. “His darkness is fighting a strange force from the inside, a force that doesn’t belong to him. This is ancient magic.” He swallowed, his tone falling to a whisper. “Forbidden magic. I think my brother has been cursed.”

      A punch to the gut, but Mera couldn’t hesitate.

      “How do we help him?”

      “Do I look like someone who has a clue?”

      “K-kill me,” Bast croaked, his gaze unfocused like he was talking in his sleep. “Mera won’t be safe.” He let out a long, wheezing breath. “Kill… me.”

      Never.

      She took his hand. Miraculously, in one of his fading moments of awareness, he turned to her.

      “I love you.” Her voice mixed with a cry. “I love you, Sebastian Dhay. You’re my moon and my night sky, and I won’t fail you.”

      Bast hissed as if he’d been stabbed, then let out a sound that could be a chuckle, or a whimper. Hard to tell.

      “Come to your senses, min hart?”

      Before she could answer, he roared in pain; a gut-wrenching sound that made Mera lose her grounding.

      “Bast!”

      His head drooped to the side, his consciousness lost. She shook him, but Bast wouldn’t wake up. His body still tensed, and his face contorted in pain.

      The curse was killing him.

      “Let’s take him to the hospital,” Ruth urged from behind. “They’ll know what to do. Maybe Doctor Stone can help.”

      “A hospital?” Corvus scoffed. “This is forbidden magic, human. It’s taboo in Tagrad! Doctors and healers won’t be able to help him.”

      He had a point.

      Dr. Stone wasn’t a specialist in the unspoken arts so she certainly couldn’t help, but one healer in particular had assisted the good doc in the very beginning. One healer who had been studying dark magic for a while, especially curses.

      After all, how was one supposed to fight a disease without studying it first?

      “We don’t need any healer.” Mera held Corvus’ gaze. “Just one.”

      Utter fear shone behind his eyes. “No. Not her.”

      Yes, her. His half-sister, Stella.

      “Fuchst ach,” Corvus grumbled. “I killed her mother, Detective! I could never face—”

      “Stella doesn’t care about you. She’ll do anything to save Bast, and right now I could give a rat’s ass about your issues with her.”

      Corvus stared at her for a moment, then at Bast. “If we must.” He laid a hand on Mera’s shoulder. “This won’t be a pretty reunion.”

      “Leaving so soon?”

      Ariella Wavestorm stepped out of the forest, stomping toward them.

      Tendons moved clearly behind the gap on her left cheek, and an empty socket occupied the space where her right eye should’ve been. Three of her ribs showed behind her red, tattered bodysuit; the bodysuit Mera had buried her in. Half of Mother’s left arm was nothing but bones. The remaining skin appeared gray and sickly.

      The queen had been dead for the past fifteen years. She should be a skeleton, not this rotting monster approaching them. A strange locket hung around her neck, one Mera didn’t recognize. It was shaped like an egg with odd inscriptions carved on the surface.

      Falling back, Mera scrambled on the sand. Her survival instinct took over, urging her to put as much space between her and the queen as physically possible.

      Her worst nightmare come to life.

      The irrational terrors that woke her late at night, screaming and drenched in sweat, suddenly engulfed Mera, stealing her common sense.

      Her bravery, too.

      She’d heard Mother’s voice through the bond, but seeing her there in the flesh—or what remained of it—changed everything.

      “No,” she whimpered, feeling once again like a helpless child.

      The bitch had risen from the dead to drag Mera back to hell, or the trenches. Hardly any difference, really.

      The queen licked her lips with a purpling tongue, her one eye glaring at Mera. “Regneerik is here, weakling.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      Mera couldn’t get up, couldn’t fetch her gun. Couldn’t even breathe.

      Queen Ariella lifted her hand, her spidery fingers moving swiftly as a mad grin stretched in her rotting face. In response, water spiraled up from the waves, forming a thick cylinder that rose ten feet high.

      Shit! The dead bitch could still waterbend.

      “Danu in the prairies,” Corvus muttered in terror before the tower crashed down on him, leaving Bast unscathed.

      The water swallowed the Night King entirely, lifting him up as it jerked left to right, like a snake trying to swallow its prey.

      “Holy shit!” Ruth raised her gun to shoot at the bitch, but the queen was faster.

      She flung water into the muzzle, quickly turning it to ice. Ruth grabbed a dagger from her belt and began picking at it, but the queen would soon reach them.

      Her mom would never get the weapon ready in time.

      With one swift move of Ariella’s hand, the water worm—only way to properly describe it, really—sank back into the ocean, taking with it a thrashing Corvus, until they both disappeared under the surface.

      ‘Help him!’ her siren urged, which would have been easy if Mera could move a freaking finger. ‘Get up!’

      She couldn’t.

      Her bones chilled, her breathing rushed as she stared at the approaching dead queen.

      Ariella Wavestorm had birthed Mera, yet she’d taken her life in every single way. She’d abused her, stolen her childhood. Forced Mera to see and do things no merling ever should.

      It had always been about survival with Mother.

      Survival of the fittest.

      And Mera had survived.

      Taking a deep breath, she remembered she wasn’t thirteen anymore. Mera wasn’t the merling Ruth had found on that beach, alone, scared, and ready to die.

      She had survived Mother, and she would do it again. She was Mera Maurea, daughter of Ruth Maurea, and she never went down without a fight.

      Get your shit together, she ordered herself, ignoring the urge to run and never stop. With shaking legs she forced herself to get up, facing the dead queen.

      Ariella watched her with disdain. “So weak. So soft.”

      The cock of a gun came from Mera’s side, followed by a blast. Half of Mother’s torso disappeared with the blow, but the queen didn’t seem to be in pain. She merely stared at the missing chunk, then glared at Ruth, her brown teeth gritting.

      “Who do you think you are?” she barked.

      “Her mom, bitch!” Ruth shot again, this time hitting Ariella’s left thigh. “Cookie, help Corvus!”

      Mera nodded, but before she could get to it, a water comet rushed from the ocean. It hit Ruth violently, dragging her toward the mainland.

      “I won’t underestimate you again, human,” the queen spat.

      Stretching her arms and then pulling her hands toward her chest, Mera tried to slow down the comet. “Let her go!”

      Ariella’s magic was strong—too strong.

      But how?

      Waterbreaker power came from life, and Mother was dead. It didn’t make any sense.

      Ice spheres suddenly thwacked against Mera’s body, forcing her to let go of the comet, which then dragged Ruth out of sight and straight into the mainland. Each sphere hurt like a motherfucker, but when the next ones zinged toward Mera, she burst them with her magic.

      Icy powder snowed around her. Had the situation been different she might have found it pretty.

      “I’ve been given a second chance,” Mother hissed, facing her. “I shall use it, dear daughter.”

      The macabre sizzled in Mera’s veins, but since the corpse’s blood was stale, blowing Ariella to pieces wouldn’t work.

      Waterbending it was, then.

      At Mera’s silent command, the waves washing up the shore retreated to form a thick wall of water. It rose several feet then fell into an arch, creating a small tsunami that crashed on the queen.

      “You should have stayed dead!” she roared as Ariella struggled against her magic, holding the rumbling waters inches above her head.

      The monster’s bony arms shook, but Mera kept pushing. She’d never stop, not until the queen was finally, and truly, gone.

      “I did not choose to come back, merling. Least of all to you.”

      A long time ago the words would have hurt, but Mera had stopped craving Mother’s love the moment she’d shoved a triton through the bitch’s body.

      “Why did Azinor bring you back?”

      The queen gritted her browning teeth, struggling to fight off Mera’s magic. “I didn’t want a merling, but he planted you in me anyway. Now he’s come to collect us both.”

      She froze, remembering the times Mother had claimed she’d been born of Poseidon. The gods weren’t real and Ariella was known as the Mad Queen for a reason, so Mera had ignored it. Another of Mother’s countless delusions of grandeur.

      Yet after so many years, here she was, chasing a criminal who called himself Poseidon. A very real criminal. Considering her equally real dead mother stood straight ahead… Maybe the crazy bitch had been telling her the truth.

      Her throat dried, and a flurry of thoughts flashed in her mind.

      If Azinor was her father, what did he want from her? Why could he suddenly raise the dead? And most of all, where was he so Mera could shove a bullet in his brain?

      Taking advantage of the distraction, the queen shattered the tsunami into a thousand droplets that rained down on her. With inhuman speed, she boosted toward Mera.

      The punch the bitch threw smacked her jaw and sent her spinning. The blow reverberated through Mera’s skull, and her vision went white for a second.

      Were the queen’s bones made of iron?

      Mera balanced herself swiftly, but Mother sucker-punched her in her stomach, then her face again, sending Mera flying until she crashed on the sand.

      The cruel asshole stomped toward her.

      Before Mera could regain herself, Ariella grabbed her by her hair, the undead’s breath slamming against her face. “You should count yourself lucky, merling. Your father isn’t done with you, but once he is… Killing you before then will be a mercy. Beg me and I’ll do it.”

      “I don’t need to beg. You’ve been trying to kill me since I can remember.” A line of blood trickled from the corner of Mera’s mouth, and her face felt numb where she’d been hit, but she didn’t hesitate two seconds before spitting on that bitch’s face. “I’ll send you back to hell, Mother. That’s a promise.”

      “We do not believe in hell, weakling. Have you been on land for so long that you forgot our faith? Perhaps you’ve accepted their ways because of the weak human who looked after you. Your mommmy.” A scornful laugh twittered inside her hollow chest. “Pitiful!”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      A mighty water jet smashed against the queen, swallowing her whole. Mera’s magic dragged her through the beach in a reverse whirlpool that pushed and pulled her in different directions. The Crown of Land and Sea dropped on the sand as the thrashing waters shoved the bitch into the forest where Mera had buried her fifteen years ago, but it didn’t stop there.

      Ariella screamed inside Mera’s raging power, yet the whirlpool kept dragging her through the length of the forest, hauling the mad queen out of sight.

      Shaking in between rushed breaths, Mera stood and turned to the water. Closing her eyes, she tried to catch Corvus’ presence, but he wasn’t there.

      The ocean showed her everything—the fish breaking through the currents, the corals near the shore—but she caught no sign of Bast’s brother.

      As if on cue, the air next to her ripped open into a void and Corvus jumped out, soaked and heaving for air, but still alive.

      Mera sighed in relief. The Night King could be a dick most of the time, but she would hate to see him dead.

      “Detective!” He gasped, struggling to balance on his feet. “Water does NOT behave like that!” He pointed to the spot where the water worm had dragged him under. “I couldn’t winnow until the magic disappeared!”

      Mera couldn’t explain it either, though she suspected a magic block might be involved. Professor Currenter had told her about it when she was younger, back when Mera still lived in Atlantea.

      Looking around desperately, she tried to find Ruth. When she spotted her mom limping toward them but in seemingly good health, she breathed out.

      The Cap smiled as soon as she reached them—a silent message that assured Mera things would be all right. It made this entire mess feel better, at least a little.

      They were safe, they were together. Now, they had to help Bast.

      “Take us to Stella,” she told Corvus.

      “Cookie!” Her mom suddenly yelled, raising her gun and firing at something that came from behind Mera.

      One moment Ruth was there, the next her body swelled and burst in a red flash, leaving an empty space next to her.

      Mera couldn’t understand what had happened.

      Corvus was drenched in red. Pieces of brain and flesh stuck to his skin and clothes. His yellow eyes stood out from the liquid tainting him, his mouth hanging open as he glared at the blood coating every inch of his body.

      When he stared at the direction Ruth had fired, he yelled something that might have been “Detective!”, but Mera couldn’t hear his voice amidst the continuous beeping that flooded her ears.

      Corvus bolted forward, a sphere of darkness swirling on his palm.

      Ruth wasn’t standing next to her anymore.

      Why?

      Glancing down at her hands, Mera realized they were drenched in blood. Her whole body was.

      Ruth’s blood.

      “No,” she whimpered as bile thrashed violently in her belly. “Not like this…”

      She should have anticipated the macabre, and because she hadn’t, she’d failed another innocent.

      The most important one of all.

      Mera tried to reach the water, but bent over and threw up before making it, crying and coughing as she emptied the contents of her stomach next to shards of bone and teeth. A wail that seemed to come from a wounded animal escaped her throat. “Mom!”

      She couldn’t breathe properly, only cry. Ruth had been by her side throughout Mera’s entire adult life, and a good chunk of her childhood. Always there, ready to catch her if she fell.

      “Detective!” Corvus bellowed once again.

      Mera turned to see him battling Ariella fiercely. She sensed Corvus’ darkness blocking the queen’s macabre, but he couldn’t keep it up for long. The moment he got distracted…

      Fight, cookie, Ruth’s voice echoed in her memory.

      The void in Mera’s core morphed into something harder; something burning and fucking furious. Something thirsty for violence and pain, but most importantly, hungry for revenge.

      ‘Kill. The. Queen!’

      Speeding toward them, Mera pulled ocean water behind her with a swift move, shaping the water to her will as she transformed it into ice.

      “Move!” she roared, and Corvus immediately jumped aside, glaring at her and at the thousand icicles and ice daggers that pierced through the air, following after Mera.

      “Danu in the prairies,” he muttered.

      Half of Ariella’s face was missing, her tongue dangling from the left side of her cheek, thanks to Ruth’s final shot. A sense of pride filled Mera’s chest. Her mom might be gone, but she didn’t go empty handed, like the badass that she was.

      The badass Mera had always strived to become.

      The queen gurgled, trying to speak, but she failed since half of her jaw was missing. Through one lime-green eye, she gawked at Mera before fighting off her magic. She turned one, maybe two daggers into ice dust, but Mera quickly rebuilt them.

      Right then, she was a hurricane of rage and hurt, and she wouldn’t stop until she killed that bitch. Permanently.

      A horrid, savage shriek rushed from Mera’s throat as she hurled the first icicle forward. It pierced through Mother’s thorax, leaving a gaping hole.

      The queen didn’t utter a sound; she merely stumbled back. Moving her arms in a circle, Ariella created a wall of ice that stretched from the line of water to the beach’s drift lines.

      Mera stopped before the wall and looked over the top. She then focused on the smudged creature who ran away on the other side.

      ‘Not so fast.’

      Something wild and ravenous possessed Mera, urging her to scream.

      So she did.

      The shriek that left her throat shattered the wall into a million pieces. It blew sand up and rippled through the waves, breaking the air itself. Her screeching power hit Mother with a fury, sending her toppling to the sand.

      “Stop!” Corvus yelled from the upper drift lines, both hands on his ears, his voice nearly mute against Mera’s own.

      She closed her mouth.

      Mera didn’t know how or when she’d acquired the siren’s shriek, a rare ability amongst waterbreakers. Mother certainly hadn’t given it to her.

      She didn’t care.

      Ahead, the queen tried to stand, so Mera shot two long daggers forward, their icy blades as sharp as knives. They cut through Mother’s thighs with one swipe, separating them from the rest of her body with surgical precision.

      Ariella didn’t scream as she dragged what remained of her body on the sand, clearly trying to put some distance between them.

      Cocking her head left, Mera watched the rotting flesh, the browning bone on display, and the sticky black goo that flowed from the open cuts.

      Ariella had taken everything from her: Mera’s childhood, her throne, her happiness. Her life in Atlantea. Now that Mother had returned, she’d put Julian in the hospital, cursed Bast, and killed Ruth with the macabre.

      The dead asshole was only getting started, of course. Pain and sorrow always followed Ariella Wavestorm.

      Overtaking the crawling undead, Mera stopped before the queen and raised her arm. “It ends tonight, Mother.”

      The rotting monster glared at her, gurgling words Mera couldn’t understand. Maybe she cursed her to the trenches. Maybe she begged for mercy.

      None of that would change her fate.

      Lowering her arm, the thousand icicles and ice daggers behind her slashed forward, piercing Ariella’s body and hacking her limbs at the same time. Her wrists were chopped first, then her ears, as well as her elbows.

      A thicker, longer dagger that resembled a sword split her upper body in two, while a smaller icicle pierced through her empty eye-socket. Icy shards riddled her face, chest, and everywhere else, turning Mother into a frozen porcupine.

      Yet the bitch wouldn’t die.

      Even when an ice blade slashed across her neck, beneath her silver necklace with the egg-shaped locket, the queen refused to go.

      Her head tilted back on the sand, but Ariella still gurgled bubbling sounds, trying to speak.

      Mera stepped closer, studying the disfigured head covered in black, gooey blood. She’d saved the final blow for last.

      Flicking her fingers, a dagger sped forward and floated under her palm. “Pray, Mother. Pray he doesn’t raise you again.”

      The blade dropped with one twist of Mera’s hand, piercing the middle of the monster’s forehead. The queen’s body stopped wriggling, the gurgling sounds dying midway in her throat.

      Ariella was dead.

      Again.

      “Danu in the fucking prairies!” Corvus gasped from the upper banks, horror clear in his tone.

      Turning back and utterly ignoring him, Mera focused on Bast. More precisely, on the place to his left where Ruth had been standing.

      A whimper cracked her throat as she watched a red radius on the sand; a radius that surrounded an empty spot which would never be filled again.

      Some of her mom’s blood had sprinkled onto Bast, though not nearly as much as it had on Mera and Corvus.

      Knees buckling, she fell on the sand. New sobs escaped her, sobs she couldn’t control.

      Stepping closer, Corvus laid a hand on her shoulder, even though fear rolled in his veins, reverberating against Mera’s macabre. She’d scared him shitless, that much was clear. Despite that, the Night King showed her compassion.

      A kind feat, and not at all like him.

      “The Captain died protecting her child. If you ask me, that’s the most honorable way for an amma to go.”

      Mera’s warm tears flowed down her cheeks, tracing a path through her mom’s blood, which coated most of her body. Amidst her sorrow and pain, however, she felt an agonizing pull that clawed at her heart, connecting her to the fae lying on the beach.

      Her partner twisted in pain as he fought for his life.

      “Bast,” Mera croaked, her throat dry, her body feeling as heavy as iron. She wanted to curl up and cry, to lose herself in her monumental grief, but she couldn’t. Not yet. “We have to get him to Stella.”

      Mera had failed Ruth. She wouldn’t fail Bast.

      “Indeed. Before we do, however… ” Corvus pointed to his bloodstained-self and then her. “Mind showering some of this off? A grim remembrance, isn’t it?”

      A part of Mera didn’t want to get rid of what remained of her mom, couldn’t let go of Ruth. If only she could keep her there for a little while longer… but Corvus was right.

      Whimpering as she held back cries, Mera willed ocean water to float above their heads. It spilled into billions of droplets, raining down on them and washing off most of the blood.

      Corvus remained silent, respecting Mera’s pain and loss as the water rushed upon them.

      Gazing at her hands, she wished the red tainting them wouldn’t drain toward the sea, wouldn’t leave her all alone in this world.

      She couldn’t tell why this felt like a burial.

      Once she was finished, they went to Bast. Corvus carried him in his arms, but her partner still writhed in pain, his jaw set and his eyes closed.

      He hadn’t seen what happened to Ruth. At least of that he’d been spared.

      “The queen didn’t attack my brother, even though he was easy prey,” Corvus noted.

      When Mera placed a hand on Bast’s forehead, he stopped thrashing slightly, letting out a small and relieved breath. “Whatever curse she put inside him, it’s important.”

      “And a ticking time bomb.”

      “That, too,” she admitted quietly. “I’ve lost enough tonight. I won’t lose your brother, I promise.”

      Considering Mera’s track record he shouldn’t believe her, and yet Corvus nodded, utter confidence beaming from his eyes.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, giving her his shoulder.

      No.

      Her mom, her ground, the one woman who’d kept her alive and safe, was gone.

      “You’re a Maurea, kid,” Ruth’s voice echoed in her mind.

      Mera was maybe fifteen, and she’d just gotten a bad grade at school. Her mom sat with her on the couch, peering at her with a warm smile. Ruth’s hair was brown back then, and slightly longer. She had less wrinkles, too.

      Lifting Mera’s chin, her mom winked. “And you know the thing about Maureas? We never give up. We—”

      “Never surrender,” Mera muttered, watching the ocean.

      Clearing her throat, she turned to Corvus.

      “I’m ready.”
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      Wood creaked under Mera’s knees and palms. Her mind spun and nausea took over, but she’d already emptied her stomach back at the beach.

      Lifting her head, she stared at the big room with old wooden walls, high ceiling, and floors. Wood had a way of absorbing scents and liquids over time, so it reeked of old bark and soup.

      A red couch rested on the far end, near a large herbarium with LED overhead lamps shining on tall plants. Plump red tomatoes hung from the stems, and some peppers, too.

      Mera would have smiled at the sight, would have been ecstatic to return after such a long time, but Ruth’s loss left a void that gnawed at her soul.

      “Detective,” Corvus called from beside her, facing the opposite direction. He kept holding Bast steadily in his arms. “I trust you’ll clear this misunderstanding?”

      Misunderstanding?

      Forcing herself to stand, Mera turned around to see Stella aiming a gun at Corvus’ head.

      Bast’s sister carried murder in her striking blue eyes, eyes that were so much like her partner’s. She wore a red dress with golden details that twirled from her shoulders to her feet, as if she’d wrapped a fancy sheet around her body, leaving a strip of her stomach exposed.

      “Mera, what is he doing here?” she snarled through gritted teeth, while an onyx strand of hair brushed over her face. “What did he do to my brother?”

      “Nothing!” Corvus cried. “Also, I’m technically your brother, too. Well, half-brother, but still.”

      Stella clicked the safety off, holding the gun with both hands. Her fangs grew sharper, and her irises flashed yellow. Maybe Mera was seeing things, but black fur began growing atop Stella’s arms.

      “Say you’re my brother again, you bastard, and I swear I’ll shoot.” Her tone wavered between kind-hearted healer and bloodthirsty monster.

      Carefully, Mera stood between them with her palms raised. This situation was escalating way too quickly for her taste.

      “Stella, since when do you have a gun?”

      Lifting her shoulders slightly, she narrowed her eyes at Corvus. “They’re practical.”

      Good point.

      “Look, I know he killed your mom when you were five.” The words hurt, since Ruth’s loss was still so fucking fresh. Mera had never expected one day she would relate to Stella’s pain. “What he did was unforgivable.”

      “Terribly sorry about that by the way,” Corvus added somberly. “Not one of my proudest moments. You were a youngling, and you shouldn’t have witnessed…” his voice broke.

      Stella blinked, her jaw hanging slightly as if she couldn’t believe what she’d heard. The onyx fur on her arms began receding into her skin, her eyes turning blue again. “Did you just apologize?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s been over twenty years!”

      “Better late than never?”

      “You shig!” Stella closed one eye, trying to find a clear path to him—not particularly hard given that Corvus was a lot taller than Mera.

      “Wait! Before you shoot… ” He cleared his throat. “Since reuniting with Bast, I’ve come to recognize certain wrongs in my past. There weren’t many, I might add, but you’re the one creature in this world whom I failed the most.” He stared at the gun. “You’re the only one with the utmost right to pull that trigger.”

      Stella’s hands shook, her mouth contorting into a bitter curve. Tears glistened in her eyes but she didn’t shed them.

      “You’re not a killer,” Mera quietly reminded her.

      Stella didn’t break eye contact with Corvus. Moments passed, a small eternity that thickened the tension in the air.

      “If you want to live, don’t ever call yourself my brother again,” she finally said. “Understood?”

      He nodded, and she slowly lowered her weapon.

      Stella was a much better person than Mera. Even if Queen Ariella had apologized for killing Ruth, she would have still slashed the bitch into a thousand pieces.

      Bast suddenly yelped, thrashing against his brother’s grasp. Corvus tried to hold him down, but her partner was in too much pain.

      Fear replaced the fury in Stella’s eyes, and she motioned to a single bed near the corner of the room. “Put him there!”

      Corvus quickly set him atop the mattress. Bast writhed in pain, a cold sweat breaking out on his forehead.

      “He’s so weak.” Checking his eyes, Stella felt his pulse. “What happened?”

      Corvus eyed Mera for a second. “An undead necromancer cursed him.”

      She didn’t understand why he kept her secret, but she appreciated the gesture.

      Maybe Corvus wanted to keep Stella safe, to make up for the damage he’d done. After all, simply knowing about Mera’s true nature could hurt her. The penalty for helping a siren was death. More precisely, a bullet to the head or a beheading—the accused could choose. Or maybe, Corvus wanted to keep a bargaining chip.

      Mera could never tell what the Night King’s true intentions were.

      “Undead necromancer? This is really bad.” Closing her eyes, Stella ran her hands over Bast’s chest, as if scanning him with her palms. “This magic is as forbidden as it gets. It’s the strongest curse I’ve ever seen, and that says a lot since it’s dormant.”

      “Dormant?” Corvus scoffed, pointing at Bast’s ashen skin and the cold sweat that drenched his body. “Look at him!”

      “Curses weren’t made to be dormant. That’s why it’s killing Bast, you baku,” she snapped. “We have to get it out.”

      Strange.

      Delaying pain for later gratification had never been Mother’s motto. So why leave the curse inactive?

      Stella might seem composed, like the good healer she was, but her hands quivered when they passed over her brother’s heart. “Gods, he doesn’t have long.”

      Mera ignored the panic prickling at her heart. “How will you remove the curse?”

      “I’ll take it from here,” she poked his chest, then pointed at her own, “and put it here. It’s simple, in theory. Depends mostly on the curse.”

      “Absolutely not,” Mera snapped. “Bast would never allow it.”

      “He can’t stop me, can he?” She placed her hands on her waist. “Trust me. This is the only way to help my brother until we find another solution.”

      “I’ll do it.” Corvus stepped forward. “I’ll take the curse. The detective is right. You’re precious to Bast, and if he discovers you got hurt on my watch, he will never speak to me again.”

      Scoffing, Stella eyed him from head to toe. “Since when are you a hero, Corvus Dhay?”

      He tipped his chin at his brother. “The shig seems to be rubbing off on me.”

      Stella glared at him as if she couldn’t believe her own eyes. Finally she blinked, then clapped her hands.

      “I appreciate you both trying to spare me, but you won’t be able to hold the curse without dying. I removed a malediction once, and it attacked the second host two times harder than the first.” She stared at Mera pointedly. “I was the second host by the way, and I got it under control. Trust me to handle this.”

      “I can’t let you—”

      “Mera, I’d love to see Corvus in pain, trust me. Thing is, I’m a healer, and I can’t let either of you take the curse. I might be the youngest here but I’m also the expert, and I’m absorbing the blasted thing. That’s final.”

      “I don’t like this.” She truly didn’t, but pride swelled inside Mera anyway. “You’re as stubborn as your brother, you know that?”

      “Oh, I’m fully aware.” Stella set a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to like it, my friend. I’m doing it and that’s that.”

      Her partner would have told her the same. Uncanny how similar Bast and Stella could be, despite having different mothers.

      “Fine, so you’ll take the curse.” Corvus shook his head, his arms crossed. “What comes next?”

      “We have to find a vessel for it, a magical object designed specifically to contain maledictions.” Bast groaned then, and worry creased Stella’s forehead. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. He doesn’t have much time.”

      Slamming both palms on her brother’s chest, she began chanting from deep within her throat; a droning murmur that sounded ancient and so very wrong.

      At first, nothing happened.

      Stella’s chanting increased, becoming louder and faster, until Bast’s back suddenly arched.

      A pitch-black tip of magic rose from his heart. It looked different from his night and stars, and it felt different, too. The magic thrummed throughout the room, making Mera’s own power coil in itself. A deep, unsettling force made of nothing, a void ready to swallow everything in its path.

      The cloud puffed sluggishly in the air, leaving Bast’s body. As soon as the last inch of the curse left him, he went limp. Her partner let out a deep sigh, his head drooping to the side.

      He was safe.

      The nimbus of forbidden magic whirled slowly before them; a thick smog with a glazed oil-like surface. Mera stepped closer to Stella without her noticing it, which was easy considering the curse held her undivided attention.

      Bast’s sister kept chanting, her words as intense as her focus, which remained completely on the curse and not at Mera. Almost as if the forbidden magic was an animal Stella wished to tame.

      Maybe Mera was losing her mind, but the curse seemed to consider the healer with curiosity, analyzing its potential new host.

      Stella suddenly stopped chanting and spread her arms, clearing the path for the curse.

      No way Mera could allow that.

      Stella was not only her friend, but Bast’s little sister. He’d sacrificed a world of things to keep her safe. Her hart might be unconscious, but Mera knew what he would do. Heck, she would do the same, even if it meant her doom. Even if it meant Stella would hate her.

      Protect the innocent.

      The cloud of tar shot forward.

      Shoving Stella aside, Mera took her place. The curse smashed into her with the force of a wrecking ball crashing through a wall, swallowing her entirely.

      Everything went dark.
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      “Mera! What did you do?” Stella yelled amidst the darkness, her tone angry yet so very distant.

      Blinking back into consciousness, Mera shook her head. Her spine hurt, and her brain pulsed against her skull. The curse had knocked her against the opposite wall, which explained the soreness in her body and the ringing in her ears.

      Rubbing her temple, she slowly returned to the now. “I couldn’t let you go through with it.”

      Stella glared at her the way one would glare at a misbehaving child. Crouching before Mera, she analyzed her, then clicked her tongue. “I had it under control.”

      Maybe, but Mera couldn’t run the risk.

      Cramps prickled her insides, surely because a curse had just smashed her against a wall. Moving hurt like hell, but other than that Mera didn’t feel any different.

      Groaning, she sat up straight. “Wasn’t the curse supposed to kill me or something?”

      She’d expected a rush of excruciating pain, but the only problem she had was breathing; it became more difficult by the second. The impact must have hit her harder than she thought.

      Glaring at her, Stella fell back. “What the hell?”

      “Fuchst ach!” Corvus stepped into Mera’s field of vision, coming from the left. “This is not good, Detective.”

      “What—” Mera couldn’t finish the sentence.

      She couldn’t breathe. At all.

      Clawing at her throat, Mera wheezed, gasping for air, but when she glanced at her hands a chill ran down her spine.

      Her skin had become as smooth as a pearl, a silvery hue that reflected the colors of the rainbow where light hit it. Thin membranes connected her fingers, and when she touched her ears, she found fins stretching from her earlobes. The gills on her neck tried to absorb air, well, water, so she kept suffocating.

      “Halle! Where’s your bathroom?” Corvus asked Stella.

      Bast’s sister pointed to the left, and he dashed toward it. She kept staring at Mera in shock. “This doesn’t make sense.”

      If Mera could speak, she would explain that the curse had never been meant for Bast. It had been Queen Ariella’s final gift to her.

      The bitch knew she would sacrifice herself for her hart. No, she was counting on it. And Mera had fallen straight into her trap.

      “You’re too obvious in your ways, daughter…” Mother’s voice reverberated in her memory.

      Stella ran a hand over Mera’s chest, a confused frown marring her face as she tried to pull at the sticky magic spreading through her friend’s body. She chanted lowly, but the curse kept spreading its tar tentacles through Mera’s essence.

      “It’s not coming out. I don’t understand!”

      “Stella… ” She struggled to speak. “C-can’t breathe.”

      “Right! Shit!” Jumping to her feet, she rushed to the bathroom. “Go grab her!” she yelled at Corvus.

      Only then did Mera hear the sound of rushing water.

      Dashing back into the living room, Bast’s brother took her in his arms, lifting her as easily as if she were made of paper. “Hold on, Detective.”

      Had this been Mother’s true plan? To expose Mera to the ones she loved? To let the government she defended put a bullet in her head?

      Using Bast to deliver the curse had been particularly cruel. Mother’s masterpiece, truly. The bitch wanted Mera to suffer before passing away. For her to die in shame, as a traitor to the country she served.

      In Mera’s book, there was no worse way to go. Mother knew her so well. If she could breathe, she would have laughed at the irony.

      A bathtub half-filled with water waited inside the bathroom. Dark wood coated the walls and floor, and a single mirror stood above the sink. The basin rested atop a small vanity, and a wooden stool stood next to the door.

      Rushing forward, Corvus placed Mera in the bathtub, making a small splash. But the water was too shallow and couldn’t reach the gills in her neck.

      Her skin, however, could filter the liquid into something she could breathe. It didn’t work with the same efficiency as her gills, but it was a secondary respiratory system—a biological plan B.

      Problem: with the clothes clinging to Mera’s skin, it felt like trying to breathe through a plastic bag.

      Hurrying, she removed her jacket and shirt, then her pants. Thank heavens she was wearing a black bra and panties, but the indignity of it didn’t pass unnoticed.

      ‘Better than suffocating to death,’ her siren countered.

      Very true.

      The moment her skin touched the water without a layer of clothes in between, Mera’s lungs stopped burning and her gills stopped aching.

      Slowly, she regained her bearings.

      Turning to a flabbergasted Stella, she opened her mouth. No sound came out; not because Mera couldn’t speak, but because she didn’t know what to say.

      “Why did you remove your clothes?” Stella asked. “Oh, it’s your skin, isn’t it? It works the same way as a frog’s! It can filter the water.”

      Mera nodded, waiting for realization to hit Bast’s sister.

      “Outstanding! Wait.” Excitement vanished from Stella’s features. “How did you know you could breathe through your skin?”

      Mera didn’t need to reply. Stella had already figured it out. Stepping back, she shook her head. “No way. No.”

      Mera tried to reach out to her, but she was stuck in the damn tub. “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “It was a revealing curse, wasn’t it?” Stella mumbled. “It turned you into your true self. It was always meant for you, not Bast.”

      “I’m still the same person.”

      “No, you’re not. You are dangerous.” Horror contorted Stella’s expression. “You could have blown us to pieces any time you wanted. Gods, you could have killed Bast!”

      “But she didn’t,” Corvus pointed out the obvious.

      “I would never hurt any of you, especially Bast. I would give my life for him. He’s my hart.”

      “Oh, you finally recognized your bond!” The Night King clapped loudly. “Took you long enough.”

      Stella snapped her head toward him. “You knew about this?”

      “About their bond or that she’s an akritana?”

      “Both!”

      “Sebastian lost all common sense when it came to her. They are connected by a golden string, that much was obvious.”

      Stella cocked her head to the right, seeming to agree.

      “As for her watery origins, they were revealed to me strictly by necessity. Her dead mother tried to kill us, you see.” He shot Mera a glance filled with sorrow. “With one of us, she succeeded.”

      Stella’s jaw hung open. “Your dead mom put the curse on Bast?”

      Mera nodded, her throat squeezing as she fought back tears. Once the water rose to her chest, she turned off the faucet. “She gave birth to me, but she wasn’t my mom.”

      Ruth…

      If she were there, she would know what to do, what to say. She would know how to get them out of this mess.

      “You put Bast in danger. You were supposed to take care of him.” Stella spun around, slamming both hands on her head. “Simply being aware of your situation could doom him. All of us, too! I need a second.” She stormed out of the room.

      “Stella!” Mera cried. “I’m sorry.”

      “One second!” she barked from the living room. “Fudgenuts!”

      Oh, she was mad. Mera had never heard Stella curse in English. Sure, fudgenuts didn’t exactly count, but knowing Bast’s sister…

      Yeah. She was pissed.

      “Corvus, won’t you go after her?”

      “You believe talking to her mother’s murderer will help?”

      He had a point.

      Pipe water tasted like metal and stale mud. Nothing compared to the crisp freshness of the ocean. The disgusting taste spread through her siren’s body, but at least Mera could breathe.

      “I assume the undead queen was a Wavestorm?” Corvus asked quietly as he dragged the stool on the far left closer to her. Sitting on it, he crossed his legs before pointing to her russet curls. “According to the books, the Royal House of Atlantea has hair the color of blood. Which makes you a princess, doesn’t it, Detective?”

      “Banished princess,” she corrected.

      “Ah!” A certain glee sparkled in his yellow irises. “A banished princess, like Bast used to be. Ironic, don’t you think?”

      “You’re saying he was once a banished princess?”

      Corvus pointed his index finger at her, a witty grin creasing his lips. “Who knew you had humor in you, akritana?”

      “Thank you.” Mera tapped the edge of the tub. “For your help, that is.”

      “Don’t. I did it for my brother. He would kill me if I let anything happen to you—not that you needed any help.” He leaned forward, like he was about to tell her a secret. “The rest of the nation, however, will not be so kind. The country fears your people, and fear is far more dangerous than hate. Do you understand?”

      She absolutely did.

      Leaning back, his forehead wrinkled as he studied her legs. “I always wondered why you lot never developed fish tails.”

      “Why would we need them? We waterbreak.”

      “Mera!” Bast’s voice boomed from the living room.

      “You’re too weak,” Stella urged, but his heavy, uneasy steps thudded on the wooden floor anyway.

      “Where is she?”

      “In the bath-roooom,” Corvus crooned.

      Bast rushed into the space, his good eye widened—his left one was closed thanks to the swollen purple bruise under his eyebrow. His fingers dug into the doorframe to stop him from falling.

      He was so weak…

      Without meaning to, Mera burst into tears. Happy tears, because her hart might be wounded, but he was there, awake and safe.

      Completely ignoring Corvus, Bast rushed toward her, kneeling by the tub.

      “Kitten,” he cupped her cheeks, sorrow beaming from his blue eye. “This is what the queen wanted.”

      “Yeah.” She laid a hand over his, rejoicing in his touch. “I’m lucky we came here and not a hospital. If we had, I’d be dead by now.”

      Leaning forward, he pressed his forehead against hers. “I know how we can remove the curse. The queen wore a strange locket around her neck. It’s where she contained the magic before releasing it on me.”

      Shit.

      The locket was back at the beach, near Mother’s chopped head.

      Mera shook, dreading the return. She couldn’t go back. Couldn’t face the red splatter on the sand which marked the spot where Ruth…

      Noticing her distress, Bast turned to Corvus, silently asking for an explanation.

      “The Captain fought bravely, but lost her life to the queen’s macabre.”

      “Halle fuchst ach.” Bast’s face contorted in grief, his eyebrows knitting together. “I’m so very sorry, kitten.”

      “It’s okay,” she assured, even though nothing was okay.

      “The queen caught me by surprise. An undead shouldn’t be able to use magic.” He gritted his teeth. “I’ll be prepared next time, that’s a promise. I will get that locket.”

      “She certainly won’t put up a fight,” Corvus sneered. “The detective hacked her into pieces. Her akritana powers are truly remarkable.”

      Bast’s eye widened. “Did anyone else see Mera using water magic?”

      “It was a remote part of the beach with no bystanders. We were quite lucky.”

      Mera half-listened to what they said. Dipping her chin, she caught a glimpse of her face on the water’s surface.

      She’d never seen herself as a grown waterbreaker.

      Her reflection glared back at her with beady green eyes, a nose smaller than Mera had grown accustomed to, and thin, nearly non-existent lips. Her russet hair looked the same, if not fuller, as if minuscule red scales coated each thread. The green fins rising from her earlobes poked out through her red mane.

      She resembled Ariella Wavestorm so much, it hurt.

      “I’m a monster.”

      In every single way.

      Bast lifted her chin, drawing her attention to him. “So am I.”

      His eye became pitch black, and his fangs sharpened. Large, draconian wings without any scales flashed into existence next, their silver surface smooth like dolphin’s skin. They spread as much as the small bathroom allowed them to, towering over her.

      “There. As we truly are.”

      Mera watched the male before her, her creature of night and stars. How she loved him... Propelling the water, she rose slightly, enough to plant a kiss on his lips.

      “Min hart,” she whispered.

      A throat cleared from the doorway and Bast’s wings disappeared into thin air, his eye turning back to normal.

      “Enough, lovebirds. We’re not out of the woods yet,” Stella remarked as she entered the space. “I’m sorry I stormed out, Mera. It was a lot to process. I know you’re a good detective and that you’d never hurt Bast.” Shuffling her left foot in a circle, she studied the floor. “I’m proud to call you my friend. It’s just that… Gods! You’re a siren, for crying out loud.”

      Mera motioned to her own body. “Yeah. I kind of noticed.”

      Chuckling, Stella shook her head. “Let’s get you back to your human shape, but first…” Approaching Bast, she gently touched his face.

      A sapphire gleam spread from her hands, and within moments his purple eye deflated. The bruises across his body vanished completely.

      Bast patted his chest, then touched his face. “Since when can you do that so quickly? It usually took you half a day.”

      “I’ve been practicing.”

      Standing up, he trapped his sister in a tight hug, his fingers digging onto her flesh. “Thanks sis, but mostly, thank you for keeping Mera’s secret.”

      “Of course I’m keeping it, you baku!” She slapped the side of his head. “She doesn’t deserve to be hunted down and killed. Mera might be a siren, but she’s also one of the best officers out there. She catches the bad guys, and that should count for something.”

      “Yet, it won’t,” Corvus added. Before Bast could ask, he raised his palm. “I won’t say a thing, even to Ben. Snitching on the detective would be dishonorable. Besides, I like having you both at my mercy.”

      Ah, there he was, the cunning Night King Mera knew.

      “Let’s go.” Bast stepped closer to his brother, then turned to Mera. “We’ll be back soon.”

      “I’m coming too,” she insisted.

      “No, you’re not. We were lucky the beach was empty during the fight. If you come back and someone sees you—”

      “High tide was rising when we left, so the necklace could be underwater. With Azinor still out there, I can’t risk any of you going for a swim.” She got to her feet, the water running down her pearly skin, as she pointed at Corvus. “I don’t have long before I start suffocating, so winnow us there as fast as you can.”
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      The moment they blinked onto the beach Mera bolted toward the water, ignoring the red radius splattered on the sand near the drift lines—where Ruth had taken her last breath.

      Diving through the waves, she didn’t stop until crisp saltwater surrounded her. Her belly nearly scraped the sandy bottom from the shallows, but as long as she kept fully immersed it didn’t matter.

      Her gills gulfed the liquid around her madly, as though Mera had spent the last fifteen years incredibly thirsty.

      There, beneath the waves, she was free and endless.

      How she’d missed the seawater coursing through her body, the currents calling for her… But she was there for a reason and that reason was not waterbreaking. Rising to the surface, she found Bast standing further back, the waves lapping lazily past his waist. His long hair matched the color of the moon, his blue eyes trapped on her.

      Standing up, she approached him, unable to contain her giddy joy. “It’s been such a long time! I’d forgotten how wonderful it feels.”

      “Seeing you happy is always a delight, kitten.” He admired her with a soft smile before planting a kiss on her lips.

      Mera returned the kiss, relishing in the softness of his mouth against hers, until she glanced at the shore, where Corvus stood on watch.

      Not far from him, the spot where Mera had killed Mother stood completely bare. Every piece of Ariella’s body was gone.

      Detaching from Bast and turning toward the open ocean ahead, she swallowed dry. “Get out of the water.”

      “I prefer waiting for you here.” He crossed his arms. “Don’t worry. I won’t be caught by surprise again.”

      Maybe he was right. Maybe she was overreacting.

      Closing her eyes, Mera focused.

      Slowly, the ocean revealed itself to her. A school of fish swam on the far left, algae danced to the rhythm of the tides deeper ahead, and turtles crossed the currents from a mile away. They were all stamped in her essence, for Mera was the ocean and the ocean was Mera.

      Crabs strolled lazily off-shore, their pinched legs ticking against the sandy ocean floor, next to an egg-shaped form surrounded by body parts. Mother’s arms, legs, hands, all neatly stacked onto the sand, forming a circle.

      Turning to Bast, tears prickled her eyes. An irrational fear took over, not of death or Azinor, but the panic of possibly never seeing him again.

      Mera’s hand moved in a swift circle, and waves rushed toward Bast so quickly that he couldn’t fight back.

      He’d been expecting an attack from an enemy, not her.

      “Mera!” Planting his feet on the sand, he fought her magic, but they were in the ocean and the water was her element. “Fuchst ach!” he bellowed as the waves surged upon him, finally knocking him over and taking him away.

      Mera’s water magic rushed furiously around Bast while the waves dragged him toward the sand. Thankfully, he wasn’t strong enough to winnow just yet.

      “Keep him safe!” she shouted to Corvus before going under.

      Waterbreaking for the first time in years, Mera dashed into the vast blue. Her lungs burned as water filled them completely, but only a little. She hadn’t been using them anyway.

      It took her a few minutes to reach the spot with the circle built out of the late queen’s parts. The silver locket lay right in the middle, half-buried in the sand.

      A trap, obviously, or an offering. Although she doubted Azinor was the giving type.

      “Show yourself, dickface,” she snarled at the endless sea.

      Only silence replied. Tides ruffled her hair, fish swam at a distance and miles ahead, whales crossed lazily through the currents.

      Well, she had to take the bait. Swimming down, Mera quickly snatched up the locket before leaving the eerie circle.

      The ocean was dark, but a waterbreaker’s vision adapted quickly. Aligned with her naturally built sonar, Mera could see as clearly as day. She would certainly sense if someone approached from a mile away.

      Yes, she might seem utterly alone, but the tides couldn’t have stacked Mother’s remains so neatly on their own.

      “Why did you bring her back?” she shouted to the vast penumbra ahead.

      The locket’s metal felt awfully cold in her palm and Mera shivered, but not because of the cursed object reverberating in her bones.

      Azinor was out there, watching.

      Looking down, she found Mother’s upper chest on one side of the circle, nearly opposite to her disfigured head. Next to it, a bony, motionless hand clawed at the sand.

      The queen’s body had been turned into a puzzle, as if somehow, Mera was supposed to put the bitch back together.

      Ariella didn’t move, didn’t blink. No magic wafted from her. She was definitely dead, and a certain relief washed through Mera.

      At least that.

      “I raised your mother because I wanted to,” a deep tone called from the ocean ahead.

      A male appeared out of thin water, floating close to the other end of the circle, keeping himself not too far, but not too near. His emerald irises shone brightly, almost as if he were a cat in the night.

      The dickface had masked his presence with his magic, a skill few waterbreakers possessed. Mera certainly hadn’t mastered it.

      At first sight, he resembled a human male with no hair on his head. His strong, corded muscles stretched across his body. He didn’t have fins on his ears or gills on his neck. Nothing about him denoted he might be a child of the sea.

      Dark inscriptions similar to the ones decorating the locket ran across his flesh, covering his entire trunk, chest, and arms, only to stop slightly above his collarbone. The male wore pants that clung to his skin; the same thin, stretchy fabric her people used for their bodysuits. His feet were bare, and his skin had an intense grayish hue that wasn’t normal for either waterbreaker or human.

      “The queen is precious to you,” Mera stated, her entire body tense. “That’s why you’re keeping her.”

      Smiling through impeccably white teeth, a certain pride beamed from him. “You are also precious to me, in a way.”

      Yeah, right.

      The squared lines of his features, together with his piercing gaze, made him somewhat beautiful, the same way one would find a tiger beautiful before it lunged at one’s neck.

      “You’re Azinor, I assume?”

      “I haven’t heard that name in a long time.” A low chuckle rolled in his chest. “Poseidon seems more fitting, since I spent an eternity in the trenches. Don’t you agree?”

      “Azinor it is, then.”

      “Ever the defying child.” He kept his hands behind his back in a non-menacing manner, not a hint of emotion flashing past his expression. “Spiteful, like your mother.”

      The insult hurt, but Mera had no time for dilly-dallying. If she was there risking her life, the bastard better give her some answers.

      “You impregnated and then killed Sara Hyland. Why?”

      Azinor seemed to sigh, though he couldn’t. Like hers, his lungs were filled with water.

      “Sara created the compound that helped me raise the dead. It’s what I used to bring back your mother. If Sara had agreed to do as I said, if she hadn’t sought the help of the Summer King, I wouldn’t have been forced to kill her.”

      “And murder your unborn bub in the process,” she added. “You discarded Sara and your merling as if they meant nothing.”

      He frowned as if she’d spoken in a foreign language.

      “Yes, they meant nothing. Nothing against the bigger plan. Sara was a means to an end, the child an accident.” He lifted his shoulders. “I’m a male and the flesh is weak, especially after being trapped for an eternity. You, most of all, should understand that, daughter.”

      Cruel, fucking psycho.

      “So it’s true. You’re my—”

      “Father.” He reveled on the word as if tasting each letter.

      “More like lender of genetic material,” she corrected, a nauseating sensation thrashing in her empty stomach. “I’m lucky there’s no family resemblance.”

      “Isn’t there?” He motioned to his own complexion. “I would argue you carry a hint of my grayish hue. Also, I do see myself in your wide, cruel eyes. Don’t you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hmm, I suppose you are right. You are your Mother’s spitting image, after all.” He glanced at the body parts with a certain longing. “The cruelest waterbreaker in the seven seas.”

      “Enough with the bullshit,” Mera snapped. “How did you escape your prison in the trenches?”

      Azinor swam in slow circles and she followed his moves, always keeping a safe distance between them.

      “Brave, foolish souls, such as your mother. They dashed into the darkness, seeking either danger or answers, only to meet their doom. I couldn’t leave, so I kept them there with me, feeding on their power until I was strong enough to break the seal.”

      “Took you a long time.”

      “The trenches aren’t a tourist attraction.” He licked his thin lips. “I didn’t receive many visitors, although, once, a silly merling gifted me a water dragon on a platter. Beautiful creature, truly.”

      Mera’s blood chilled to zero as images of the beast flashed in her memory. “I-It was an accident.”

      “A delightful accident, which warned me of your existence. I’m both dead and still living, so I didn’t think my seed could flourish. What a wonderful surprise you were.”

      Glancing wistfully at nowhere in particular, he seemed to lose himself in memories. “Your mother never visited while you grew in her belly, but she did come after. Always keeping a safe distance, glaring at me from the cliff’s edge. She stayed for a moment or two before leaving, and in each year after, she came less and less.”

      “Don’t take it to heart,” Mera snapped. “Bitch was busy turning my life into a living hell.”

      “That may be. But when she stopped coming to the ridge, I knew something was wrong. So, I hurried.”

      His tone reminded her of a placid lake at night. The prick was cold. Calculating. Even when speaking about the queen, someone he clearly cared about, Azinor sounded detached. Or maybe, he only cared about what Ariella could give him.

      Such as a child.

      Hard to tell when it came to monumental psychos.

      “It took me years to break free,” he explained. “Your mother was nothing but bones by the time I found her.”

      “Keep him talking, kitten.” Bast’s voice suddenly rang in her head.

      Relief washed through Mera. Her hart was with her. “Copy that, partner.”

      Feigning interest, she pointed her chin at Azinor. “You killed everyone and everything that went into the trenches, but not Mother. Why?”

      “She was different.”

      As if that explained it.

      Cocking his head to the side, the dickface watched Mera with curiosity. “Strange thing, a mating bond. Your mother fears me, yet she can’t pull away. I despise her, but can’t stop craving her presence. You see, daughter, she is to me what the nightling is to you.”

      Mera’s bones chilled as a knee-buckling horror took over her, but she didn’t let it show. She wouldn’t give the bastard the satisfaction.

      “How romantic.”

      Not. Two creatures as broken as they were couldn’t know what love was. Their mating bond must have been toxic as hell.

      Motioning to the queen’s scattered body parts, Mera scoffed. “Is this how you love her? Why you set up this sick display?”

      “No. See, I need your help. Together, we will bring her back.”

      Mera gripped the locket so hard, the scribbles on the surface probably left imprints on her skin. “You really lost your mind.”

      Ignoring her remark, Azinor glanced down at the sea floor. Only then, did Mera spot the Crown of Land and Sea half sunken in the sand, outside Mother’s circle.

      “Won’t you take it?” he asked. “It’s yours by right.”

      “I figured you wanted it.”

      “I do not chase a silly crown. That was the queen’s past-time.”

      Which meant he didn’t want power. Didn’t want revenge, either. It didn’t burn in his eyes, didn’t spill through his words, like it always had with Ariella Wavestorm.

      “What do you want, then?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He motioned to the empty space around them. “I want it all to burn. Land, sea, it doesn’t matter. I shall bury this world in ashes and blood once again, child. Only chaos will remain.”

      “You’ll burn first, dickwart.”

      “Piecing your mother back together the first time required a great deal of energy,” he went on, utterly unfazed by her threat. “I must replenish if I’m to raise her again. If I’m to destroy your uncle’s realm, along with the home you call Tagrad. For that, I will need your power.”

      “I’ll die before giving it to you.”

      His forehead wrinkled. “You’re no use to me dead. For now.”

      “Then why did you try to kill me?”

      “Your mother can hold a grudge. I did not allow her to end you. For her disobedience, I apologize.” He offered Mera his hand. “Enough. Help me raise her.”

      She swam back. “Are you delusional? I won’t help you.”

      “You speak as if you have a choice.”

      He snapped his fingers, a soundless motion that stilled the blood in Mera’s veins, keeping her in place with a magic awfully similar to the macabre, yet wasn’t exactly it.

      The runes tattooed on his body. They must be doing this.

      Water thrummed around her until thin rivulets cracked the liquid, spreading like billions of shiny veins.

      Lightning underwater. It sounded crazy, but it was the only way to describe it.

      Blue energy crackled as it plunged into Mera’s skin, burning and hissing through her flesh. She bit back cries while the lightning dashed into her essence, connecting to the magic in her core.

      Those tendrils of light stretched toward Azinor, linking him to her, before they began draining Mera’s magic.

      “Kitten!”

      “Bast, wait!”

      This was her chance to defeat the prick once and for all.

      Mera opened her mouth to scream, the siren’s shriek clawing at the back of her throat, when the oddest thing happened. Inky inscriptions appeared on her skin, as if an invisible quill used Mera as paper. The tattoos swirled from her wrists up to her elbows, the words ancient and unreadable.

      Hundreds of dim voices whispered in her ears. Voices that came from the blooming signs on her skin, telling Mera things she couldn’t quite understand.

      Azinor’s eyes widened. “It seems I gave you more than my seed.”

      She had to be quick. Taking momentum, Mera shrieked with all the strength she had left, but no sound escaped her lips.

      The prick chuckled. He had blocked her through his macabre-like magic. “Resisting is futile, daughter.”

      She fought against his hold, yet her energies were depleting while Azinor’s grew in return.

      Shit!

      The cruel bastard’s emerald eyes turned bright blue, matching the mystical energy thundering around them.

      “Ashermath et ma na,” the tattoos that had nearly reached her shoulders whispered. The language rang similar to Faeish, but she didn’t recognize their meaning.

      ‘Ashermath et ma na,’ her siren repeated.

      Azinor went suddenly still, his eyes widening. An invisible, magical clutch flowed from Mera’s core, trapping him where he was. Not only that, but the power he’d stolen from her slowly returned to her veins, the flux reverting through the lightning.

      “You know not what you are, Mera Wavestorm,” he muttered with a certain awe.

      “It’s Maurea, asshole!” she bellowed, fists balled as the blue light around them shone brighter. “Mera Maurea!”

      Energy, raw and pure crashed through every pore of her body, filling Mera to the brim with not only her own magic but a bit of Azinor’s, too.

      ‘This is phenomenal!’

      “Enough!” he screamed, before releasing a siren’s shriek so mighty that it broke through the water itself.

      Mera’s waterbending fought to protect her and keep her in place at the same time. Her hair fluttered as his shriek boomed across the vast blue, sending schools of fish tumbling back and pulverizing corals a mile away.

      The lightning around them vanished into a thousand flickering rivulets which mingled with the ocean, the power completely gone. The strange tattoos sunk back into Mera’s skin, their whispers silenced.

      “I’ll have to take a different approach with you,” he barked, showing a lack of control for the first time.

      Closing his fist, his macabre froze Mera where she floated.

      Her body became heavy. She couldn’t move, not even a finger. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears as she began falling toward the sandy floor.

      Toward Mother.

      Fuck, she couldn’t move. Couldn’t save herself.

      A small underwater explosion suddenly boomed behind Mera, waves blasting against her back. Night and stars tore through the macabre trapping her the same way a knife sliced through butter.

      Azinor stretched his hand, trying to catch her as his mouth contorted into another shriek. But before he could reach her, strong arms wrapped around Mera’s waist and pulled her into an endless void.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      Mera crashed onto the wooden floor, water drenching her enough for one last breath. Her vision spun as her skin absorbed the last droplets.

      “Hang in there!” Stella pried the locket from her stiff palm. Staring at it, she began chanting lowly.

      Was she reading the egg?

      Translation spell, probably, but Mera had no time to wonder.

      The curse twisted and turned in her chest, shredding her from the inside out. She bellowed in pain as the magic’s pitch-black, freezing tentacles clung to her heart. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

      Mera was about to black out, lullabied by horrid screams that boomed around her, screams that came from her own throat.

      “Faster, Stella!” Bast’s voice urged from somewhere, but she couldn’t find him.

      Everything swirled in a blur, yet she could feel someone holding her hand.

      Bast. She faintly remarked she might be crushing her hart’s palm.

      Stella kept chanting, her tone a continuous drone.

      The last traces of water vanished from Mera’s body, and her gills ached for the liquid, her skin becoming as dry as bone.

      She couldn’t scream anymore. She couldn’t even breathe.

      “She’s suffocating!” Bast roared.

      “Mak’hitar,” Stella hissed, slamming a hand on Mera’s forehead.

      Mera’s spine arched, a jolt of electricity sizzling through her until a pitch-black smog rose from her thorax.

      Before she had a chance to regain herself, she turned to hurl all the water filling her lungs. The salty tang burned against her scraped throat, but slowly, she wheezed in sharp breaths.

      Her skin softened, so did her hair. Her gills and fins retreated back into her skin, the membranes between her fingers vanishing.

      As she resumed breathing, she stared at the cloud of tar puffing above, a storm of darkness about to fall upon her. Blinking, she centered her vision to find her own reflection on the oily surface.

      For the first time, she spotted a bit of Azinor in her traces. The dickface was right.

      Her eyes weren’t entirely like Mother’s.

      Something pulled at the malediction, and the thing expelled a bone-chilling sound akin to nails clawing at a metal board. The curse took momentum to dive back into Mera, when something next to her began absorbing it—the open egg-shaped locket Stella held.

      Once the curse rushed fully inside, Bast’s sister clicked the locket closed, whispering things Mera couldn’t understand. The egg shook as the inscriptions on its surface glowed yellow until the maddening, thrashing energy inside it stilled.

      Finally free, she sat up and massaged her sore throat. “I-I could have handled Azinor.”

      “Could you?” Bast raised one eyebrow. “I had to align my magic with Corvus’ just to break his macabre. Azinor is a powerful enemy, and he had the upper hand.”

      “How can someone like him even exist?” the Night King mumbled from the corner of the room, his expression haunted.

      “No, you don’t understand,” Mera blurted, not bearing to look at Bast. “I have to stop him. He’s my father.”

      Her hart took that in for a moment. “As far as I know, Ruth Maurea was your amma and your appa. Anyone else is just noise.”

      Tears swelled in her eyes, and Mera held back the cry in her throat. “Thanks, partner.”

      “You did a good job.” Watching her with relief, he smiled. “Azinor told us what he wants.”

      “Chaos on land and in Atlantea. How do we stop the bastard?”

      “Without calling attention to your situation as an akritana?” Bast scratched the back of his neck. “We’ll have to strategize our next steps.”

      Nodding, she forced herself to stand on shaky legs. Stella quickly grabbed a towel and helped her dry up, soon handing Mera her white shirt, jeans and jacket.

      “Thank you,” she told Bast’s sister and Corvus. “Thank you for everything.”

      “Anytime.” Stella winked at her.

      Corvus merely nodded, his face still wrinkled in shock, but Mera’s eyes widened as realization suddenly hit her.

      Mother was dead. Which meant Green, the necromancer was gone, along with her essence.

      Julian!
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        * * *

      

      Mera sped through the Final Ward, anxiety thrashing in her core. After losing so much, at least she’d saved one person.

      Julian had to be okay. He simply had to.

      Emma stood outside his room, watching him through the viewing window. The vamp seemed tired, her cheeks sunken, which was odd since vampires didn’t need much sleep.

      “Green is dead!” Mera announced victoriously.

      “I know. The infection vanished.”

      “So, is he up yet?”

      Emma’s mouth set in a grim line. Dipping her chin, she nodded to the inside of the room. Julian lay still on the hospital bed, his body wrapped in thick sheets. Vital signs beeped faintly from the monitor next to him.

      Mera’s legs weakened, an invisible python wrapping around her lungs.  “Wait, that’s not possible. I killed Green. Julian has to be okay.”

      “He’s free of her essence, yes.” Emma leaned against the window’s frame, her arms crossed. “His body was too weak, though. It doesn’t look good, Detective.”

      Mera had failed Morgan Schmid, lost Ruth, and now Julian. Bending over, she tried to breathe as tears pricked her eyes. She might be transforming into a waterbreaker again, because she couldn’t freaking breathe.

      Mera had failed everyone around her, especially the people closest to her heart. All except Bast. Though somehow, she was certain that time would come, too.

      ‘The hell it will,’ her siren countered.

      Slowly regaining her bearings, she stepped in the room, and Emma followed after her.

      Mera halted next to Julian’s bed and laid a trembling hand on his forehead. He was deathly pale, his skin so cold… his body was clearly on the verge of giving up.

      “Jules, I’m so fucking sorry.” A whimper escaped her lips. “There must be something we can do, Emma.”

      “I have an alternative, but you won’t like it,” she explained carefully, watching out for Mera’s reaction. “If he gets worse, I’ll turn him.”

      “Into a vamp?”

      Emma stared at her like she was dumb. “Obviously.”

      It wasn’t ideal and Jules would be pissed, but it was better than the alternative. A shred of relief washed through Mera.

      Not all was lost.

      “Will you be here when he wakes?”

      The vampire arched one perfectly manicured eyebrow. “Won’t you?”

      Glancing down at her former partner, she squeezed his hand gently. Mera wished Julian knew she had been here, that she cared. Yet, once again, she would have to leave him.

      So much had happened. So much was yet to come.

      The vamp studied her for a moment longer, before slowly nodding. “I’ll be here for him. He won’t be pleased that you left again. But I’ll be here.”

      “Thanks. He’ll need all the help he can get.” She took a deep breath. “We just lost our Captain.”

      Emma blinked, a certain grief in her azure irises. “I’m sorry to hear that. Ruth was a good woman.”

      “You knew her?”

      She nodded. “I hope you killed whoever did it. Painfully.”

      “I chopped them into pieces, but that won’t stop what’s coming. It’s only the beginning.”

      The vamp stared at her, taking in what she’d said.

      “Chopped, huh? Never took you for the type. Very well, then.” She pointed curtly toward the door. “Go save us all, Detective.”
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        * * *

      

      Bast waited for Mera on the hospital roof.

      Sunrise drenched him in a soft morning glow, turning her hart into a work of art. For the first time since the shitshow with Azinor went down, Mera felt lucky. So very lucky to have him.

      Turning to face her, he opened his arms.

      Mera rushed to him, pressing her face against his strong chest, listening to Bast’s heartbeat as she wrapped her arms around him. Fingers digging into his back, she doubted she could ever let go.

      The world should be made of this and only this: the two of them, right there in that moment. In his strong embrace, she found complete peace, even if briefly.

      “I don’t want this to end,” she spoke against his shirt, her voice muffled.

      Bast squeezed her closer, his arms enveloping her shoulders. Of course he sensed her fatigue, her sorrow.

      Her loss.

      They shared an unbreakable bond, a small window into each other’s souls.

      “Julian might not make it through the night,” she muttered.

      “He will be fine.” His kiss grazed the top of her head. “The shig isn’t one of my favorite people, but he’s a strong malachai. Stronger than a cockroach, I’d say.”

      An awful remark, but Mera chuckled anyway. She hoped his words would become truth.

      Worst case scenario, Emma would turn Julian into a vamp, a solution which would bring its own set of headaches.

      “I can’t do this without Ruth. She was always by my side.” Mera stifled the cry that swelled in her throat.

      “You’re not alone. I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      His vow soothed her, even though her mom had once promised her the same.

      Sniffing back unshed tears, Mera looked up at Bast. “We have to tell Councilor Adams. He was close to Mom.”

      Her hart observed her with a certain gravity, his expression hard as stone. “The councilor called shortly after I reported the Captain’s fate. He’s on his way here.”

      “What will we tell him?”

      “The truth. That your amma was killed by a siren necromancer.” He stared at her pointedly. “After that, we follow my testimony on the report. We tell him you shot Green in a rage, that the bullet hit her forehead, and that the ocean strangely took her body away. No mention of her being undead and your biological mother. Understood?”

      A bitter taste settled on Mera’s tongue. “We have to at least tell him about Azinor. He’s a danger to Hollowcliff and the rest of Tagrad. The council needs to be aware.”

      “Absolutely not. Azinor’s existence links back to you, and there’s no way we can prove he’s even real.” Sighing dispiritedly, Bast cupped her cheek. “Ruth protected your secret for over a decade, but the shelter she provided is gone. We must tread carefully.”

      Mera’s chest ached.

      Pivoting toward the sunset, she watched the shiny yellow orb lower to the horizon, hiding behind the towering skyscrapers of Clifftown. A soft breeze caressed her skin, blowing a newfound resolution in her.

      Mera was one of Hollowcliff’s finest, daughter of the toughest and most honorable police captain out there. A woman who’d saved her, even though Mera was a merling; even though keeping her alive broke the law.

      Ultimately, there was one rule Ruth Maurea always put above the city’s needs.

      Protect the innocent, at all costs.

      Mera would spend her days honoring her mom’s legacy.

      “There’s more,” she countered quietly. “Azinor wants the world to burn, including my people’s home. Since his attempt to bring mayhem to land failed—”

      “He’ll turn to the sea.” Bast’s eyes widened in horror. “Surely, you’re not saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “I am.”

      “I can’t let you do it, min hart. I won’t.”

      “There’s no other way.” Mera’s hands fisted as she fully understood the absurdity, and impossibility, of what she was about to say. “I have to return to Atlantea.”
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      The sea was immutable. Eternal.

      Like him.

      A metallic drone whirred next to Poseidon. The thing was shaped like a stingray and it moved with the same easy flow, its glowing blue eyes shining without a soul within.

      The technology Ariella had fostered during her reign never failed to surprise him. Her brother, Barrimond, had pushed the advancements forward after her death, until Atlantean technology far surpassed that of the land. In fact, the waterbreaker king could have easily conquered the continent by now, yet he refused.

      No one else had lived long enough to witness the irony of time like Poseidon had.

      It didn’t matter. When his hour came, he would correct the fool’s mistake.

      Glancing at the metallic stingray next to him, he grinned. The little devices could be incredibly easy to tame. Learning how to reprogram them took a fair share of time, of course.

      Eventually, he learned. He learned many things.

      His old world had vanished, yet Tagrad still stood. The blasted nation was stronger than ever, despite its vast array of creatures. Surprising, really. Poseidon had expected at least a handful of civil wars, yet the landriders had strived.

      Marinum, the old waterbreaker borough, had been split between Clifftown and Lycannie. Meanwhile Atlantea flourished, isolated from the land that had once been theirs.

      Disappointing.

      Had Ariella been alive, the entire continent would belong to their kind by now. She would have conquered and slain, bathed in a symphony of landrider blood.

      His fists balled at the missed opportunity. Their merling had put an early end to this beautiful future when she’d shoved a triton into her mother’s gut, all at the tender age of thirteen.

      Impressive, if misguided.

      Funny how small actions could change the course of history. Killing Astred the dove had certainly had that effect.

      A certain pain pricked his chest as he remembered her. Astred was beautiful, nearly ethereal, and she’d hated Poseidon with the same intensity with which he’d loved her.

      Indeed, he’d loved her as he jammed the blade in her gut, as he squeezed her neck and watched her face become purple. He’d loved her as she stopped thrashing, and life faded from her pretty doe eyes.

      Blaming her death on the witches had been awfully easy, and thus, Poseidon sparked the Great War.

      All on his own.

      Losing Astred had pained him, but eternity tended to make one numb. What was love against a greater purpose? Against infinity itself?

      He’d never expected to feel that way again until… his gaze fell to the circle of body parts beneath him.

      Until her.

      The stingray-shaped device next to him whirred. The glowing blue orbs on each side of the machine shone brightly before a soft glimmer burst from the thing, aimed at the queen’s remains.

      Ariella’s pieces lifted into the currents, floating inside the glowing net of light. Ironic that it resembled a fishing net.

      The queen was his catch, he supposed.

      Swimming forward, he pushed his palm through an opening in the net to find Ariella’s chopped hand.

      He might be too weak to reconstruct her, but he could keep her there, with him.

      Concentrating, he attempted to find her soul amidst the great unending space. That was what he called it: the place where every soul went shortly after their passing.

      Some, however, lingered if unfinished business tormented them, business such as grudges, or an insufferable amount of hate. Poseidon chuckled to himself. Ariella had plenty of both, especially when it came to their child. It was how he’d found her, even years after her death, raging in limbo. However, he wasn’t strong enough to bring her back.

      After breaking free of his prison, he spent two years regaining his energies, walking between land and sea and learning about the brand new world that opened before him.

      It took long. Far too long, so he grew impatient. After all, he’d spent thousands of years trapped, biding his time.

      He couldn’t wait another day.

      When he met a smart, young woman named Sara Hyland, he saw an opportunity that paid out wonderfully. Her pills could help him raise the dead, specifically his dead queen.

      If only Sara hadn’t grown a conscience.

      He’d considered raising her after her passing, but Poseidon had enough strength to bring back one single soul, and that was Ariella’s. Besides, the human would harbor pure hatred toward him for killing their unborn child.

      How could she blame him, though? The youngling would have been a halfling. Death had been a better fate.

      Eventually, he raised Ariella and found a way to raise many others with her help, using Sara’s pills. Even in death the queen’s magic was strong, and it amplified his own, turning her into a mighty necromancer—for the time she had the power, at least.

      An opportunity to unleash chaos in Tagrad surged to the surface, one that could engulf the land in blissful, perfect, mayhem. His plan had been set, yet his plan failed.

      Thanks to their daughter.

      A nuisance, but not the end of the world.

      The runes tattooed in his body glowed a bright gold as he scanned the unending space further.

      Damn that wench! He’d told Ariella to stay near his essence in case she was killed again, but following directions had never been one of her strong suits.

      “I still have to make you pay for disobeying me,” he grumbled to himself, eyes closed as he tried to find her. “Ending our daughter before her time would have destroyed my plan. Now, where are you?”

      Ah, there.

      He found the queen’s soul scurrying away, like a scared fish swimming from a shark. Her lime-green essence shuddered in fear of him.

      Indeed, she feared and loved him. A wonderful mix, he figured.

      Chuckling low in his chest, he shook his head. “Come here.”

      Pulling her soul toward him, he opened his eyes. His golden runes glowed green as he channeled her essence from the unending space back into her deformed head. Once they were done, his runes stopped shining.

      The queen’s head pulsed with lime-green light, the sign Ariella Wavestorm was there. Yet her eye remained blank, for she had to be properly raised.

      “Yes, yes.” He patted the top of her floating head through the gap in the force field, sensing the blinding anger thrumming inside her. “Hmm? Well, if she killed you twice, you can’t call her a weakling, dear.”

      Outrage flowed from her essence into his, followed by the need to rip his head off his body.

      Licking his lips, Poseidon smiled. The wench was fierce, and yet, she hid something deep inside; something not at all like her.

      A futile attempt.

      “You’re upset because our daughter grieved the human she called Mom? I assumed you didn’t care.”

      She didn’t. It was what her emotions claimed, yet her soul burned because Mera hadn’t mourned her.

      “You tortured the merling her whole childhood. Surely, you can’t expect—”

      Not torture. Ariella had been preparing her.

      “Preparing her for what?”

      Her essence shuddered again.

      Ah, yes. Preparing her to be queen.

      Waving a hand dismissively, he clicked his tongue. “Your emotions are unimportant in the grand scheme of things. As long as you focus on our end goal, I do not care, understand? You might be my soulmate, but you know your fate if you disobey me a second time.”

      The soul inside the head quivered.

      Poseidon moved toward the open ocean, and the metallic stingray with the force-field containing Ariella followed beside him. But something caught his eye, half-sunken in the ocean floor, next to the Crown of Land and Sea.

      Ariella’s shrieks pierced through his ears, making him wince.

      “It’s just a crown. Of course I was leaving it behind.” When she screamed again, his patience grew thin. “Challenge me again, dear. I dare you.”

      The queen’s soul became silent.

      Diving, Poseidon grabbed the blasted crown. After all, it might be of some use in the future, considering it was a magical object. One could never have too many of those. He certainly did not pick it because the wench cared for it.

      Absolutely not.

      A dragon-roar rumbled in the distance, followed by a burst of lime-green waterblaze. His pet must be searching for him.

      Swimming further down, he grabbed the other object on the sand, the one which had called his attention in the first place.

      Ariella’s words began to form, no longer thoughts and raging emotions. A sign that her essence was settling inside her flesh capsule.

      “Our daughter will pay for ruining your plans. I promise.” Her voice reverberated in his mind.

      “Not yet, dear.”

      “When?”

      Smiling, he studied the dark-silver pin shaped like a hexagon, with a red ruby encrusted in its middle.

      “Soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Find out what happens next in TO KILL A GOD, the FINAL installment in the Hollowcliff Detectives series. Coming to you in the Summer of 2021!

      

      You can also join the Wildlings (subscribepage.com/kateam) to be the first to know when the next book is out. You will also keep up to date on all things C.S. Wilde, while getting a FREE copy of BLESSED LIGHT, an urban fantasy romance novella.

      

      Oh, and if you enjoyed TO KILL THE DEAD, do consider leaving a review. They make an author's day!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Be sure to check out C.S. Wilde’s bestselling Urban Fantasy Romance series,

        BLESSED FURY

        Out now!

        Click here to buy it on Amazon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thanks for reading!

      

      

      
        
        **Choose which book you want next!**

      

      

      Ratings help me determine which series I’ll prioritize, so if you can’t wait for the next book in this series, leave a review and show your love.

      I never leave series unfinished, but your input will determine how quickly I’ll start working on the next book. That’s right: YOU get to choose which books come next by leaving a review.

      
        
        Yay!

      

      

      Another aspect that helps me decide which books come next is sales. So if you acquired this book through piracy, make sure to buy your copy. Piracy is not only a crime punishable by fines and federal imprisonment, but it also ensures that no more books in this series will be written.

      Piracy ruins books. It ruins authors too. And that’s not cool at all.

      

      Keep up to date with the latest news and release dates by joining C.S. Wilde’s mailing list

      

      And if you want to discuss all things Mera and Bast, join the Wildlings or follow C.S. Wilde on Facebook!
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