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      SAMEEN

      The walls around her shook, and the magic that trapped her in her own body, that stopped her from moving, blinking, even breathing fell away.

      She drew her shoulders inward, the pain of movement after so long bringing tears to eyes that could no longer see. Fear chilled her skin, and she rocked back and forth as best she could within the confines of the chains and the tiny stone prison that had been her home for as long as she could remember.

      What was happening? The Thirteen hadn’t brought the power of Earth—or any other element—to her in a very long time. So long she thought it might even have been years.

      And now...she could sense it. Taste it.

      There was air too. Fire. Water. They called to the fragments of the elements she carried deep inside her broken body from all the times her tormentors had tried—and failed—to turn her into their weapon.

      Oh, no. Please no.

      If they had all four...they would again channel them into her, bind them to her until the elements themselves broke free, tearing her apart and sending her to the brink of death. Or…close enough that she’d pray for its cold, quiet embrace to take her.

      Only to have Celia—the coven leader—yank her away from the abyss shattered and broken, then blame her for a failure she knew was not hers to bear.

      A low, hoarse whine—the only sound she was capable of making—filled her stone prison, and though it was pitch dark—had been for almost her entire existence as their precious conduit—she squeezed her eyes shut anyway.

      Just let me die. Take me. End this existence so my soul can be free.

      A chunk of rock slammed into her shoulder. She welcomed the pain, praying the next one would hit her head. Her neck. Damage her in a way that could not be repaired.

      The chains rattled, her wrists bound to one another over her head. Her ankles, too, were secured, the thick cuffs attached to a ring in the floor she sometimes felt with her bare toes on the rare occasions she was allowed to move at all.

      The earthquake worsened, and she tipped her head up, waiting for the next stone to fall.

      But the only thing that fell? Her hands. The chain had worked its way free from the stone behind her, hitting her across the nose with a sickening crack. Blood streamed over her upper lip, and she whimpered again, her shoulders protesting the sudden, violent movement of arms that had so infrequently been allowed the freedom to do so.

      Bright light seared her eyes, even through her shuttered lids, and warmth hit her cheeks. Was that...sun?

      The prospect of freedom had been so far from her grasp ever since the Thirteen had taken her, she’d forgotten how much she’d loved the sun. Forgotten it even existed.

      The stone floor under her naked body buckled, and one foot flopped to the side. It took all Sameen had to reach her tingling hands—she didn’t remember a time they hadn’t been numb—forward, and after another few seconds, she found the ring. The rocks had released one end of it. If she tried...if she had the strength...she could free both ankles, and then she could move.

      The stench of burnt flesh filled her nose, and she retched. Not that she had anything in her stomach. The Thirteen had slowed all of her bodily functions to the minimum ages ago. She rarely ate or drank, didn’t remember the last time she’d slept, and there was something else...something she knew she’d once had to do. Oh. Yes. But that came after eating and drinking, so it was no wonder she’d forgotten it all.

      Her other foot slid free, and though both ankles still bore the heavy iron cuffs and her wrists were still connected by a short chain, she was freer than she’d been since they’d taken her so long ago.

      Sameen fell over and rolled onto her stomach. She couldn’t see. Years of being unable to blink had scarred her eyes to the point even light and dark were hard to discern. But she could feel. And if she concentrated, she could wriggle forward a few inches at a time.

      Jagged rocks—some as small as pebbles and others almost boulders—slowed her, cut into her stomach, her breasts, her thighs, but she didn’t care. Something had gone horribly wrong above ground, and only two options presented themselves to her.

      She could stay in her tiny stone cell with the walls shaking around her and wait for one of the Thirteen to retrieve her—assuming she survived. Or she could try to escape. The punishment would be excruciating if she were caught. But she’d suffered excruciating before. Time and time again, and risking another go on the rack where their magic made her feel like her body was being torn apart joint by joint? Where her skin burned and fell off in sheets, where each hair was yanked out one-by-one, each finger snapped, each tooth forcefully extracted...all to have that same magic then put her back together so they could start on her anew?

      That was a risk she had to take.

      She marked her progress by the amount of sunlight hitting her bare skin. First, it was just her cheeks. Then her neck. Then her shoulders. By the time her toes were bathed in the sun’s warmth, she was so tired, she didn’t think she could go on.

      Another great quake tossed her body into the air, and she landed somewhere...else. On a carpet of moss and leaves, with the scent of the forest all around her. She remembered trees. Grass. The outdoors.

      From a distance, she heard screaming and she curled into a ball.

      Hide.

      But where? She couldn’t see, had almost no strength left, and she didn’t even know what she was hiding from. Were those screams from the Thirteen? Or others who’d come to destroy them?

      She huffed out what might have been a laugh if she’d been capable of sound. No one could destroy the Thirteen. They were the most powerful beings in this world—and probably the next world as well.

      Her fingers brushed something leafy, and she felt her way up until she couldn’t reach any higher. A bush or bramble of some sort, tall enough and she thought possibly thick enough to hide her.

      Creeping her way around the thing, still only able to move on her belly, she stopped when the vegetation muffled the screams and shouts. If the branches were between her and the Thirteen, she might be safe enough to rest here until more of her strength returned.

      Turning her head away from the sun, she covered her face with her bound hands and passed out.
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        * * *

      

      MARA

      Her body was still. Sitting up with her back against a wall, somewhere dark and cool. Mara, however, was trapped in that same tiny box she always found herself in when the other part of her took over.

      “Help me!” she cried silently. She couldn’t sense Cade at all. Where was he?

      Wracking her brain, she tried to focus on her last memory. They’d been outside. In the backyard. Eli was about to try the casting. Something went wrong.

      Cade grabbed her, but after that, everything went dark and fuzzy. The other presence occupying her body had taken over, and it was still in control now.

      Oh God. Her baby. What about her baby? Did the fire even know she was pregnant? Did it care?

      Her daughter kicked gently, almost as if she could sense Mara was about to give in to panic.

      It’ll be okay, sweetie. Somehow. Your daddy will find us, or we’ll figure a way out of this ourselves if we have to.

      If only she believed her own words. The longer she remained aware in this locked away place, the more she was able to see around her.

      Bars. Metal bars. Dark stone walls. A dim light coming from a corridor, but no way out of the cell. There wasn’t even a door. Just one entire wall of metal slats too narrow to squeeze through—even if she weren’t pregnant.

      Though the view was always a bit distorted when fire locked her away, Mara could see enough to know she—her body—wasn’t anywhere good. The other her took a deep breath, and the scent of magic, bitter and sharp, flooded her nose.

      “You have to let me out,” she begged the consciousness in control. “I won’t survive if you don’t. Not...wherever this is.”

      Nothing. Not even a single muscle twitch.

      “The baby needs me.”

      Mara’s field of vision shrank almost down to nothing, as if the fire were actively punishing her for speaking up. But, even as she lost most of her very limited sight, she felt her body’s arms wrap tenderly around her stomach.

      If she had control of her tear ducts, she’d be bawling by now. Terrified, trapped, and with no idea where Cade was or how he’d ever find her, she wasn’t sure how long she could stay locked away before she lost herself completely.
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        * * *

      

      Hours. Maybe even a day passed. Hell, for all she knew of time, it could have been two. No one had come. No food or water. No blanket or pillow. Yet she wasn’t hungry or thirsty. The fire was still in control, and it hadn’t let her move. Not even an inch. She stayed braced against the wall, arms around her baby bump, feeling her daughter kick and wriggle.

      The smell of magic never let up. The practitioners must have spelled her. Otherwise, there was no way she’d still be in as good shape as she was without moving at all. The baby would be in distress.

      Her muscles tensed, and Mara fought against the fire. “Let me see what’s happening!” she begged, and suddenly, the entire cell came into view. “Thank you. God, thank you. We have to be ready for anything.”

      Something shifted inside of her, and she could feel emotions she knew weren’t her own. They belonged to the other her. The fire elemental was detached. Almost aloof. But underneath that? A very small kernel of fear.

      Footsteps. Slow. Multiple sets.

      The bars parted—not by any mechanism, but by magic—and two large men stepped into the cell. They wore dark robes with hoods that hid the top half of their faces. Behind them, two women stood in long purple tunics and black pants. “Bring her. Do not harm the baby,” one of the women ordered.

      The fire elemental let out a howl, flailing her arms, kicking, trying to scramble into a corner of the cell, but the woman who’d spoken uttered a few words in a language Mara thought was Gaelic, and her muscles went slack. The men picked her up easily, one grabbing her under the arms and the other taking her legs at the ankles.

      They were gentle. As gentle as they could be carrying a pregnant woman hanging between them.

      Mara didn’t bother trying to fight her way back from the place her sister’s element had sent her. Wherever they were taking her, she wanted fire in control. Her other half was stronger, and this wasn’t going to be good.

      Down a long, dim corridor. The musty odor made her stomach turn, and her daughter kicked her—hard—right in the stomach. At least the spell hadn’t affected the baby.

      The men turned left and brought her into a large ritual space. A silver circle was inlaid into the stone floor, made up of dozens of symbols. Some, like the Celtic Trinity Knot, she recognized. Others, she’d never seen before.

      Laying her on a massive stone altar in the center of the circle, the men secured her wrists and ankles in metal cuffs so her joints stretched painfully, and the other half of her consciousness whimpered.

      The two women took up position close to Mara’s waist. The one on the left—a blond with short, spiked hair, withdrew a small blade from her pocket and cut Mara’s t-shirt from the neck to the hem.

      “Bring the iron,” the other practitioner said to the men, then with a few more unintelligible words, Mara’s body was freed from whatever spell had kept her immobile.

      “No, no, no,” the fire elemental hissed. “Not the baby.”

      “Oh, we would never harm the baby, elemental. She—along with Eliziam Ruiz—will give us the world. Now we could wait another ten weeks until you give birth, or we can speed up the process.”

      Mara would have been hyperventilating if she’d been the one in control of her body. Nothing could speed up pregnancy.

      “Is it hot enough?” the blond one asked. “If Celia has to perform the ceremony a second time, it will not be good for the baby.”

      “Aye, Mistress Freya,” the man said. Mara tried to see what the robed lackey was holding, but as her head started to turn, Freya, the blond practitioner, forced a thick piece of leather between her teeth.

      “You will need this, elemental. If you do not do your best to hold still, this will be immeasurably more painful.” Freya’s purple eyes held no emotion beyond disdain, and Celia started to chant.

      “Oh, God. No. Not another spell. Please⁠—”

      “Now,” Freya said, and the hooded man pressed a white-hot branding iron to Mara’s side.

      She—and the fire elemental—both screamed until the sizzle and stench of burnt flesh made Mara’s stomach roil. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she fought not to pass out.

      Celia, whose jet-black hair was wound into a tight knot at the base of her neck, rested her hand on Mara’s forehead. “That is the worst of it, elemental. The control mark will ensure you do not give us any trouble. Or harm yourself or the baby.”

      Control mark?

      Mara strained to see what they’d done to her, but she couldn’t raise her head. When the hooded man stepped back, however, panic seized her heart in a vise. The branding iron he held aloft...she recognized that symbol. It was the same one Fergus had tried to carve into Farren’s side. The same one he’d given Colin. The same one the Thirteen had given Tharp all those years ago.

      The fire elemental spit out the leather. “You will die for this.”

      “By the power of the Cumhacht Dearadh, we take control of this body,” Celia murmured as she stared into Mara’s eyes. “Time is ours, we do control, the child will not pay the toll. Pass a week now in a day, ensure the mother will obey.”

      Pain—like a lattice work of electricity—spread across Mara’s skin, and she arched her back, tried to dig her heels against the altar, and screamed until she couldn’t anymore.

      Freya snapped her fingers and murmured a few quiet words, and Mara’s thoughts muddled. Slowed. Her eyelids fluttered, and she had the vague idea she was moving. Standing.

      A cool breeze hit her naked back, followed by the rustle of cloth cascading from her shoulders to her bare toes. The brand on her side tightened, the pain fading into her memories.

      Walking now. Only the occasional brief glimpse of the stone corridor. Of a plain gray dress covering her body.

      “Bring her food and water,” Celia called to someone behind them. At least now Mara knew who was holding her arm. Not that she could resist. Her legs moved of their own accord, and though the fire elemental hadn’t released her control yet, Mara sensed the other half of her consciousness was just as trapped and terrified as she was.

      Back in the cell, when Celia let go of her, she was finally able to force her eyes open. Now, instead of being completely empty, there was a thin mattress on the floor, complete with blanket and pillow. The left wall had...moved, and where it had once been, a toilet and sink.

      “You will do as we command,” Celia said, her voice taking on a deeper, raspier tone. “Do not fight us. You will eat and drink what we bring you. All of it. When the lights go out, you will sleep. When they turn on, you will wake. You belong to us now, elemental, and once your child is born, your end will be merciful.”

      Merciful.

      Mara took solace in that word. For all of two minutes. As soon as one of the black-robed men set a tray of food on a small wooden table and she was alone again, the bars materialized back in place before her eyes, and the fire elemental yanked up the dress and started clawing at the brand on her side.

      But her nails were too short to do any damage to the mark because it was no longer fresh. The thick reddish scars looked to be at least a week old, maybe more, and as she felt her belly, she realized what Celia’s words had meant.

      The baby had grown. In the time it had taken the practitioners to brand her, make her change clothes, and march her back to her cell, it was almost as if a week had passed.

      The fire elemental screamed, the sound full of horror and pain, and Mara fell to her knees on the mattress. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and then, like a switch had been flipped, she was in control again.

      “Oh, baby...I’m so sorry. Rachel. Rachel Eleanor. That’s what your name is. If I—God—if I don’t get to raise you, if your daddy can’t find us...never forget. You’re Rachel Eleanor Bowman, and you are loved so much.” She cradled her belly gently, rubbing circles over where she hoped her daughter would kick next, and it only took a few seconds before she was rewarded with a tiny thud against her palm.

      The scent of the food hit her, and she had to eat. Some sort of stew, a roll, a pile of spinach. Easily three servings, yet she finished it all. Along with a large jug of water and a pint of milk. Every bite left her hungrier than the last. Until it was all gone.

      The light was still on in the corridor, but she had no idea how long she’d be allowed to stay awake, how long they’d force her to sleep, or who would be in control when she woke up. So she sat on the mattress and pulled the blanket around her shoulders.

      “Listen, Katerina. Or...whoever the hell you are. Katerina’s spirit? Her soul? Some dormant part of me that just needed a mega-dose of fire to wake the hell up? We need to stop fighting one another and work together here. I don’t even know if that’s possible, but they’re going to take this baby from me—from us—if we don’t.”

      Anger stirred deep inside her. Anger she knew wasn’t hers. Or, not exactly hers.

      “That’s right. They’ll take Rachel and turn her into some sort of weapon or vessel for them to be able to harness spirit. You have been paying attention, right?”

      She felt her other half’s answer rather than heard it, and hallelujah. They had some basic level of communication started.

      “So help me stop them. You’ve been taking over for months now. And no one’s been able to figure out why or what you want. Find a way to tell me. Even if you have to put me back in that tiny little box again to do it. I don’t care.”

      Something inside her started to burn, an ember deep in her chest, aching to be free, but before it could catch fire, the light went out, and though she fought with everything she had, the practitioners’ spell was too strong, and she toppled over, asleep.
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      PETER

      His footsteps echoed on the Travertine floors, and Peter wondered why, since Regulus hadn’t set foot in Scotland in more than twelve years, he felt the need to keep such a lavish home here.

      Gift horse. Mouth. Who the fuck cares?

      He shouldn’t. Not when this house was currently protecting his family. Well, some of his family. They were spread across the globe now. Shawn, Livie, and their baby daughter in Canada. Ollie and Christine in Seattle, and Mara...

      Shit. Guilt soured his stomach, and he stopped halfway through adding the coffee beans to the most expensive espresso machine he’d ever seen outside of the coffee shops in Seattle.

      Cade’s mate had been taken from Farren’s house in Ireland less than thirty-six hours earlier. With Eli’s help—Peter still had no idea how the man’s unique combination of magic and elemental powers worked—they’d put an end to five practitioners and destroyed one of their lairs just a few hours ago. But the remaining members of the Thirteen—a coven dedicated to bringing about the fifth element of spirit so they could hold life and death in their hands—had hidden Mara somewhere else. Somewhere Cade couldn’t sense her and no one could scry for her.

      The floor shook underneath Peter’s feet. Directly below, in the east wing basement, Cade, Peter’s alpha, had lost his mind with worry over his mate and their unborn child. When Liam, the pack’s beta, had last checked on him, he’d still been in wolf form, throwing his massive body against the stone walls time and time again.

      “Ya’ plannin’ on blockin’ that machine all day? Or can ya’ move aside so I can get a cuppa?” Liam’s voice startled him, and Peter dropped the bag of beans on the counter, barely stopping them from spilling all over the fucking place.

      “Don’t sneak up on me like that,” Peter snapped. “Not today.”

      Liam held up his hands and took a step back. “Wasn’t tryin’ to, mate. Ye’re off in another world.”

      “Not another world.” Peter moved out of the way so Liam could brew two cups of coffee. “Just stuck in this shitty one and trying to figure out how the fuck we went from Bellingham eighteen months ago to here. We were happy. Safe. And now...?”

      “I know.” Liam ran a hand through his shoulder-length reddish hair. “I can’t reconcile bein’ so happy I got my Caitlin back and so shattered over losin’ Mara. Or Cade bein’ tortured for so many months. Or yer...”

      Peter flinched. “My damage? You can say it, Liam. I’m fucked up. Can’t run like the rest of you, can’t even manage stairs on my bad days. I’m glad you found your mate. Hell, I’m fucking sorry for giving her such a hard time when she came back. And there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to find Mara. But can you blame me for wishing we could all go back in time?”

      Abandoning his quest for caffeine, Peter turned, a little unsteady on his left leg, intending to stalk away, but his knee buckled, and he grabbed one of the dining room chairs so he wouldn’t fall.

      “When was the last time ya’ slept?” Liam asked.

      “Same time you did, asshole. When was the last time you checked on Cade?” Peter gritted his teeth and gingerly put weight on his bad leg.

      Hold. Come on. Just hold.

      Most of the time, he did okay. His wolf could manage something close to a run, though he couldn’t keep up with Cade and Liam when they were at full speed. But after the fight at the Thirteen’s castle just twelve hours ago, he was hurting.

      Liam passed him on the way to the ornate spiral staircase in the center of the mansion. “About an hour ago. I’m goin’ to take a few minutes with Caitlin and then go back down there. Maybe he’ll have worn himself out by then. Get some rest.”

      “I can’t. We’re only what? Five miles from that fucking dungeon? Or…at least where it used to be before Eli destroyed it. I’m going to shift. See if I can find any hint of Mara’s scent. There was too much magic surrounding the place this morning. It should have faded by now.”

      “Peter, ya’ don’t have to prove anythin’ to me, ya’ know. Or to Cade.” Liam’s green eyes held too much sadness and pain. Of all the wolves, Liam carried the most guilt for Peter’s injuries. He’d been the one to get them all to safety after the fire, and even though it had been Katerina’s charm that had stopped Peter from shifting and ensured his injuries would never fully heal, Liam had taken on much of the blame.

      “Maybe I have to prove something to myself.” Pulling his sweatshirt over his head, Peter limped towards the back door.
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        * * *

      

      The mansion sat in the center of what had to be a ten-acre estate. Tall spires rose to the sky, heavy leaded glass windows looked to be at least two hundred years old, and the place had two separate wings.

      “Consider this your home for as long as you require,” Regulus said when they arrived, beaten all to hell after their battle with five of the Thirteen’s practitioners. “I ask only that you stay out of the west wing basement. The young wolf’s transition will take many hours, and during that time, he is at his most lethal. Oh, and please do not tamper with the draperies. They are all motorized, so if I need to be above ground during the daylight hours, I will not...combust.”

      “You might not need to worry about that any longer.” Eli, with his arm around Farren’s shoulders, nodded at Regulus’s hand. Farren’s new mate could command all four elements, and—thanks to the sigils and ancient symbols he’d absorbed from a magical book—could go toe-to-toe with the strongest of the Thirteen.

      Regulus stared at his burned fingers. Gold wound its way around two of them, the remnants of a signet ring one of his progeny had given him over a century ago so he could walk in the sun. Its power had faded over the years, but Eli had renewed the magic. If only the Thirteen hadn’t set the vampire to flame. The gold was now permanently fused with skin and bone—or so it appeared to Peter.

      “Better to be cautious,” Regulus said as he carried Ewan—one of Farren’s wolves—in from the garage. The boy had been killed by one of the practitioners, his neck snapped, but Regulus had turned him rather than let their group suffer yet another loss. “When the boy has fully transitioned and fed, I will bring you to see him, Farren. He should not make his final choice without speaking to you.”

      Farren held on to Eli like he was the only thing keeping her upright. Given that she’d turned Eli’s father into a werewolf to free him from the Thirteen’s endless control…Peter wouldn’t blame her if she lost her shit. Plus, Ewan’s…death…had been yet another blow to her pack, which now consisted of only her and Tierney.

      “Thank ya’, Regulus. I never thought I’d be in a vampire’s debt, but I am.”

      “On the contrary, she-wolf. You owe me nothing, and I—” he held up his hand, “—owe you everything.”
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        * * *

      

      As Peter toed off his boots and shed his jeans and briefs, he stared straight ahead, not daring to let his gaze drift to his chest—or any other part of him. The scars covered most of the left half of his body from his cheek to his calf. The last time he’d been set up on a blind date, the woman had bolted after the first drink. Gone to the bathroom and slipped out the back.

      He might as well be Quasimodo. When the pack had moved to Seattle, he and Liam had started their own construction company, but Peter couldn’t actually build anything. He’d been relegated to the office. He hated the office. And though he’d helped fight Fergus when the earth elemental had come after Caitlin, kidnapped Liam, and almost killed them all, though he’d fought with the rest of them just the previous day and helped take down at least one of the practitioners, he still felt like a failure.

      Dropping to all fours, Peter reached for his wolf. The animal was a part of him, even though he hadn’t been born a wolf. No, he’d been bitten at sixteen while camping with his Eagle Scout Troop.

      His first shift—only ten minutes after he
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