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      Time passes slowly in the hands of my captors. I’m tortured and beaten until I’m within an inch of my life, over and over again. Then I’m left to rot in my cell to heal. They don’t let me gain strength. They keep me as weak and drained as they possibly can.

      I’ve been seeing ghosts. My imagination is getting the best of me. The demons have taunted me with my family rescuing me before. This has to be another illusion. But their scents and voices are so real. If this turns out to be another trick, I think that will be what finally breaks me.

      

      We search everywhere for Keasia. She’s been missing for several long weeks. Weeks in which she could be facing unimaginable torture. If I can’t save her, then Deon will need to put me down. Because there’s nothing in this world that will keep me from following her to the afterlife. No one wants a feral vampire on their hands. No one. And if she dies, that’s what I’ll become.

      War is brewing, and supes are being coerced into siding with the demons. Having the supernatural communities on our side is what will help win this war. But if we can’t convince them to aid us, we fail. And if we fail, the world as we know it will cease to exist.

      

      Orrias has a dark secret.

      Keasia wants revenge.

      Eliphas wants what he thought he would never have.

      Hallie may finally find her witch familiar.

      Tristan may be tied to two.
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      KEASIA

      A twig snapped behind me. I didn’t see anything. I didn’t hear anything.

      I ignored it.

      I. Ignored. It.

      Why did I ignore it? Why didn’t I think to check the surrounding area more thoroughly? Why? Why? Why?

      That’s all I can think of and ask myself as my mind catches up, as my body slowly heals from the abuse it’s taken these past several weeks. Several long weeks of being tortured. My fingernails have been ripped off, hot iron has been plunged into my thighs, my skin was nearly flayed from my body, and so much more.

      I’m cold. I’m half naked, and the stone floor I’m lying on is doing nothing to help warm me. I’m pretty sure I’ve vomited in the corner a few times today alone. Or maybe it’s this week. I’m not sure. I can’t keep track after everything they’ve done to me.

      One day I was set up on an altar like a sacrificial lamb, only to have them burn me with fire. They started at my feet and worked their way to my head. I passed out from the pain when they got to my waist. I woke up healed enough to feel the blisters, but not enough to be ignorant to the fact that they didn’t stop. They made it to my face. I can still feel the pain of those blisters as if they’re still on my skin. They aren’t. They’ve had a healer in here healing me up again. They’ve healed all of my blistered skin because I was flayed open. Almost every piece of my flesh had gashes. They needed three healers that time. I wish they would have let me suffer. Maybe I would be dead by now. It’s better than this cloud of haze. The endless pit of pain and torture. The darkness waiting for me is just out of my reach.

      I never understood how they obtained the healers. Healers are always part of the light. Not the dark. So how did they get not just one, but three healers here? They must have kidnapped them like they did me. Maybe it was all part of their plan to torture me for eons until my body finally gives out even with the aid of healers. I’ll never know because I can’t even think clearly enough to know what’s going on around me half the time.

      They’re demanding I answer questions, but I don’t know what they’re asking. I can’t get the haze to clear enough to comprehend anything. Something about a Vepar. I have no idea who the hell that is. The drugs and constant torture have caused my brain to go fuzzy again.

      As it is, my foggy brain can barely make out that someone is calling my name.

      I roll onto my back with a groan. I’ve been on a cold stone floor for a few days while they let me heal enough to stay alive, but not long enough to regain my strength. The fuckers also put something in me. A small prick of needle into my neck when I arrived took my magic away. My body is healing at a normal human pace. Except when they send the healers in to patch me up enough to, again, keep me alive.

      I slowly blink open my eyes to see warm amber orbs watching me with shock, horror, fear, and anger. I know those eyes. “You came for me,” I croak, and reach up my hand to cup his face. I come into contact with slimy skin. My face scrunches in confusion as I pull my hand away to examine it.

      The demon’s laugh is infuriating. This is the third time the fuckers got me to think I’ve been rescued by my familiar, family, and now vampire friends. I hiss in outrage. Not much more I can do. I’m too weak to do anything but that.

      “You’d think this rat would know by now that no one is coming for it,” someone says from behind the demon crouched before me. I want to protest and tell them that they will find me. But I know they’re right. No one’s coming. I’m going to be stuck here until I die.

      As if they can read the defeat on my face, the two demons laugh. “Now it gets it. Filthy witch.”

      I close my eyes, ignoring them and wishing death takes me the next time I’m under their ministrations.

      One of them yanks me to my feet and drags me to their torture chamber. My feet scrape against the stone floor, littered with debris. One of my feet catches on something and cuts me, as I’m pulled along as if my body is nothing more than a sack of grain. Pain flares through me, but I push the desire to hiss or make a noise at the sudden ache down. I feel my blood coming out of the wound. It’s warm where it pools before falling to the floor.

      The demon stops outside the door and opens it, pushing me over the threshold and into the arms of another demon. This one smells like a garbage dump. Bile rises up my throat. It burns a path up my esophagus. There’s nothing in my stomach anymore. Only the acid that dissolves my food. Which is why this burns so much.

      The demon ties me to a pole in the middle of the room, my arms tied behind my back and each ankle tied to the rungs at the base. Once the demon is satisfied I can’t get free, it backs away. Someone else steps up to me and starts his torture. A dagger is plunged into my side, tearing open my flesh down to my hip. I hold back my bark of pain, knowing it’s going to get worse. The demon says something to me, but the pain is so intense it’s drowning out the noise around me. All I can focus on is the white-hot pain tearing through my body. Through my arms, my legs, my feet. Then my face. That’s when I finally let out the scream. The demon slices through my face from the corner of my mouth all the way to my earlobe.

      Darkness starts to take over my vision. Please, Goddess, let this be the last I suffer. Take me home.

      Those are the last words I think before the bliss of nothingness claims me.
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      ELIPHAS

      I fling the entire desk across the room. Laptop, papers, and anything else that was atop it all go flying. The paper scatters around the room, raining down like falling snow.

      My temper is beyond my control. My fangs are a constant in my appearance right now, too. I couldn’t get them to go back in even if I tried. And I have tried.

      Keasia has been missing for three weeks. We’ve searched everywhere. I had my many connections with all of the other races checking, and we have all come up empty.

      I rip at my hair and snarl at the knock on my door.

      “Yo, E, it’s just me.”

      I relax, though only a fraction, at Deon’s voice. “Enter.”

      He gently pushes the door open as he peeks in. No one wants to mess with a feral supernatural no matter how long they’ve known them. We’re unpredictable. He examines my destroyed office briefly before speaking.

      “So one of the coven members had a vision.” I perk up a bit at that. “Tristan has orders to get home as soon as possible. I figured you’d want to know.”

      “What is it to me?” I barely manage to get the words out without a growl.

      “Tristan was told they know where Keasia is.”

      I speed through the room, picking up the desk so I can get to my bag, and race out the door. “Why the fuck didn’t you lead with that?” I demand as Deon races along with me.

      We’ve been staying at my house while we go back and forth between the coven, Keasia’s home, and her parents at the motel near The Diner. The coven still assumes that Gisselle and Blaise are dead or captured. Even though they have no real leader right now, we all agreed it would be best to keep that ruse up. We assume the same demon took Keasia, and we don’t want them to come after Blaise and Giselle if they learn the truth.

      Besides, the wolves have been doing a good job of keeping them in line and feeding us intel as we feed it to them. Tristan did tell his parents, Nikki and Edric, that Blaise and Giselle are alive. But only mind to mind; we didn’t want to risk that information with anyone else. They actually took it a lot better than we all thought. They understood that Keasia had a plan in place, and they respect their son’s intuition enough to know that they weren't trying to be malicious by keeping it from them.

      With all of us on the same page, it makes getting back and forth and sharing information easier since we don’t have to hide pieces to keep our secret. There’s only one secret I’m keeping. And I know I haven’t been able to hide it fully from the wolves with their ability to smell anything. But they’ve yet to bring it up.

      We set up a meeting place; Blaise will open a portal and pick us up from there and drop us back off there. Then we go to them or to the wolves and coven for intel sharing.

      This is the first time we have any leads on where Keasia may be. I’ve been impatiently awaiting this day. I swear to the Goddess if she is harmed or dead, those that took her will all die by my hand.

      Blaise is in the alley waiting for us. It’s a deserted street with only drug addicts and alcoholics hanging about here. If they see anything supernatural going on, they’ll blame it on the high of whatever they’re on.

      “Ready?” Blaise asks as we meet him in the alley.

      “I’ve been waiting for this day for three fucking weeks.”

      Blaise grimaces. “Me too, son. Me too.” He opens the portal into the alpha’s estate—the living room, to be exact. Everyone else is already there. There’s a witch who I haven’t seen before, and she’s trembling. Her chocolate brown locks and matching eyes make her pale skin look snowy white. They flash up to mine when I walk to the open seat beside Hallie.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I whisper to the wolf.

      She cringes. “E,” she starts. She’s been around Deon too long; he’s rubbing off on her. “Can you please retract the fangs?”

      I shake my head. “I’ve lost control. You know why.”

      She nods. “I do, but that’s why I’m telling you to put them away. She’s got news of our friend and your constant appearance of being on the verge of feral isn’t making her feel any better.”

      “I’ll try.” I do. I really do. I breathe in deeply, closing my eyes and telling myself to chill the heck out. But it doesn’t work. “Sorry.”

      Hallie just shakes her head. Deon takes the last open seat, and Nikki stands up and addresses us.

      “Thank you all for coming so quickly. Stacie has news. She’s had a vision.” Nikki holds up a hand to stop the protests that are about to spill from my lips. “Before you say anything, vampire, know this, the only witch who gets visions regularly is Keasia. Stacie has only ever had a handful of them in her life. She wouldn’t know how to make them speak to her. Not like Keasia can.”

      I just nod and wait for her to continue. Nikki gestures to the witch who is now in the spotlight.

      “She’s dying. Her soul is reaching out to anyone who can receive visions to get help. She’s being kept in some warehouse. The name said T-Tool on the front of the red brick. I’ve searched for this place, and it’s in Massachusetts. I’ve jotted down the address. But it’s being concealed by magic. No tracking spells will work to find her there. The only way to get to her is to go there.” Now the witch looks right at me. “She will die if you do not get to her by midnight.”

      I want to ask why me? But I know why. I’m the only one who could save her now. Her familiar may be able to, but she’s linked to me now, even if she doesn’t know it. Everyone else in this damn coven does. She’s my mate. Mine. So it’s my job to rescue her now.

      I nod. “She’ll be brought back by then or I'll die with her.”

      For the first time since Keasia was taken from us, my teeth retract. I know where she is. I can get to her. I can and will save her. Or I will kill them all and then follow her to the afterlife.

      “There’s one more thing.”

      I stiffen. I don’t like the sound of that. “She’s been tortured on a daily basis, healed, and then beaten again. She may not be the same person you lost when you find her.”

      A feral snarl escapes my lips. “She will be saved and brought back here where she can heal. I’ll take care of the bastards who took her.”

      She nods and gets up to leave, a female wolf following her out. I didn’t even realize she was there. That’s how bad I am. I need to get my head in the game. “What’s the plan?” I ask the room.
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      ORRIAS

      I’ve spent a lot of time with Lovely these past three weeks. I had to report to my father twice. I held back my urge to throttle him for doing what he had to the leaders, but he informed me that wasn’t him. Suggested that they have many enemies. I didn’t tell him I could scent his magical essence in the air. I just shrugged. I lied to him, too. I told him I couldn’t get close to the witches since the attack. It’s not entirely a lie. I haven’t been alone with them. Lovely and the other wolves are always there. Whenever Tristan comes around, I’m not allowed to be there, leaving Lovely and me to take long walks to talk about anything we can think of.

      There’s just something about the little wolf that I can’t shake. She leads me to our spot; it’s separated from everyone, and there’s a little bridge that connects the pieces of land that are divided by a small creek. We cross the bridge and sit on the riverbank facing the water.

      Lovely absently tugs at the grass. She’s been on edge lately, and I just want to help soothe her fears, but I know I'm part of the reason they’re there. Even though I started this, I won't finish it. Something about Keasia, the leader of the Wolf Coven, calls to me. It’s like we’re linked. I’m part witch, not wolf, so I know that I’m not her wolf familiar. But there’s just this undeniable kinship. I won’t be the reason this coven and pack fall.

      As we sit there, quietly taking in the view, I contemplate how I will be the one to disobey my father. He’s always feared this, I know he has. But I don’t think he realized it would actually come to pass. Now I’ll be the reason this coven doesn’t fall from within like he planned. I’ll be the reason we get Keasia back. With her parents gone, this coven needs her to be their leader.

      With that decided, I turn to Lovely. “I want to help find Keasia. I want to do whatever I can to help with the search.”

      Her beautiful green eyes meet mine, and I swear my heart stops. “I’m pretty sure they know where she is. The problem is trying to save her.”

      I don’t know how to respond to that without telling her who I am. I’m too selfish to tell her that right now. I can’t lose the only person who makes me feel more like a human than anyone in this world. Leyak was the closest thing I had who made me feel human emotions. My father will probably kill him for my disobedience. Even with that thought, I still can’t bring myself to go along with my father's plan to take out this and every coven.

      “What does that mean? What would they need to save her from?” I ask. I know the demons are torturing her. I know the demons took her; I scented them on this bridge. It was faint, but I know they were here. The question is, what are they going to be torturing her for? What information are they looking to obtain from her?

      “She was taken by demons. At least that’s what the vampire is saying,” she says. Her gaze has drifted to the bridge again. Right there in the middle of the damn creek, the leader of the coven was taken. With that, the answers I seek as to who she is to me and why I feel so connected to her.

      “I don’t know where she is or what’s happened. They haven’t told me much of anything. I only know this because one of my friends let it slip.”

      “Why don’t you know more?” I ask, wondering why the wolves don’t share as much with all of the pack.

      “Right now, it’s a need-to-know basis. I’m not high on that list.” She shrugs but I feel the disappointment within her. To be part of the pack but not an important part, it has to be tough. I put my arm around her and pull her to me.

      “Do you want to know what I want?” I ask her. She nods without moving from my embrace. “I want to sneak into the alpha estate and learn where they are keeping her. I want us to be part of the crew who finds her and saves her.”

      She stiffens. “We could get into so much trouble if they find us snooping.”

      “If,” I counter. She grins, and I feel the rush of excitement flow through her.

      “Okay, but maybe not in. How about we lurk outside?”

      “Deal,” I say, and I pull us up as we head toward the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      ELIPHAS

      I growl as I scan the tree line. “Why the fuck are they here? Why not take her back to their realm?” I don’t expect an answer, but I get one.

      “Because they want to taunt her. They think that this will break her. They don’t know her very well.”

      I turn and meet the gaze of my mate’s familiar, Tristan. He and I have grown close these last three weeks. Both of us are worried sick about the female in that building.

      Luckily, we’re right by a Diner. Not the same one I met this lot in, but it’s the same nonetheless. Which helps us when we need to get from A to Z without any magical assistance, and meeting up with Giselle and Blaise is that much easier. I wonder if that’s why these monsters chose this small town. Because they want access to The Diner? I inwardly snort. Look at me, a blood-sucking vampire calling the demons monsters when we’re one and the same. At least now. When I was a witch, that was a different story.

      “Let’s go meet with Giselle and Blaise and let them know what we’ve found, and then we can come back and get a little bolder. We need eyes inside that warehouse. We need to know how many are in there and what kind of demons we’re working with. I will not go in with a half-cocked plan that will get her killed.”

      “I agree. Besides, they’ll want to join us. And that means more power on our side.”

      I grin at the wolf. “I like the way you think, man.”

      He claps me on the shoulder, and we head toward The Diner. It’s practically right across the street from the warehouse. It’s a two-story building with a dance studio above it, a decent -sized parking lot beside it, and then a Chinese buffet beside that. That’s what’s directly across from this warehouse that Keasia is being held in.

      Hurry. Hurry. Hurry. I can’t get my mind to stop. I can’t get the words of that witch out of my mind. I have to get to her by midnight; otherwise, I lose her. Why? What’s significant about midnight?

      As we walk up the road, I see two familiar figures standing outside waiting for us. They’re leaning against the wall that leads to the supe side of The Diner, Orrias and Lovely.

      “What the fuck are they doing here?” Tristan asks.

      We left Hallie and Deon in The Club while we went in search of answers. There’s nothing visible on the outside. Just the stupid building. It really bugs me that we have nothing to show for our recon.

      “I’m not sure, but I bet we’re about to find out.”

      I hear the growl from Tristan. He still doesn’t fully trust Orrias. I can’t say I blame him. His mother was very put out with him and assumed the worst. He shows up and there’s an attack on the coven leaders. They lost one of their own, and everyone thinks they lost the leaders, too. Then Keasia was kidnapped, and she is being tortured by demons. This guy started it even if he swears he didn’t. I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him, even if I couldn’t throw him pretty fucking far.

      “Lovely,” Tristan says, power flowing through him. He’s using his alpha mojo on her. “What are you doing here?”

      She bares her neck in submission and keeps it that way as she responds. “We want to help. Orrias can get us in and out.”

      I all but call him a liar with my snort of derision. “How the hell is a newbie going to get us in and out of a demon’s nest?”

      “I was a thief as a child. I wasn’t in great homes growing up, so I had to fend for myself a lot of the time. I can get in and out without being seen. I can also let you know where she is and how many we’re looking at.”

      It’s like he was listening in on the conversation I just had with Tristan. Tristan meets my gaze, and I can read it all in that expression. He doesn't trust him, and the fact that he just repeated what we discussed is putting him on edge.

      “How do you know what we want?” Tristan asks.

      “We followed you. We were listening. I’m sorry, I just wanted to help. I know I can help. Let us prove it to you.”

      I see Lovely tense as Orrias speaks. “What aren’t you telling us?” I ask them both.

      “That’s everything. We just want to help,” Orrias says.

      “This is a mission to get Keasia back alive. I don’t know you. We can’t trust you; why would we allow you to assist us?” Tristan’s eyes are glowing, and I can feel his wolf begging for a reason to tear into this kid.

      “Because Lovely trusts me. Because I’m one of you. Because I don’t want Keasia to die. Because I want to rid the world of more demons so they don’t do to any more people what they have already accomplished with our coven.”

      Our? He speaks as if he’s part of it already. As if they’ve taken him in.

      “We don’t have time to debate this shit with you. If she dies because of you, I’ll rip your heart from your chest and feed it to the demons.” I feel my fangs break free and know I'm looking all kinds of crazy and feral, but I need the words to sink in. Keasia is our priority. If she dies, they die, too.

      We walk into The Diner and head toward The Club, ignoring all of the beings who are here this late, drinking and having fun. We're not here for fun. We have two hours before midnight. That means we have an hour tops to get a solid plan formed, then head back over, find Keasia, and kill all the demons in another hour. Piece of cake, right?

      I find Deon and Hallie instantly when we walk through the tapestry. The tapestry is a portal that leads you from The Diner into The Club. You need to have some type of magic or be a supernatural being to walk through.

      I don't see Blaise or Giselle, but that doesn't mean anything. They could be scouting. They know to meet here. I know Deon and Hallie have also been investigating. I step onto the fish tank floor just as a pretty female mermaid swims by. She’s an old flame—well, a when we need a release type of flame. She’s been here for a while, coming and going regularly. We’ve been off for a long time, but she winks at me as she swims on. Shit. I’m going to have to break it to her that there will be no more of us, eventually. Let me get Keasia back first.

      Just as Deon and Hallie meet up with us, Giselle and Blaise come through a tapestry that leads to Rome. Okay, I guess there’s a reason there. Hallie stiffens as she sees Lovely and Orrias with us.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Hallie hisses at Lovely.

      “We’ve already gone over this. We don't have time to waste on this again. They’re here to help, though how this new witch thinks he can help against demons is beyond me. I’ll take all the people we can. They’re here. They’re either going to come in with us or try to find a way in on their own, so we might as well use them.” Even though I hate this idea, it’s what we’ve been dealt. She and Deon nod. We go to a private vampire room down the hall. It’s where we go when we want privacy while we eat. I pick the room at the very end and nod to Giselle, who still has her glamor on, looking nothing like the powerful witch she is, and she speaks the spell that will make this room soundproof.

      With that done, I turn to the room as a whole and we lay everything bare to the two people who knew nothing until now and are now forced to face the truth as they aid in getting back the next leader of the Wolf Coven.
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      KEASIA

      I cry out as my left arm is twisted behind me so violently that it snaps. Biting my lip to prevent the whimpers from escaping me, I glower at the demons before me. Four of them, all of them lower-level pieces of shit. How I wish for my magic. I’d make these fuckers scream before death comes for them.

      Suddenly I'm thrown against the wall with a powerful gust of wind. I taste malice in the air as the magic of the new demon hits me. “My beautiful Kash,” Steve says coolly. As if he wasn’t the one to just use magic to toss me across the room like a rag doll. He tsks. “What did you let happen to yourself?”

      His eyes sparkle with malevolence, and I force myself to remain impassive. “What do you want?” I demand. “Clearly I have nothing here that you want nor need so what the hell are you looking for?”

      He laughs, and the sound of it sends goose bumps down my arms. “You haven’t learned a thing. This, this right here; you on your knees, cowering like the filthy animal that you are, this is what I want. You gave me what I desired a long time ago. Now, he’s out there, destroying your coven from within, and no one is any wiser.”

      His words chill me to my bones. What he’s referring to is impossible. “Kanon’s only been gone for three years,” I say. I hate myself because the words are barely audible to my own ears. Yet Steve smirks.

      “Kash,” he starts, and that name makes my skin crawl. “Did you forget that the demon realm is different? Time passes quickly there.”

      “You’re insane. That’s not possible. Kannon will be too young to destroy an entire coven.” It’s fast, but surely not that fast. Granted, we’ve never been able to get into and out of the demon realm to know for sure. But I can’t fathom my baby, now almost four, to be a grown man.

      Steve laughs as he sends magic into me, reminding me of that fateful night three years ago. I can’t believe he’s a demon. I knew he was a monster—who leaves their pregnant girlfriend when they find out they’re going to have a baby and doesn’t even come by to say hi and see how he’s doing? But even with all of that, I never once imagined Steve to be a demon.

      “It was you,” I say through the pain, gritting my teeth to hold back the tears and whimpers. “You did this.”

      He lets go of his torture and lets me fall to the cement floor, my knees breaking my fall and probably breaking them in the process.

      “It was. I’m the villain your mutt always thought me to be. Neither of you ever imagined me to be as bad as I truly am, though.”

      He strolls toward me and lifts me up by my neck, slamming me into the wall. I bite my tongue from the force of the impact, and the coppery taste makes me want to fight back. I’m not helpless. I know how to fight. Even without my magic, I can still kick some ass. They’ve weakened me. Starved me. Left me on the brink of death for so long, I don’t think I have enough energy to escape. But I’ll take some of these assholes out with me.

      I spit my blood at him, then take my arm and slam it up into his chin with as much force as I can muster, then slam it into the arm holding my neck. He loosens his grip just enough for me to fall to the floor. I catch my fall and roll to the side.

      His roar of anger—not pain, I note with disappointment—rocks the room. Way to go, Keasia, piss off a demon without any weapons or magic to assist you. I shake my head inwardly at my predicament. I have no other choice. I was going to lie down and let death claim me, but not now. Not with this asshole. He took my baby. Made him a monster. I refuse to believe it until I see it with my own eyes.

      Steve catches up fast, and he's on me before I can get a foot out of this dingy cell. I feel his hand wrap around my arm, and he pulls me back. My head hits the doorframe. Dizziness washes over me, and I bite my cheek to keep myself awake. If I black out, I die.

      "You're strong, Kash, but not strong enough. There's no one here to help you. You've used all of your strength to get out of my grasp. Give it up, love, this is the end of the line."

      I snarl at him like a rabid dog. "I will never give up."

      He laughs at my attempt to sound vicious. I rip my arm free from his hold just as glass breaks from the next room over. He stiffens slightly, and that's all the confirmation I need; someone's here that shouldn't be. I grin and race out of the room. Steve’s hand grips my hair and yanks me back into his chest. I yelp in surprised pain.

      He holds me to him so tightly there's no hope of me escaping again. Instead of going further into my cell, he walks with me into the other room. Complete chaos reigns out there. They've come for me. I'm so glad that Steve is holding me against him at that moment, because I would have collapsed to the floor in relief.

      I feel the fury roll off of him in waves as he takes in the destruction. "Fucking knew I couldn't trust the damn kid to handle this," Steve says to himself, as if he forgot I was there.

      He pulls out a dagger and stabs me through the gut, five, six, seven times, then discards it to the side like trash. He lets me drop back to the floor, and even through the pain of my stab wounds, the pain of my broken bones causes me to whimper. I hear Steve roar as he gathers up the remaining demons and they flee in a flash.

      My eyes land on two pairs of worried eyes, one set brown and the other amber. They both race to my side as my own eyes close against my will. Cold seeps into me. Worse than anything I've ever felt.

      Death. This is what death feels like. I think as the chill reaches my bones.

      I think I hear Eliphas bellow my name just as he and Tristan reach my side. I'm pretty sure one of them takes me into their arms, but I don't know who. The darkness is calling. There's no pain and suffering there. Just bliss. So I let the darkness claim me.
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      VEPAR

      I'm ready to kill this filthy witch and everything she stands for when I see him, our son, aiding the witches in their rescue efforts. My blood is boiling within my veins. She was to die today, a slow painful death while I tell her who her son is. Instead, I summoned a blade and stabbed her. It’s still satisfying, but not as gratifying as it would have been if I prolonged her torture. It’s no matter; she’ll still die. Her familiar isn’t strong enough to heal those wounds.

      It was cowardly of me to flee, but I’m not ready to face a group of witches and wolves without more back-up. Together, they’re harder to kill. Next time they’ll see how ruthless I can be. For now, they’ll just think I’m weak.

      As I’m calling on my power to take me away—it’s no more than a thought in my mind—I search out my bastard son. Orrias. I gave him that name because it’s a leader's name. I wanted the demons to fear him and respect him. I wanted his witch kin to acknowledge what he is and fear the name as well. Now he’s helping them, becoming a leader for them.

      I snarl and whip my dagger toward him before disappearing. I hope it pierces his human heart. I hear it connect with flesh just as I vanish.

      I’m grinning when I arrive at my home. My subjects fear that expression, and they scatter away like bugs being bothered from their resting place.

      “We need a plan of attack,” I say to my guard. Not that I need them. They’re there as a precaution against fellow demons who think they can usurp me. They’re my warning. Their death signals me to be ready. “I want the rest of that coven dead before they get any bright ideas about retaliating.” The demon by my throne nods and starts to stroll away, but I stop him. “Find out who’s still alive and put together two teams of no less than twenty.”

      “Yes, master.” He bows, then heads out. I’ll give them some time before attacking. They need time and manpower. I won't let them collect that. Thanks to my son working with them, I need to be on my guard now. He can get them in and out without me knowing. That just won’t do.

      Dropping into my throne, I think about how to take them out. The leaders are all dead. Every last one. The wolf familiar is left, but he can’t lead them the way the witches could. An idea starts to form, and I cackle with glee. Death will be mine.
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      TRISTAN

      Keasia’s weak. Too weak to recover from this. That bastard hit her major organs, and she’s lost a lot of blood. Even with the healers from our coven, it’s impossible to bring her back from this state.

      I peer over my shoulder as the angry vampire paces the room. His fangs are out and glistening. He wants that demon’s head on a platter. I do, too. If Keasia dies, I’ll help Eliphas tear the world apart to get to him.

      She’s my sister. My best friend. I can’t lose her. I just got the real her back. I push my power into her, feeding her my strength through our bond. But it doesn’t help. It’s almost like she’s clinging to death. As if she doesn’t want to come back.

      “Eliphas,” I say, knowing he’s listening even when he’s not nearby. He comes over, fury and panic rolling off of him in waves. I bite back my wolf’s need to meet the threat. He’s not a threat. He’s on our side. He’s her mate. Goddess, her mate. That’s it! “E!” I say with more excitement now. “Your blood!”

      His face pales. He shakes his head. “I can’t do that. I won’t.”

      Anger rushes through me like a burst damn. “Why the hell not?”

      “If she dies, she’ll come back as a monster.” His fury at my suggestion is palpable.

      “If you don’t help her, she’ll die and not come back at all. Is that what you want?” I demand, holding back my wolf who’s on the verge of shifting right now.

      Deon comes over and steps between the two of us, placing a hand on both of our chests. “Y'all need to calm down.” He looks me in the eye. “E was a witch. He was turned against his will. He doesn’t want to be the reason his mate is forced to live a life she didn’t want.”

      I feel like I got punched in the gut. “You were a witch?”

      “We both were. It’s been a hard adjustment. And he still thinks he’s a monster even when he knows he’s not. He’s the best of both races, and the witches were too stupid to realize that.”

      A story, I realize. There’s a story behind these two men who have become part of our lives.

      “Deon, please explain to him that he needs to try. Without his blood, which has healing powers for his mate only, she will die. The healers did all they could. He’s her last hope.” I feel defeated. I want to tear Steve's throat out with my bare hands.

      “Eliphas,” Keasia whispers. It’s so soft, I don’t think she was trying to speak at all. It doesn’t matter, he’s at her side in the blink of an eye, taking her hand in his. I know how that hand feels: cold and lifeless.

      “Please, E. Just try,” I say, placing my hand on his shoulder. I usher everyone out and leave him alone with Keasia. I hope he can do this. Right or wrong in his eyes, it needs to be done. We can’t lose her. Not even Eliphas will survive that loss.

      Once the door clicks shut, I go in search of my parents. There has to be something else we can do through our bond to help my best friend.

      I find them at the table with Keasia’s parents having drinks. Not tea, from the scent of it. Liquor, and good stuff, too.

      “Is there a spell or anything to help with giving her my strength and health?” I ask, not bothering with pleasantries.

      They all look grave. “No, Tristan. You’ve already done what you can. It’s up to nature now,” Giselle says, sounding just as broken as I feel.

      I bang my head on the table. This is the most useless I have felt since I woke up in the infirmary to find out that Keasia was not doing well from the attack of the demons, three years ago. “I can’t do this again,” I tell them all. “I can’t sit around and wait to see if she survives. I need assurance that she will.”

      “It’s in her mate’s hands now,” my mother says. I see the realization dawn on Keasia’s parents’ faces.

      “Yeah, we can scent it. I don’t think she even knows what they are,” I say, not bothering to sound apologetic. “I know she would have told you if she knew. And if by some miracle she does know, she’s probably trying to piece together why she has a vampire for a mate.”

      Giselle laughs. “Because the Goddess has a way of testing them.”

      Deon finally takes the seat beside me after standing by the doorway watching the hall for any signs that things are going badly in Keasia’s room. “You have no idea,” he says and relays the information he shared with me to them. Nothing more. Nothing less.

      “Well, shit,” my father says. “I knew he smelled familiar, but I couldn’t place it. It’s been way too long since I encountered him.”

      Deon pops his head up, examining my father again. “We’re over two hundred years old.”

      “No, I didn’t know him when it happened. I met him when I was a pup, no more than fifteen. He saved my life.”

      “Are you sure it was Eliphas?”

      My father nods. He shares with us the story of his first real battle and his friendship with a being that shouldn’t be. For this being was a vampire, not out to drink the blood from humans directly. He tells us how this man told him he wasn’t always a monster and wanted nothing more than to rid the world of the monsters who forced this upon him. He tells us how Eliphas, who was already a vampire, told him he was once a witch and would hate to see a potential familiar killed by beings he was sworn to protect them from. He kept that promise, even after becoming the monster he claimed he was.

      When my father finishes, Deon nods. “I remember him telling me that. We were out looking for a clan that was kidnapping the humans. We got split up, and he told me he saved a shifter pup. Never told me he spilled his guts to you. But I can see him doing that.”

      Dad and Deon start talking about their lives after that, and I zone them out. I keep thinking of Keasia. Is Eliphas going to try and heal her? Will we be planning a funeral?

      I let my worries take me away just as Orrias comes in.

    

  


OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



OEBPS/images/remembered-and-found.jpg







