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1842

“Are you cold?” Eron asked, pulling the sheets over the beauty next to him, despite how badly he wanted to relish the sight of her. He’d waited so long to be given the gift of all of her. Longer than he’d ever waited for anyone, and like a besotted fool, he would have waited even longer. 

“No,” she answered, her voice shaky and soft, almost timid, and Seta was never timid. Other than when she’d allowed him to remove her clothing. That vulnerability had almost stopped him. Would have stopped him if she hadn’t kissed him so eagerly despite how her limbs trembled. He knew it had been a long time for her, as long as it had been for him since he’d desired no one else since first laying eyes upon her, but he’d been forced to put distance between them until she could return to Italy to reunite with her son. 

Once she’d gotten Rialto back in her life, she’d been consumed with guiding him through his change into a vampire, the gift she’d bestowed upon him herself. And after he’d learned all he needed, she’d remained by his side. Perhaps too long. It had taken several years for Eron to convince her to let Rialto be a man. He no longer needed his mother watching over his shoulder. 

By the time he’d coaxed Seta into his arms and finally into his bed, she’d seemed virginal, almost afraid. One would never know she’d had a lover before him, and had even born a child. He supposed it had been a lifetime since either had made love. In mortal terms.

It had been well worth the wait, but her silence and the deep thoughts he sensed filling her mind concerned him. She’d been untouched for decades. Perhaps he’d been too exuberant in his need to claim her, demanded more than her body had been prepared to give. Misread her readiness. “Did I hurt you?” he asked, praying he hadn’t. 

“No. I felt no pain. It was ... unusual.”

“Unusual?” His heart sank. He supposed there were worse words she could have used to describe what they’d just shared, but unusual didn’t really come off as high praise. 

“Unexpected. I ... I enjoyed it.” Her cheeks flushed pink. “It always hurt before... with him.” 

She rested on her side, her back pressed against his chest so she couldn’t see the way his jaw clenched. His arm automatically tightened around her, and he had to force himself to relax his muscles so he didn’t squeeze her too tight against him. He also focused on calming the surge of emotion that had just ran through him before she picked up on it. He never wanted there to be anger, fear, sorrow, or any other negative emotion in bed with them. When they were together, he only wanted her to feel how cherished she was. 

“Always?” It took a great deal of willpower to keep his voice from coming out as a growl. “Were you forced?” 

“No. I was ignorant enough to want him,” she said, not bothering to hide the bitterness in her tone. “I thought he loved me, and I wanted to please him. I submitted to him willingly.”

She ran her fingers over the back of his hand. “He didn’t do the things you did. He didn’t use his hands other than to grip my hips or squeeze my flesh until I bit my lip to keep from crying out. I thought if I relaxed like he instructed me to do, it would get better. He always pushed himself into me so soon, before I could brace for it. Fortunately, it never lasted very long. I never understood why others seemed to enjoy it so much when it only hurt me. I thought something was wrong with me.”

“There is nothing wrong with you. Now nor then.” 

He moved back, allowing enough distance to roll her onto her back so he could look directly into her eyes when he spoke next. The uncertainty he saw in the burnt umber depths that had captivated him from the first time they’d taken him in gutted him. 

Seta was the proudest, strongest, most frustratingly stubborn and defiant woman he had ever had the pleasure and absolute torture of knowing. Seeing the need for reassurance lurking in the very eyes that usually burned with strength and confidence, a need caused by the despicable acts of a cruel and selfish man, filled him with bloodlust. If Count Roberto Garibaldi hadn’t already been killed by his own son, he would march to his castle at sundown and rip him limb from limb. 

“You simply had the misfortune of knowing a loathsome man who only cared for his own pleasure. Women need to be warmed. Any decent man understands that and is patient and giving. He prepares her to receive him or else he waits. The only thing wrong about your past is the partner you had. A partner who did not deserve the gift of your love.”

She started to smile, but looked away, doubt still in her eyes. “You are... satisfied?”

Satisfied? She doubted he was pleased with what they had shared? Eron clamped his jaws together until the urge to laugh passed, afraid she would think he was mocking her, not understanding the absurdity of the woman who owned him body and soul being filled with so much doubt over how enamored he was of her. Once he moved past the urge to laugh, he took her hand and placed her palm over his chest.   

“Do you feel that? My heart has not beat like this in well over a century. That is all you, Seta. That is what you do to me. You bring me to life, set off sparks inside a heart that had long withered. Am I satisfied?” He allowed himself a little chuckle. “I am besotted. Enraptured. Enamored. Intoxicated by all that you are and beyond honored to have been allowed this gift, this treasure I will defend until my dying breath, but satisfied?” 

He brushed her silky black hair away from her brow and pressed a soft kiss against her forehead. “I will not be satisfied until you are so full of love for me that you never think of that miserable bastard again.”

Then he took her mouth, kissing her with all the love filling his heart. Seta’s arms and legs wrapped around him, pulled him tighter against her as she kissed him back with passionate fervor. The sun was high in the sky, something all vampires could sense without seeing, but it had no power over them as each caress of tongues and lips, each glide of hands and playful nips along flesh fueled them. Soon, he poised over her, ready to enter her body once more. “Again, my love?”

“Yes. I need you in—” She froze, her body instantly becoming stiff as her eyes glazed over. She seemed to stare far off into the distance, and he knew she was having a vision. Before Eron could draw a breath, Seta started screaming and bucked him off of her.

“Seta!” He toppled backward, falling from the bed. “Seta, what is the matter? Where is the pain?”

“It is not my pain.” She hunched over, grimacing as tears ran down her face. “It is...” She gasped, her eyes full of horror as she looked at him. Horror that turned into rage as he got to his feet and reached for her. 

With a deafening screech, she flung out her arm and hit him with a wave of power that sent him crashing into the wall before she disappeared in a whirlwind of movement. By the time his body sank to the hardwood floor, she was gone.

“Seta?” Eron stood, despite the aches and pains filling his body. The pain shooting up his side clued him in that something inside him had broken from the force of hitting the wall. What the hell had happened? She was gone. Just... gone.

Eron looked down at where their clothes had been discarded and noticed hers missing as well as her shoes. She’d moved fast, quickly dressing before just vanishing. She had to have teleported, one of the gifts she had as a witch of great power. But where had she gone? Why had she just left him? And why had she screamed as if being torn apart before she’d fled? 

He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and cast out his senses. As her sire, he could find her anywhere if he remained calm and focused. There. He found her almost instantly and what he sensed when he located her sent him crashing back down to his knees. She was in pain. Not just her body. She hurt far deeper than just a physical ache. Pain laced with deep fury and despair consumed her, but he couldn’t sense why. Seta? He reached out to her telepathically. Seta. What has happened? Where are—

She slammed a wall down guarding her mind so fast he nearly toppled backward. Then he did topple backward, in shock. He was her sire and a master vampire at that. How had she blocked him so well? She’d only been turned for thirty-nine years. Despite the power her witch blood gave her, she shouldn’t have been that strong. And she shouldn’t have locked him out of her mind if she was so upset. She shouldn’t have run from him. Unless... No. No, that didn’t make sense. She’d wanted him. She’d been right there with him, matching his desire. He hadn’t forced himself on her. Why had she run from him? 

He looked toward the door of the small one-room dwelling he’d built on the small island near Greece, and ached to run through it, to run to her. He sensed she was far away, too far for him to make it to her in the sun, even if he swam most of the way, and unlike her, teleportation was not a gift he had. But he could go to her another way if he could will himself to calm down enough to focus. 

He quickly pulled his clothes on, not knowing where he would project himself to, and stretched out on the bed. He forced himself to calm down, to think only of her image as he cleared his mind of everything else, a feat that proved difficult as worry filled his mind and heart. Relax, he ordered himself. He’d be no good to her if he couldn’t reach her. He took a deep breath, then another, and another, willing himself calmer with each exhale. He focused on only her beautiful face until his mind went blank, and then he was there with her, even if only in spirit. He didn’t understand what he was looking at. 

“Seta?” 

She cried out in surprise and turned wide, frantic eyes toward him. They quickly turned murderous as she took him in where his spirit form stood inside the dark cave she’d dragged someone in. A man, far too mutilated to be recognizable. “You,” she growled, her body shaking with rage. “This is your doing.” 

Alarm slammed into Eron, not just because of her accusation, but because familiarity finally washed over him as he looked harder at the man resting on the cave floor. His skin was missing in large patches. What was partially there had been healed by Seta, but she had her work cut out for her. He could see organs that had started to fry, blood and other juices that had dried out. Rialto’s facial features were a dried husk and his once-silky hair, so like his mother’s, was brittle. 

“My Lord, Seta. What is this? What has happened?” He tried to rush forward, but Seta stood to block Rialto from his view. 

“You happened!” Seta pointed an accusing finger at him, fury burning in her eyes as she stepped closer. “You took me away from him, convinced me he needed to be on his own just to have me to yourself, and this happened!” 

His mouth dropped open, too shocked by her accusation to be angry. “I do not know what happened here, but I did not do this. I would never harm your child. I would never hurt you like this. I love—”

“You love only yourself!” she bellowed, pure rage coating each word that echoed off the cavern walls. “You are like every other man with power. You say the right things, whisper the same lies, but you only take! You have always used your power to control me. When you could not do it by force without feeling my ire, you used manipulation, just another form of control. You filled my head with lies and tore me away from my son. You made me leave him alone, and this happened. He needed me and I was with you, allowing you to use my body while my son gave his to the sun!”

Realization of what Rialto had done doused the anger that had been rising in Eron after she’d accused him of only controlling her. Of course Seta would be angry, hurt, beside herself with grief. She’d already lost her son once. Now, to have nearly lost him permanently... Just finding him the way she had would bring out such a reaction in any parent.

“I am so sorry, Seta. I have no idea why he would do such a thing. I will help you. You will need blood to maintain your strength to heal him. You are too far away for me to reach while the sun is risen. Bring me to you so you may take my blood.”

“You think I would take your blood now?” She spit at his feet, something he had never seen a lady do, but Seta had never been a delicate lady. Especially not while angry. “Your apology is meaningless. More empty words to keep me under your thumb. This would not have happened if I had been with my son, where I was needed. You are to blame for this. I want nothing from you. No blood, no lies, no words. Nothing. I will heal my son and care for him on my own. And so help me, if you dare try to find us, I will be your sun. I will strip away your flesh and burn you from the inside. I will destroy you.” 

Her words had come out a low growl, almost too deep to have come from a woman, and her body shook with barely restrained rage as her palms glowed with green fire he sensed would have been thrown at him if he had been there in his physical body. Tears burned the backs of his eyes as pain throbbed in the center of his chest and nausea rolled in his stomach. 

“Seta, you can not mean these words. You know what you mean to me, what I would do for you. And you love me. You would not have given yourself to me if I were not in your heart.”

“How could I give myself to someone who owns me? You fooled me just as Rialto’s father fooled me. I see clearly now. I could never love or be loved by someone I am enslaved to. Do not look for me, Eron, or my face will be the last thing you look upon before I break these chains and send you where my son was almost lost to. Because of you.” 

Pain pierced Eron’s heart so violently he couldn’t keep his grip on his spirit form. It snapped back into his body where he’d left it in the small shelter he’d built for Seta on the island meant to be a hideaway for them. 

He looked down as he raised his hand to the center of his chest, sure to find a stake or dagger protruding from his heart, but the only wound he found was deep inside his heart, unseen by the naked eye. He felt it all the same. Seta’s scent, still clinging to the sheets, surrounded him, tormenting him as hot tears spilled from the corners of his eyes. 

It had taken thirty-nine years to break down the walls Seta had built around her heart after being thrown off a cliff by the man who had used her to produce his heir, and he’d spent only a handful of hours wrapped in her love before she’d torn it away and accused him of being the same kind of monster who had abused her so long ago. And he knew now that she’d meant every word she’d said to him.

He would find her anyway. No matter where she ran or how badly she hated him, he would find her. He would always find her, if only to keep her safe from true enemies while she tried to destroy him.   
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Seta stepped out of the small supply store with her package tucked under her arm, careful not to crush any of the more fragile items she’d acquired. She paused long enough to sense her surroundings, checking for danger before she dared head toward home... or what served as home for the time-being. Salem held a lot of magic, hence her reason for hiding her family just outside the small city. As much as she detested the commercialization of what she was, and the constant reminder of the terrible tragedy that befell poor women for simply being what she was, or accused of being what she was, she couldn’t deny the area was a good location to hide her granddaughter. 

At only four years of age, Njeri was already tapping into her magic. Seta’s bloodline alone was powerful, but Njeri had also inherited the power of her mother’s bloodline. Aria’s mother had been a born witch, and it was her mother who Njeri gained the witch trait from. Seta has inadvertently partially passed on the trait to her own son when she’d sired him, in a sense rebirthing him when she turned him into a vampire in order to save his life, just as her own sire had done to save hers.

Like her, Njeri was half witch and half vampire, one of only three children prophesied to be born to immortals who normally could not reproduce. And like her, it appeared Njeri had the strength of her bloodline. The power she had gained through her mother’s side of the family would not have been enough to make her as strong as she was. Even if Seta had not been the witch to pass down the trait to the child, the child still carried the strength of her bloodline through her blood, and the signs were already there.

Although many witches didn’t tap into their magic until they were several years older, such simple magical abilities as moving objects with their mind weren’t that uncommon for more powerful witches of Njeri’s age, but when the child had cast an actual spell at such a young age, Seta knew she had to take the child into hiding. The ability to do such a thing at her age was proof Njeri would become one of the most powerful witches the world had ever known, and power like that could be tracked.

After weeding through the traces of magic and energies left behind by the practice of witchcraft and spells cast by lesser witches in the area, Seta felt confident enough that she hadn’t been trailed by anyone who posed an actual threat, and started down the street, headed toward the edge of the city and the property she had claimed for her family just beyond.

Seta fought the urge to roll her eyes as human tourists she shared the street with took pictures of themselves, using the colonial style buildings as backdrops. Halloween had come and gone, but there was still a lot of witch-themed décor posted in windows and many of the local businesses were named in the theme. While she could appreciate the architecture, it was hard to resist the urge to snap at the fools who dressed in pointy witch hats with long press-on nails that looked more like claws than fingernails. They dressed up as the caricature witches had become and pretended to celebrate them along the very streets that still stank of the dark energy of their vicious murders. Most of the women who had been killed hadn’t even been witches, but that was the world back then. All it took was a group of jealous girls to accuse another of devilry and the good Christian people broke out their pitchforks. Seta hadn’t been alive during the Salem Witch Trials, but she still felt the pain and suffering of the accused. If not for her family, she would have never stepped foot into Salem, but this was the hand dealt to her and she would walk through fire for those she loved. 

She turned down a street near the edge of town and took the narrow street leading out. She could have driven, but it was easier for her to sense her surroundings on foot, not to mention pick up any tails she might have. Also, if something should happen to her family while she was gone, if someone somehow found their location and breached her wards, she wanted them to have the vehicle to escape in. Seta could teleport if the need arose, not that she would dare unless absolutely necessary. As tedious as it was, she was being careful not to use any more of her power than necessary while in hiding with her family, and when she did use her power, she prayed the magic energy that hung over Salem and the surrounding area like a cloud helped keep her hidden from searching eyes. 

As she neared the edge of town, Seta passed a bar called The Witch’s Tit, and grimaced. More apt a name for a strip club, she thought, but just as degrading either way. The thought of burning the building to the ground flitted through her mind, but she tamped down the urge. It wasn’t worth the cost of possibly attracting her enemies, and there were people inside, probably guiltier of nothing more than just being ignorant. She wouldn’t want to reward the owners with insurance money either, just so they could rebuild, maybe paint an even bigger caricature of a busty wart-nosed witch in barely any clothing on their window. 

She’d just decided to play nice and ignore the atrocious eyesore when three rowdy men stumbled out of the doorway she’d just passed. Seta kept her head down, eyes forward, and continued walking, hoping to go unnoticed, but she knew the chances of that were slim to none. 

Turned at the tender age of nineteen years old, she would forever have youth on her side. Add in the abundant curves she’d already developed at the young age, her long, silky black hair, and the beautiful mix of her Spanish and Native American features, and going unnoticed by men was a rare occurrence. The long whistle one man let loose behind her told her she hadn’t escaped their notice.

“Hey baby,” one of the men called out as she heard their footsteps quicken just as she ducked down a narrow alley. “I like those cakes.” 

Seta rolled her eyes. If there was anything she’d learned during her over two hundred years of existence, it was that men could be such stupid, disgusting creatures, and it didn’t appear evolution would ever change that. 

“Shut up, Roger. Can’t you see this is a nice young lady? Sorry about that, miss.” The man who’d come to her defense, or at least wanted it to appear that way, now walked at her side. He was tall, not that most men weren’t tall compared to her own barely five-foot-four frame. He was soft in the middle but not really overweight, with messy brown hair that fell past his ears. He wore a dark flannel shirt under a corduroy jacket with blue jeans and well-worn work boots. The amount of alcohol coming off his breath hinted at a night of overindulgence. “Wow, you’re a pretty thing, aren’t you? A little young to be out here all alone.” 

Seta grinned, unable to stop herself. The man made the same mistake as many others. Mortals saw her and they saw a small, fragile teenager with a nice body good only for pleasure. They had no clue of her true age or the power that had come with that age. Or just how lethal her body could be. 

“Where are you headed, sweetheart,” a heavier man with lighter, shorter hair said as he came around the other side of her so she now had a man on each side and one bringing up the rear, a perfect trap for a woman of normal abilities, but not quite the foolproof net they thought they’d caught her in. “Paul’s right. A pretty young lady like you shouldn’t be out walking by yourself this time of night. There are a lot of unsavory characters out here who would just love to get their hands on a pretty little thing like you.” 

“Like drunk men who stumble out of bars and harass me?” Seta said. 

“No need to be like that, sugar,” the man she now knew was named Paul said, a bitter edge to his tone. “We’re the nice guys.”

“Really? I don’t think nice guys compare a woman’s ass to cake, or say such disgusting things and actually believe they’re compliments.” 

“Yeah, well, that’s just Roger,” Paul said, directing an annoyed look toward the man behind them. “We’re working on his vocabulary and manners.” 

“I suggest you work on them well before you allow him in public. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d rather not be bothered this evening.” 

“We’re being nice here, honey,” the man whose name had not yet been revealed said, irritation strong in his voice. “The least you could do is be grateful, maybe smile a little. It won’t kill you to be nice.” 

Seta came to a stop and turned so she could see all three men. As she’d suspected, Roger was a very unattractive man with thick jowls, bad skin, and a beer gut that hung over his belt. All three men appeared to be somewhere in their thirties, and the one named Paul wore a wedding band around his left ring finger. 

“I do not owe you a smile and I am certainly not grateful to have been interrupted by such vile men offering a service I did not ask for. I am perfectly fine walking by myself, or at least I was before I was so rudely interrupted by such a foul-smelling trio of so-called men, one of whom appears to be married and should be home with his wife instead of spending the night getting drunk in some dingy bar before harassing a woman on the street.”

“She’s an uppity little bitch, isn’t she?” Roger said before spitting on the ground and hitching up his ripped and faded jeans. “A smart mouth like that will get you into a whole heap of trouble, little girl.” 

As much as she loathed the thought of smiling after a man had told her to, Seta couldn’t help the way her lips turned up at the corners. “The three of you seem rather fixated with my small stature, but as I’m sure you’ve been reassured a time or two in your miserable lives, size doesn’t matter.”

Roger’s brow furrowed. “Hey, what are you... What’s she trying to say?”

“I think she’s suggesting you have a small dick,” the unnamed one said.

“I believe I said the three of you.” 

“You know, sweetheart, it’s women who act like you that make men do the things they do,” Paul said, stepping closer to her. “We were being real nice guys, offering to walk you home so you’d be safe, but you had to be a little uptight bitch, didn’t you?”

“And if I had batted my eyelashes and accepted the help I never asked for?” Seta said, looking straight into the man’s eyes. “Would I have actually made it home before my clothes were torn off and the three of you started taking turns?” 

The married man named Paul smiled, but the look in his eyes was dark, that of a hunter who’d just caught his prey right where he wanted it. “I guess we’ll never know.” 

Seta took a breath to calm the rage burning inside her chest, threatening to come out through her hands, which already tingled with the urge to produce green fireballs. “You have a choice to make, boys. You can turn away now and go home unscathed. Or you can continue to harass me. I assure you, the second option will lead to a very bad ending for the three of you.” 

A spark of fear entered Paul’s eyes and Seta knew he’d noticed the way the ends of her hair danced in the nonexistent wind, but Roger let loose an uproarious laugh. “You hear her, Cullen? This little girl thinks she’s going to hurt us.” 

Cullen? Seta turned to glare at the man standing at her side. The name was close to Culla, the name of the Keeper who’d drugged her sire and handed him over to a demon-possessed man to be tortured and drained for months. The rage inside her intensified. “Walk away now while you still can,” she warned the men, sensing her temper near the boiling point and she didn’t want to use magic unless she had to, which meant she’d have to take the men out with her bare hands. 

“While we still can?” Cullen’s eyes sparkled with amusement as he laughed. “Get a load of her, guys.” 

“Maybe she’s a witch.” Roger guffawed. “Are you a little witch? Is that why you’re dressed all in black?” He continued to laugh as his gaze rolled over her body, starting at the neck of her black rib-knit sweater, lingering on her breasts before moving over her black jean-clad hips and legs, which were short but no less shapely. He didn’t spend too much time taking in her black ankle boots.

“Witches wear whatever they want, but I like black. I find it hides blood stains pretty well.”

The men stopped laughing for a moment, a hint of alarm flitting past their eyes, then Roger started laughing again and the other two joined in, although Paul eyed her nervously, his gaze still on her hair, which practically crackled with energy. 

“You should have been nice to us,” Roger said before he made the grave mistake of stepping into Seta’s personal space and tipping her chin up, placing his grubby fingers on her skin. 

“Stupid mortal. I was being nice,” she growled before she grabbed his hand and twisted, breaking his wrist before she spun and jutted her elbow out, connecting it to his throat, cutting off the scream he’d emitted as his wrist bones snapped.

Cullen made a grab for her, but he was no match for her vampiric speed as she dropped low and slid past him, reaching up to grab hold of his testicles as she did, yanking with enough force to detach them. 

Paul sprinted away as Cullen released a shriek of pain loud enough to reach the heavens before he dropped to his knees, crying as he covered his damaged groin with both hands. Seta rose to her feet to go after Paul just as a tall, dark, and strikingly handsome figure emerged from the dark shadows at the end of the alley and knocked her escapee back toward her with one solid punch to his face. 

“Rialto! You’re supposed to be watching over Aria and Njeri,” Seta scolded her son. “What are you doing here?” 

“You think I didn’t feel the rage inside you and know something was wrong?” Rialto said as he grabbed Paul by the scruff and tossed him at her feet. “Besides, I’m pretty sure Aria is going to eventually murder me in my sleep if I don’t give her a little space now and then, and between her and the warding, Njeri is safe until we return. You know yourself what a mother will do to protect her child.” 

He stood hands on hips and surveyed the mess. Paul groaned on the ground between the two of them, Roger massaged his throat where he sat resting against the wall of a building, and Cullen continued to weep as he held tight to his crotch.

“What the hell did you do to this one?” Rialto asked, giving Cullen a light kick. 

“Ripped his balls off.”

Rialto grimaced. “There are more humane ways to take out a man.”

“I’m trying not to use my magic unless necessary, so I had to improvise, and I’m sure he doesn’t deserve the right to possess a pair of testicles given the treatment he and his friends were giving me tonight. Perhaps I should neuter all three of them.” 

“What the hell are you people?” Roger asked, his voice raw as he forced it past the throat Seta knew had swollen from the force of the blow she’d delivered. 

“They’ll talk,” Rialto said, ignoring the man’s question, “and we’re supposed to be avoiding drawing attention to ourselves. Do we need to kill them?”

“What?” Roger’s eyes bulged out as his friends both squeaked in fear. “No, man, you ain’t gotta do that. We just wanted to have some fun with her. We didn’t know she had a boyfriend.”

Rialto grunted, annoyed by the never-ending common assumption that he and Seta were lovers rather than mother and child, and stepped on Paul’s neck as the man tried to crawl off.

“Let’s drink them and find out,” Seta suggested, seeing no use in wasting fresh blood.

“What the hell?” Cullen quit crying long enough to say, his eyes wide and glossy with terror. “We’re sorry. We didn’t mean nothin’, we were just having fun like Roger said.”

Seta grabbed Cullen by the throat, digging her fingernails deep into his flesh. “No woman would consider the way you three pigs treated me to be fun.”

“And neither do I,” Rialto said as he left Paul struggling to breathe on the ground and moved over to Roger in a blur of speed.

Seta sank her fangs into Cullen’s throat as she watched Rialto do the same to Roger. Blood burst free from the man’s broken vein and gushed into her mouth. A moment later, the images hit. Because of her hybrid nature, Seta could always see into the minds of mortals she drank from, earning access to their thoughts and their memories. Thanks to what witch power she’d inadvertently passed down to Rialto, he could do the same. If the images he gained from Roger’s mind were anything like the disgusting ones she’d gained from Cullen’s, she knew neither man would make it to see another night. 

Seta did not kill for sport and neither did her son or any of the vampires they claimed as family or close friends, but nearly none of them had issue with taking a life that would only cause suffering if left to hunt new prey. 

Paul was in a state of shock, staring in horror as Seta withdrew her fangs, licked her lips, and allowed Cullen’s dead body to fall to the ground, but all it took was one look from her for him to find his voice and release a hoarse scream. Rialto’s boot connected to the side of his head, silencing him.

“This one forced himself on more than a few inebriated, unconscious women,” Seta said, looking over at what remained of the one named Roger. “I take it he wasn’t much better?”

“He wasn’t a rapist. Yet, anyway. He definitely had a thing for preteen girls and was working his way up to it, judging by what he enjoyed viewing on his computer.” Rialto looked around, scanning the alley and what he could see of the streets beyond. “The music in the bar is loud enough. I highly doubt anyone heard anything, and I don’t detect any heartbeats in these buildings closest to us. If we leave them here, however...”

“Their deaths will be declared heart attacks,” Seta said, “but I understand what you’re saying. One body found here is a simple heart attack, quickly forgotten about, but more than one found in the same location in the same condition is an odd coincidence that will get an investigation.”

Rialto nodded and toed the living man. “And then there’s this one.”

“No doubt just as worthy of death, given his friends and the fact he wanted to have fun with me despite wearing a wedding ring. We might as well take him to Aria. She hasn’t had anything fresh in a while and if you’re going to be leaving her alone to guard the—”

“Do you really think I would ever put my wife and child in danger?” Rialto asked, his eyes glittering with anger. “I left because I sensed your emotions and knew you were in trouble.”

“I was hardly in trouble. I can handle three mortals.” 

“With the things we’ve been dealing with, the ways Lucifer’s army has been tracking us, it wouldn’t be the least bit surprising if these three had just been a distraction orchestrated by our enemies. I had no way of knowing, so I came to make sure we dealt with them here, away from my wife and child. If anyone breached your wards, we would feel it, and you know I have a direct mental link to Aria. I would rush back to her.”

“I know.” Seta held her hands up. “I know. You are a good man, a wonderful husband and father. It was smart to think of keeping any possible danger from following me to where they are. You did well. Now, what to do about these bodies? Shall we leave them here to be found as if they both had heart attacks and just take our chances that anyone tracking us doesn’t see the inevitable news story and come hunting?”

Rialto sighed. “A news story like that wouldn’t just be a clue to whoever Lucifer has hunting us. Any common slayer would find it odd and come sniffing around, which is trouble we do not need. We’ll leave the two that are already dead and take this one with us. We can bury or burn his body after Aria has fed from him, but just to make it a little less suspicious to any slayer or hunter who finds out about these...” He picked up an empty beer bottle lying on the ground near a dumpster and smashed it against the brick wall before he made a quick, deep slash across Roger’s throat, careful to avoid any blood spray. 

“You were always my most clever child.”

Rialto grinned as he bent down to slash Cullen’s throat. “I’m your only child.”

“Yes, well, that doesn’t make it any less true. Let’s get back to Aria and Njeri.” 

Rialto grabbed her arm as she moved to pick up Paul’s unconscious body. “Let me carry him in case anyone sees us. I noticed you never let go of your bag there. Is everything all right?”
“Of course it is,” Seta answered, but checked the contents of her shopping bag anyway, verifying that all her fragile spell ingredients were still in good condition. “What little you must think of me to think I need both hands to handle three puny mortals.”
“You’re the smallest person in this alley,” he reminded her with a chuckle as he slung Paul’s unconscious body over his shoulder and gestured for her to precede him. “But the most lethal by far,” he quickly added with a playful wink.

Seta fought a grin, not wanting to encourage her son’s witty tongue, and stepped past him to lead the way back to their temporary home. 

Salem drew the interest of many who considered themselves witches, mostly wiccans and those who called themselves witches because they dabbled in witchcraft. Between them, psychics, occult enthusiasts in general and the many ghost hunters who came to converse with the souls of those who had perished so cruelly so long ago, the city was shrouded in a thick fog of paranormal energy Seta was counting on to hide her family. However, that fog could also hide enemies from her, so rather than risk not being able to sense their enemies, she’d hidden them in a building just outside of the city where they were still hidden by that energy, but it was lighter, lighter enough that she would notice a change in the air if those who hunted them neared. Tourists drawn to Salem for reasons other than hunting her family would have no reason to encroach on their hiding place. 

Seta opened her senses wide, measuring the energy level and scenting for paranormal beings as they reached their hiding place. Confident that no one lurked in the shadows, paranormal or just plain human, they crossed the street and braced themselves for the static sensation that washed over them as they passed through the warding Seta had placed around the building. Once through, they continued straight ahead to the front entrance of their first-floor apartment. 

The apartment wasn’t anything to brag about, but it fit their needs for the time being. It was dark with only one small window by the door, nothing big enough for a body to fit through, and a back door that led out to a narrow alley. There were two more small windows on either side of that door, but both had bars on them. The apartment comprised a living space and small kitchen with an even smaller dining area, a cramped bathroom, and two bedrooms. Njeri was supposed to sleep in Seta’s room, but often ended up squished right in-between her parents in their bed.

Although crime was kept out of Salem pretty well because of the importance of the tourist industry on the city’s finances, the neighborhood just outside where their family hid wasn’t as safe, but that worked out in their favor. None of them could die by stabbing or guns and a hand to hand fight with any of the normal humans on the block would be more comical than dangerous. Plus, their neighbors tended to be too busy getting drunk or high to pay much attention to anything going on around them, hence their ability to easily pack an adult male into their apartment without a problem. 

“Honey, we’re home,” Rialto announced as they stepped through the door, no need for a key. The magic they both possessed that allowed them to simply will a door unlocked wasn’t anything big enough to draw attention. Many older vampires without any witch blood at all had the same ability. 

“And you appear to have brought a guest,” Aria said, looking up from the book she’d been reading to Njeri on the couch. 

“A dinner guest just for you,” he replied with a wink. 

Aria rolled her emerald green eyes and set the book on the coffee table before standing. “Njeri, sweetie, stay with Si-Si while Daddy and I play with our friend for a moment, okay, baby?”

“Okay, Mommy,” Njeri agreed quickly as she squinted at the man draped over her father’s shoulder. “Daddy’s friend is sleepy.”

“Yes, he seems very sleepy,” Aria muttered, her tone implying Rialto had better have a good explanation for bringing a man to their shelter for her to drink from. 

“I could have brought all three,” he said. “And it would have been inconsiderate not to share.”

“And just how are we going to dispose of him?” Seta heard Aria ask as she led Rialto to their bedroom.

“There’s a dumpster right outside our back door,” he replied as if the answer were obvious.

“Si-Si, pick me up!” Njeri raised her arms.

Seta released a sigh, realizing that Si-Si was going to stick as long as Aria and Rialto kept reinforcing the nickname that had been created out of Njeri’s inability to say her name correctly when she was smaller. And she certainly was not going to be called Grandma, Nana, or any other title normally given to a grandmother. She already got enough strange looks when Rialto was overheard calling her Mother.

“Seta,” she corrected the adorable dark-haired child with shiny green eyes that rivaled her mother’s as she picked her up, careful not to smash anything in the bag she still carried. 

“Si-Si!” Njeri giggled at the stern face Seta made and she couldn’t help grinning. The adorable little angel in the pink teddy bear pajamas might just be the only person Seta should feel threatened by. 

“Si-Si it is,” she said softly, inhaling the sweet scent of Njeri’s hair, reveling in the joy of holding her close, something she hadn’t been able to do with Rialto at that age. He’d been ripped out of her arms shortly after his first birthday and she hadn’t been able to touch him again until the night she’d turned him into a vampire. “However, if that cute little nickname catches on and any other fool attempts to use it, it won’t work out so well for them.”

“Did you bring me a present?”

“I brought you something, but I need to make it first.”

“Can I help?”

“You can watch.”

“Okay.” Njeri plumped her bottom lip out, clearly unsatisfied, but too good of a child to have a fit.

Now, if only Seta could teach the child to control her magic like she controlled her temper, she wouldn’t need to resort to magic tricks. 

She walked over to the kitchen area and set Njeri on the counter, a safe distance from the stove. With a look warning to behave and not touch anything, she set her purchases on the counter next to her and gathered the other items she needed. Once she’d collected a pot, bowl, and necessary utensils, she dove into her bag of ingredients and removed the items she’d purchased from the occult shop that catered to those who practiced Wicca and witchcraft. Another boon to hiding just outside Salem was the easy access to such a store. Not every city drew enough interest to make a store like Witchbits profitable. Seta fought the urge to roll her eyes as she glanced at the store’s name on the side of the bag. Despite the ridiculous name, they carried a lot of spell and potion ingredients, even if she got the distinct impression the girl who’d checked her out hadn’t a clue what any of it was. The fool had asked if she was making perfume. 

Seta uncapped the bottle of goat’s milk and poured it into the pot. She added crushed lavender, rose water, and finely ground valerian root and brought it to a boil. By the time she’d added the other ingredients and brought the mixture down to a simmer, Rialto had taken Aria’s evening snack out to the back alley to set against a dumpster toward the end of the block, and Aria had joined her in the kitchen to observe.

“I take it Paul wasn’t an upstanding citizen either?”

“No. His wife will more than likely be relieved when she receives the news her husband had a heart attack. I don’t think she’ll miss the abuse one bit.” Aria tucked a bouncy curl behind her daughter’s ear. “Are you absolutely sure that potion won’t have any long-lasting effects?”

“If it did, I wouldn’t have to keep making more,” Seta assured her. “It’s just a very mild dissolution potion, more of an herbal milk, to calm the power Njeri carries inside her so we don’t have any more surprises until she learns to control her abilities.”

Rialto had returned to the kitchen and leaned back against the refrigerator. “You could have made this in Baltimore.”

“We spent too much time in Baltimore. You know that. I told you about my vision.”

“Yes, which is why I don’t understand why it’s just the three of us. There is power in numbers. Safety.”

“Except for when those numbers just draw more attention.” Seta was careful to keep her tone under control, not wanting to argue in front of Njeri and upset the child who was already far too intuitive to be just four years old. She spoke the simple low-level spell to cool the herbal mixture down to room temperature after she took it off the burner and poured the pot’s contents into Njeri’s favorite Moana cup. “Here you go, sweetheart. Drink this all down.”

Njeri smiled and wrapped her hands around the cup before bringing it to her mouth. Fortunately, it was one of the better-tasting concoctions Seta knew how to create without having to use any traceable magic. The child guzzled the warm drink down, her eyelids steadily drooping, a side effect of the potion. By the time she finished it all, she’d nearly fallen asleep right there on the counter.

“I think it’s bedtime for this one.” Aria lifted Njeri off the counter as Seta took the cup, then left the kitchen area to get the little girl tucked in. 

Seta cleaned up her area, storing what was left of the items she’d purchased in the cabinets over the counter, and moved the cookware to the sink along with Njeri’s cup. She couldn’t recall washing dishes by hand anytime within at least the past one hundred years, yet it was now a regular thing since she’d taken her family on the run. 

“Seta.”

“No,” she said, knowing exactly what her son wanted to suggest, and continued washing out the pot.

“We need more than just us.”

“We are fine. We’re being careful.”

“We’ve always been careful, but we’ve faced death how many times now? Neither of us are weak, and there is no witch I know of who comes close to your power, but we are still only two people against Lucifer’s entire army. We don’t even know the headcount on that. Porter and Khiderian saw just a portion of what we’re fighting against and it was a building full. They caught Porter. They caught a slayer. We can’t underestimate them.”

Seta put the last dish in the drying rack and turned the water off with more force than necessary before spinning around to face her much taller son. She hit him with a glare that would have scared the piss out of anyone else, but Rialto knew he was one of less than a handful of people she could never harm, so he simply stared back just as stubbornly. “We needed to leave Baltimore. Even Christian was compromised there. I told you I saw us being attacked after Njeri’s power drew our enemies to us and she cast her first spell. We had to leave.”

“I understand that. We still need help.”

Seta cast a glance toward her bedroom where Aria had disappeared with Njeri. “We both agree that Aria should avoid fighting at all costs to ensure that no matter what happens, Njeri has her mother. Khiderian lost his immortality and, for that matter, his power, sacrificing himself for that girl, and I won’t risk Malaika’s life. She’s a mother. So is Nyla. She and Jake have their hands full guarding Slade and we know the dark side has seen Njeri’s birth in a vision. We can’t put those children together and just wait for our enemies to rush in and get them both. If Satan is determined to destroy us all, the last thing we should do is make it easy for him. This is for the best.”

Rialto stepped closer to her. “There’s someone else who can help us.”

“Rider Knight is repaying the favor owed to me by making sure Christian doesn’t get killed, and I wouldn’t ask him to help with this anyway,” she added, thinking of the problems Rider had with his girlfriend and the demon who had shared in turning her into the giant ball of trouble she’d become, no fault of her own. “Even if he wasn’t busy running his whole organization, he has his own demonic problems to deal with, problems we don’t need to mix in with our own.”

“I wasn’t referring to Rider Knight. I’ve never even met the man. Why would I trust him with my child’s life?” His stare hardened. “You know who I was referring to and if you would quit being stubborn, you would agree with me.”

Seta’s eyes burned, and her fingers tingled as the magic inside her sensed her change in temper. “No.”

“Seta. Whatever spat the two of you are in now, can it not be set aside for something this important?”

“No, Rialto, it can’t.” She folded her arms to tamp down the urge to create fire from her hands. “Has it even occurred to you that how I feel doesn’t matter in any of this? The man has always done whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, with no regard to my feelings. He has never listened to me. I warned him about that Keeper and he ignored me. Well, we saw how that worked out for him, didn’t we? And when he got himself strung up on a wall because of that Keeper’s treachery and we saved him from death, did we get a thank you for our efforts? No, he didn’t stick around long enough for that.” 

“Honestly, that probably had a lot to do with the epic ‘I told you so’ rant he knew you—”

“I am still speaking!” Seta huffed out a breath and clenched her fists before continuing. “Eron claimed he was going deep into the ground to heal and we had no reason not to believe him after the condition we found him in, but he could have risen by now. He hasn’t because he doesn’t want to.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, darling, I do.” Seta bit her lip and mustered all her willpower to fight against the threat of tears burning the backs of her eyes. Seta didn’t cry. She didn’t cry when getting stabbed. She didn’t cry when she’d been burned by hellfire. She didn’t even cry when she lost people she cared for over the many years she’d existed. She damn sure would not cry over a man who only saw her as a possession he could pick up and discard at will, no matter what her foolish heart felt for him. “Eron is my sire, as I am yours. Have you ever reached out to me and been ignored?”

The hardness in Rialto’s dark eyes softened. “No. No, I have not.”

“Silence can be very loud and very clear. Eron does not care what happens to us.” 

“Are you sure? Are you sure that his body hasn’t been...”

“He is alive. I can sense the vibration of his life energy just as we can sense each other’s. His mind, however, was closed to me the last time I tried to reach out to him. I did try, Rialto. You must know that I would do anything, put aside all petty differences, to ensure the safety of you, Aria, and Njeri.”

“I am sorry, Mother. I thought the two of you were just having one of your tiffs.” 

“No, darling. I’m sorry to say hoping to receive any help from Eron would be a waste of time. We have each other. We will be enough, and that is all I have to say on the subject. Go spend time with your wife. I need to reinforce the warding.”

Knowing better than to stall even for a moment to encourage more conversation while in a mood so foul, Seta quickly turned away and retrieved the black candle that had been imbued with the magic that would hopefully keep her family off the radar of their enemies. 

She spoke the strengthening incantation over it and it came to life, a purple flame dancing atop the wick. Seta walked through the apartment, allowing the fragrant smoke to fill each corner of each room, until she finished the perimeter of the living room and touched the candle wick to the candle in the sconce on the wall, high out of Njeri’s reach. She blew the candle in her hand out and spoke the soft incantation, and the ivory candle on the wall flared, its flame a pure white light. 

Seta stared at that flame, praying the warding would be enough to keep them safe until they found a better place to hide. There simply was no one else who could help her family without jeopardizing their own, and she had long given up on Eron keeping the promises he’d once made.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Christian looked around in surprise. Not because the world he suddenly found himself in was strange to him, but because he hadn’t imagined he’d ever see the blue-tinged forest or the cerulean moon overhead again after he’d traded his vampirism in for mortal life. That, and Rider Knight stood in the Dream Teller’s world with him. Nude.

“What the hell is going on?” The vampire looked down at himself while he stood about six feet away, then met Christian’s gaze and frowned. “When the hell did I start having weird pornographic dreams about you of all people? I don’t even like men that way, and if I ever start, it’s not going to be with a minister.”

“This isn’t a pornographic dream,” Christian told him, his face warming from the awkward encounter. He kept his gaze at eye level. “Thank the heavens for small miracles. This is the dream realm.”

“You mean...?”

Christian nodded. “She should pop up on us any second now.”

“Hopefully with some pants. It’s cold here and I have things hanging out that don’t like the cold.” 

“Don’t remind me.” 

“Welcome, Christian and Mr. Knight,” a withered voice spoke from behind them. The Dream Teller, the blind old woman with the deeply grooved face, large hook nose, and ropes of thick white hair that peeked out from under her hooded robe, walked between them a few feet and turned. “I’m sure you have questions.”

“Starting with, why am I naked?” Rider said.

“Oh, dear.” The Dream Teller chuckled and raised her hand. “I pull people into my realm while they sleep. I must have caught you in the nude.” 

A long black robe appeared on Rider, and the vampire tied the belt around his waist. “Thank you.”

“Dream Teller, why are we here?” Christian asked, his concern for the friends he considered more like family growing, particularly Seta, since she was the only reason he could think of The Dream Teller bringing both him and Rider to her realm. “Is it Seta?”

The milky-eyed old witch nodded. “Yes, you have been brought here because of Seta, but calm your nerves, Christian. She is safe at the present time. However, danger is coming.”

“Why are we here?” he asked again, genuinely puzzled. Although Rider had figured out that he and Seta were involved in the Blood Revelation prophecy all on his own, Christian had only confirmed what the man already knew. He hadn’t expected Rider’s help to be requested by The Dream Teller herself. And as for him, there were far more effective allies she could have called upon to help Seta. “I don’t understand why we would be called here if Seta is in trouble. Jake would be far more capable of coming to her aid. I’m sure you know I am no longer a vampire.”

“Of course I know, dear. I knew what you were all along.”

Christian didn’t get mad easily, but a hot flash of anger flared inside him. “You knew what I was all along? All that time while I was lost?”

The Dream Teller closed her eyes and nodded, her mouth slack with regret. “I have a duty to guide you, but I also have to follow orders. You were being tested, Christian, and I couldn’t reveal the truth to you, no matter how badly I wanted to or how unfair I thought it all was.”

Christian wondered who the witch took orders from, particularly since he’d never seen anyone but her in the realm he thought of as entirely her own, but he knew better than to voice the question. 

“You may no longer be an angel, but you are still useful. You are one of very few people Seta trusts completely, and you are one of very few people who knows where to find Eron.”

“Eron?” Christian frowned. “Has he risen from the earth?”

“No,” The Dream Teller answered. “And he is no longer in need of its healing power. The man is simply hiding from things he must face. Meanwhile, the dark side is growing stronger. Wheels are in motion, a storm is brewing, and Eron needs to return to his loved ones and help fight. Seta will never admit it, but she needs him. They need him.”

“Anybody want to tell me what the hell you two are talking about?” Rider cut in, “and explain why it’s so cold in this place. I appreciate the robe, but there’s still a draft in an inconvenient location, so if we could speed things up so I can get back to my own realm, that would be great.”

“Yes, Mr. Knight. The dream realm reflects emotions. Most are scared when they arrive here due to the nature of what I have brought them here for. That fear contributes to the coldness you feel here. Rarely does the sun shine here in my section of the realm.”

“Section?” Christian took a quick look around, seeing blue sky and forest as far as the eye could see. A large mountain stood in the distance, also tinted blue from the moon’s rays shining upon it. “I thought the entire realm was yours.” 

“It is, and it isn’t,” she said cryptically, and continued on. “Mr. Knight, I understand you figured out a very important secret Christian and Seta have been hiding.”

“My lips are sealed,” Rider assured her. “I know the importance of the players in the prophecy. You don’t have to worry about me jeopardizing their safety.”

“I do have to worry, Mr. Knight. I have to worry about everyone who has even a grain of knowledge about those involved in playing out the prophecy, and we can’t overlook the fact that the woman you love is half demonic entity.”

Christian held his breath as Rider’s jaw clenched and his fists curled, but with a subtle intake and release of breath, the vampire seemed to calm his temper before he spoke. 

“Some would argue that vampires are demonic creatures, yet we are the chosen ones in this prophecy. Danni isn’t like the demon who had a hand in turning her into what she is. She’s a good person and she would never take sides with the devil.”

“I believe you. Don’t let my sightless eyes fool you. I see very well. I have no issue with your mate, Mr. Knight, but we both know you are not her only sire. As long as the other one exists, she is a security risk. I brought you here to give you a very important task, and she must not know what it is. You will learn things on this mission, information that can not fall into the wrong hands. Her other sire has entered her mind before, yes? Possessed her?”

Rider’s eyes narrowed. “You do see very well. Either that or—”

“Seta revealed nothing,” The Dream Teller assured him. “I watch over those involved in the prophecy. I’ve seen what Seta has been doing to help you, just as I saw how you helped Christian when he was in need because I was watching him too. I’ve seen your Danni, and for what it’s worth, I think she’s a good person, but she is a risk. She must remain in the dark on this, Mr. Knight. For her own safety as
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