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      A kick-ass heroine with pyrokinetic abilities and a license to kill. Enter Alec...vampire, scholar, and worst of all--fan. What could possibly go wrong?

      

      Diana, the fire Elemental, is nearly burned out.  Tired of traveling the world and losing innocent lives, she's slowly slipping into a depression that may consume her. But when she discovers that a child's life is in danger, she feels compelled to help.  However, teaming up with one of the most powerful vampires in North America is the last thing she wants to do.  

      Academic scion, Alec Broussard prefers his studies over the opulent and vicious lifestyles of vampires. And when he learns of another missing child, Alec can't shake the suspicion that his coven may be to blame.  Joining forces with an Elemental may be his only hope to save the child and clear his coven's name.

      As Diana and Alec work together to save the children, they must relinquish their prejudices and trust one another. In time, Alec is wearing down the walls around her.  But just when their friendship intensifies, Alec's future is threatened.  Now, it's up to Diana to save him before it's too late.  Can this Elemental find the fire within her to protect him once and for all? 
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      He ducked into the dark alley, just steps behind her, biting back his excitement to finally have her alone. He couldn’t give himself over to the pleasure until everything was ready. He’d made a few mistakes in the past when he’d gotten lost in the moment. The women had flaunted themselves and made him angry. It had been their fault. He had to remember to be firm with his girls, but not so angry that he became enraged. If he did, he lost control, and they slipped away so fast. That wouldn’t happen this time. This one was special. Very special.

      He’d been watching her for weeks. She was perfect. He had been wrong about the others. It never lasted with them because they weren’t his one true love.

      Diana. A clerk had called her that when she had stopped for takeout food.

      The other women were nothing compared to her. Her perfectly formed features accentuated her soft skin and its fine pearl luster. Not a single blemish, not even a freckle. Just perfect, creamy, glowing skin. And her hair—deep red and shiny. He couldn’t wait to run his fingers through it.

      He crept farther into the alley, unable to believe his luck. The alley was deserted and dark was swiftly falling. No one would notice if she never came out again. He would subdue her and bring the van around to take her to his place.

      Their place.

      Images of the other women floated through his mind. He could judge them dispassionately now, and he knew why they were wrong. But she was perfect. She was his angel. And she’d been waiting for him. That was more-than-clear to him.

      There was no man in her life. She was alone in the world, just like he was without her. He knew everything about her. She liked candles and Thai food, and she never watched television. He didn’t watch television, either. He supposed there could be one in the bedroom of her sparsely furnished apartment. He had spent a lot of time peeking into her windows, but unfortunately none looked into her bedroom. He wanted to watch her sleep. Soon he would be in bed with her, next to her. . .inside of her.

      They were going to be so happy together.

      Taking another look at the garbage-filled alley, he wondered why she was in this neighborhood so late. Or why she had to have those bagels from the corner store. She went out of her way to get them. He’d tried them immediately after he’d seen her buy them. He didn’t think they were any better than the ones just down the block from her place, but he didn’t begrudge her choice. The fact that she detoured every day to this neighborhood where no one ever saw who came and went was a blessing to him. And now she’d entered this alley as the light was dying in the sky. It was like she was extending an invitation to him.

      Except he had lost track of her. She should be just ahead. He peered around the dumpster—it was the only thing large enough for her to have hidden behind.

      She isn’t here!

      He spun around, looking for any sign of where she had gone. With an inarticulate growl, he yanked up an empty crate sitting to the side and threw it at the wall so hard it smashed into pieces, knocking over a piece of plywood leaning against the wall. It slid to the ground, revealing a large hole in the wall of the adjoining building. He forced himself to calm his breathing and examined the hole. It was definitely large enough for his angel to have passed through.

      “Fuck!” he muttered through gritted teeth.

      If this was the way she had gone, then there was a chance she had heard all the noise he’d just made. He stepped back to size up the building. It was the back of a decrepit warehouse. Why would his angel go inside there?

      He looked around again. No, there was no other place she could have gone. He waited for a count of ten and then ducked into the hole. It was a large, dark space. He couldn’t see much beyond the clutter surrounding the doorway. His angel wasn’t anywhere to be found. Maybe she hadn’t heard him. Relief flooded him. Maybe he still had a chance to surprise her.

      He picked his way through the mess and stopped to listen. It was too quiet. He doubled his effort to stay silent in case she was nearby. For another few minutes, he picked his way, trying to move like the shadow he pretended to be. Reaching the midway point of the warehouse along the right wall, he paused. Light flickered from the back of the room.

      A fire? He crept closer. Yes. It was definitely a fire. Maybe there were people here after all. Anger boiled inside him.

      Is she meeting someone? A man?

      His angel was really starting to piss him off. Maybe he wouldn’t be so gentle with her.

      He crept around a pile of broken crates. No one was there. He waited several minutes, hoping his angel would appear. . .alone. She had to have wandered farther into the warehouse. Impatient now, he walked out from behind the pile and up to the fire. A piece of paper lay on the floor on the other side of the fire. After looking around to make sure he was still alone, he knelt down to pick it up. It was an index card, a new one in pristine condition. He turned it around and read the words.

      Got you, it said in a neat cursive script. He whirled around.

      And there she was. His angel. But something was wrong.

      Very wrong.
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      Diana smiled at the killer. “Hello, Donald. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Donald Stevens, rapist and murderer of over a dozen women, stopped in his tracks. His narrow, greasy face froze in a mask of surprise. It was comical with its wide gaping mouth and protruding eyes that she had to stifle a laugh. But soon Donald’s astonishment faded, his expression transforming into a dark and predatory hunger. He shifted his weight, broadcasting his intention to rush her.

      With a disgusted shake of her head, Diana extended her hand to the fire. His eyes widened as the flames leapt to her hand. She smiled at him as she held it, cradling it in her palm like a treasure. He edged away.

      “Well, Donald, you’re disappointing me. I’ve been looking for you for a long time and, frankly, I expected more.”

      “How the fuck do you know my—”

      Diana raised the fire to triple its size, directing the rush of air to throw the larger man into the wall. In a split second, she had her free hand around his neck. With one arm, she smoothly lifted him off the ground.

      His eyes bulged, and his face turned a dark shade of red as he choked. Diana smiled coldly when panic seized him and he kicked helplessly in the air.

      “You didn’t honestly think you were the scariest thing walking this Earth, did you?” Diana whispered.

      “Angel?” he wheezed as she released her grip on his throat a fraction.

      “Not quite,” she said with a twist of her lips before hardening her expression as the fire built up inside her.

      Donald looked into her eyes, and as they changed, opened his mouth wide and screamed. Tired of having to touch him, Diana brought her other hand up and released the fire directly into his gaping mouth. His screaming was strangled as he clawed at his throat in a vain attempt to stop the flames. But it was running inside of him then, burning everything into ash from the inside out.

      Diana finally let go and backed away as the flames consumed his torso. She stared down at the burning body, weariness rising as the adrenaline of the kill faded away. Sighing, she stirred the burning embers with the tip of her steel-toed boot.

      She’d waited longer than usual to bring this one down. She could have just killed him as soon as she got to town, but she’d decided to wait, to snare him with his own trap. It seemed like poetic justice. She’d wanted revenge for all of those girls he’d hunted down and killed as if they were nothing.

      Closing her eyes, she saw their faces in her mind. His victims faces were usually too battered to be recognizable to their loved ones, their bodies torn and broken. Like the two youngest who’d been living on the streets. He had kept those two the longest. . .and they suffered the most. That was why she’d put it off, letting him see her, desire her for almost a week and half.

      It was too long for one predator, as Gia had gently reminded her last night.

      I did take too long, Diana thought as the rush of vengeance faded and the dissatisfaction took over again. She watched the flames do their work, much faster than a normal fire would act on a body.

      She used to live for this. The satisfaction used to last longer. If they were all this clean, this clear, it would be better. Punishing the guilty was what she was built for. Unfortunately, it seemed like more and more of these monsters kept turning up. Like the heads of a Hydra, she cut one down and two more sprung up in their place.

      She waited for the fire to consume the last of the body, tossing the note she’d left for Donald on the dying flames. A few of his earliest victims had been taunted by notes just like it. They had found them in their homes and their workplaces, places they thought were safe until he proved otherwise. Satisfaction flared briefly again.

      When there were only ashes left, Diana gathered her coat and made her way to the front door of the warehouse. There was no need to sneak out of the hole she’d made back in the alley. She walked into the darkness and closed the door behind her.

      Walking past the shabby buildings and storefronts, she inhaled the cool night air. It was moist and heavy, but the overcast sky held no hint of a coming storm.

      Too bad I can’t make it rain at will. She always liked how it smelled after it rained.

      Diana wrinkled her nose, silently acknowledging that she preferred firepower to water. Always had.
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      Diana unlocked the door to the apartment. She put her take-out on the table, one of the few pieces of furniture in the apartment.

      Furnished apartments never had much of anything except for a used feeling in the air. She stripped off her uniform, the standard cargo pants and black tank she always wore with combat boots, and showered quickly. After pulling on clean clothes, she wrapped a fuzzy knit scarf from her pack around her shoulders.

      The scarf was the one indulgence she carried with her from place to place. Gia had made it for her. Diana always waited till she was done with a case to take it out, unwilling to have it on as she did her work. It was like a reward after she finished a job.

      Sighing, she looked around the bare room, glad she would be leaving it behind at first light. She was heading back to the east coast. Back to Boston.

      And that was where this empty feeling started. After I took Katie home.

      She pushed the thought away and pulled the candle on the bedside table closer. Sitting cross-legged on the bed, she called the fire with a flick of her finger. The wick on the candle flared to life, and she focused on the flame. Reaching out with her mind, she sent the image of the flame into the aether.

      Though each of the Mother Nature’s agents represented a distinct element, they were all bound together by the fifth, aether, which enabled them to communicate with each other. It didn’t matter where in the world they were. All they had to do was commune with their element. In Diana’s case, she simply lit a candle. No one ever questioned why a woman had so many candles.

      Diana could feel the other three Elementals waiting through the aether. She winced slightly. It had been while since she’d talked to all of them as a group. She hadn’t wanted them to gang up on her to move on from this case. But that also meant she hadn’t heard how their missions were going, either.

      “It’s done,” she said aloud.

      “Good,” Gia, the Earth Elemental, responded over the aether link. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Diana lied.

      “Are you sure?” Serin, the Water Elemental, chimed in.

      Gia and Serin were the two most senior Elementals. Both had been in service of the mother for years. In Gia’s case, centuries.

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” Diana said. “But it will be good to get out of here. I don’t like the kind of cold they have here. Cold should not be humid.”

      “Wait till you get back to Boston,” Logan said. “In summer, it’s a pit.”

      Logan was the youngest Air Elemental in history. Gia considered her a prodigy, but Diana had decided not to hold that against her. And now she loved her. They all did.

      “You lucked out before, not having to go there at this time of year. You’ll miss Canada then,” Logan continued.

      “Should I skip the car and fly into your namesake this time?” Diana asked.

      “How many times do I have to tell you I am not named after the airport!” she huffed, making Diana smile.

      Logan had taken to her Elemental inheritance with alacrity, but she was still very young and easy to needle.

      “We know, sweetie,” Serin said. “Di’s just winding you up. I have to get going. I have to head south for another disturbance.”

      “Any idea what’s going down?” Logan asked eagerly.

      In both age and experience, she was the youngest, and was still keen to learn everything she could about their missions.

      “No real details yet,” Serin supplied, “but there’s a center. San Juan de Abajo, a small village on the coast near Vallarta.”

      Logan sighed. “You always get the best locations. Sometimes I wish I was Water.”

      “No, you don’t,” Serin said, a smile clear in her voice. “You would miss getting to whip up winds and storms and knocking guys three times your size on their butt.”

      “Hey, those guys were asking for it,” Logan grumbled. “And they lived. Like they were supposed to.”

      With only four of them actively working at any one time, even some of the most knowledgeable magic practitioners didn’t believe in Elementals. Sometimes a good scare was enough to straighten people out. And for those beginning to stray into the darker shades of magic, a good thrashing early on was easier and more effective.

      Logan’s last case was one of their preemptive attempts to stop such a situation from developing. She’d delivered a smack down worthy of a WWF wrestler, with a harsh reminder to stay within the parameters of the covenant.

      The Mother had bound every Supernatural with a set of guidelines that over time had become known as the covenant. It was essentially a promise not to abuse the gift of magic she had given them. The covenant bound all Supernaturals to act only within certain boundaries. And of all the Otherkind races the Elementals policed, it was the witches that most often strayed outside those lines.

      Logan had delivered her message to the witches in style, but there had been a running argument since that their youngest sister might be a teensy bit reckless. Her “warning” had landed several of the male witches in the hospital. The junior Elemental tried to manipulate her ability in ways that taxed her level of skill and control.

      “Yeah, just be careful with the blow-back,” Serin said.

      Logan’s blasts did sometimes get away from her.

      “Okay, mom,” Logan said, but she didn’t sound annoyed.

      They all knew Serin couldn’t help but mother them.

      “Well, I need to get going,” Serin said. “I’ll keep you posted on the situation once I know what is going on. Good luck in Boston, Di.”

      They could feel her withdrawal along the aether as she departed.

      “I should go, too,” Gia said. “I have some tracking to do tonight.”

      “Be careful,” Diana couldn’t help saying, even though she knew it was unnecessary.

      Gia was the senior Elemental—the strongest and perhaps the wisest. But Diana always worried about her. It was Gia who had found Diana and told her she was an Elemental and at the back of her mind she feared Gia would disappear on her one day the way her own mother had.

      “I always am,” Gia assured her. “And…if you need to talk about anything at all, just call. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Gia withdrew.

      “Finally!” Logan breathed once she was gone. “I thought they were never going to go.”

      “So you heard something?” Diana asked, her heart sinking slightly.

      “There are whispers in the wind about the little girl.” Logan’s voice was sympathetic.

      It was one of the benefits to being the Air Elemental. The wind sometimes whispered useful things in your ear, but it wasn’t exactly a reliable source of information. The echoes and fragments Logan heard were open to interpretation. But this time she sounded sure.

      “What do you hear?” Diana felt both vindicated and chilled.

      “Not too much, other than you were right. Katie’s gone missing. . .again. No one has seen her in the last few weeks.”

      “What does the mother say?”

      “She’s missing now, too. But the little girl disappeared first. None of their acquaintances seem to know where they are, but they think the mother went in search of the little one.”

      “Any ideas of where to start looking?”

      “There is a lead, but tread carefully on this one.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, the winds speak of vampires.”

      Well crap, Diana thought.
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      Diana lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Logan’s warning gave her a bad feeling about Boston. Not about the case of corporate malfeasance she’d been sent to investigate. But the other case, the one both Serin and Gia had said was over.

      It had to be freaking vampires. Ugh. It was more than enough to keep her awake.

      Little Katie should have been safe. Diana had made sure. Last year, she’d been sent on a monster hunt, much like the one she’d just finished. It was ironic that the ones she and her sisters called monsters were, more often than not, the completely human ones.

      Diana sighed and shifted in bed. Sometimes the Supernaturals were far easier to stomach. At least one knew what to expect from them.

      A child molester, a very prolific one, had taken Katie. He liked to keep his little girls for a long time, letting them get used to him. And once he’d earned their trust, he would strip it away, abusing them to the point of catatonia. Diana could still see Katie’s haunted eyes, the light starting to bleed out of them. Diana remembered that look well. It happened to children who’d learned in the worst possible way that adults weren’t always there to protect them.

      Something inside Diana had broken after that case. The Mother had charged their kind with punishing those so evil they shifted the balance to the dark. But that was the crux of the matter. There had to be a dark side.

      An Elemental wasn’t a savior. They could track a killer to the ends of the Earth, but they didn’t have the ability to identify a potential victim. The best they could do was track those peripherally involved in their cases. But that was only if they were among one of the Supernatural races. It didn’t work with humans. Not unless they had done something bad enough to mark themselves.

      Diana was sick of her inability to save the innocent. Intellectually, she knew she made a difference to the future victims a killer would’ve taken, but it had been cold comfort when she’d found that little girl.

      There had been too many others that she hadn’t been able to save.

      Katie’s mother, Brenda, had been so relieved to get her baby back. She had sworn she would never let the little girl out of her sight ever again. And Diana had believed her. The little girl’s father hadn’t been in the picture, only an aunt who had been very quiet in her presence. At the time, Diana had chalked it up to the FBI badge she flashed at them when she took Katie home. It was a useful tool in cases like those, when an Elemental had to mix with humans.

      Diana shifted on the lumpy mattress and gave up rehashing the past, focusing on her plans instead. She would have to go inside the Boston vampire coven blind. She had no idea what connection they had to Katie’s latest disappearance, but she knew enough about them to expect trouble.

      The Broussards were the oldest and most powerful clan of vampires in the new world. They even outstripped most of the clans in the old world these days.

      Normally she had no scruples over busting in and knocking heads, but the Mother hadn’t exactly sanctioned this investigation. Her kind were supposed to be the clean-up crew.

      Well, not this time, she decided.

      And really, a little head busting is often the most effective approach.
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      Boston was hot and sticky.

      Too sticky, Diana thought. She loved hot weather but hated the humidity. It felt as if she was swimming through the crowded Boston Gardens.

      Am I near that Cheers bar? A drink would have been welcome.

      Well, maybe next time. On impulse, she stopped for a piece of fried dough. She gobbled it down and ordered a second without a shred of remorse. Maintaining her firepower at optimum levels required consuming high quantities of calories. And she was going to need it tonight. In fact, she was going to have to add a few bread bowls of clam chowder at Faneuil Hall in the name of preparedness.

      A couple of hours later, Diana was loitering in Louisburg Square’s fenced-in park. She had spent the afternoon trying to track down Brenda, Katie’s mom. But there had been no trace of her, and Diana wasn’t willing to drop her current lead to hunt her down. Especially if Katie wasn’t with her.

      From her vantage point in the park, Diana could see the coven’s townhouse. Most of the family homes in this area had been converted to apartments and condos, but the huge house was inhabited solely by the coven. Members often chose to take lodgings outside of the coven house, but many still chose to live inside with their brothers and sisters.

      She would never understand why vampires and Weres chose to live piled on top of each other like that. Didn’t they find themselves as insufferable as she did?

      Apparently not, since they all vied to stay close to one another.

      Even young vampires were irritating as shit. They made the mistake of believing their own hype, always dressing lavishly, throwing endless parties and employing humans to serve them in daylight. And the human servants delighted in their domestic drudgery! Though most of them did it for the status, a few really believed they would be made vampires if they succeeded in pleasing their masters.

      On rare occasions, a human with some sensitivity to magic was turned, but it didn’t happen often enough to justify the years of servitude.

      It was enough of a challenge to turn a human from one of the vampire lineages. It took an amazingly skilled practitioner to wrap magic around a normal person and mold them into their own image. Of course, vampires didn’t see it that way. To them, turning a human was a mystical act of creation unique to their kind. They couldn’t see the parallels to the other groups of Supernaturals because it contradicted their mythos. And to vamps that was all that really mattered.

      Vampires could breed a potential vampire the normal way, but only in the days before they turned. While still mostly human, a member of a vampiric line could mate to produce children. But they didn’t do so as frequently as Weres and humans. And not all of their children were capable of being turned, a detail she was grateful for. More vampires meant more headaches for her.

      Diana sighed and headed out of the square. Later that night would be a more appropriate time to visit the coven house. She needed to question its members about Katie’s disappearance, and it would be better to do it before they dispersed to the city’s Underlife, the network of shops and nightclubs that passed for civilization to Supernaturals.

      She was almost out of the square when a prickling awareness at the back of her neck made her pause. Diana was being watched, and not by some stray human.

      Despite the fact vampires didn’t come out in daylight, she pulled her hood up and moved back to casually walk around the square. There was no one in sight that could have gotten her spidey senses tingling like that. And given the bright sunlight, it couldn’t be a vampire.

      Unless…

      Most vampires conveniently burst into flames when they stepped into sunlight. To avoid smoldering, they kept to the night hours. Staying in the shadows wasn’t enough since they were blinded by natural light, even reflected sunlight. It took a rare and unusually confident vampire to see past their kind’s myths and long history to manipulate the magic around them enough to allow exposure to the sun. That didn’t stop the vast majority of them from seeking out meaningless ritual after ritual that promised to turn them into Daywalkers.

      Daywalkers were scarcer than Elementals, with a total of six confirmed in all of history. The last had been beheaded by an Elemental five centuries ago. So it wasn’t likely there was one in this coven.

      She was probably just too keyed up over Katie’s disappearance and had imagined the sensation of being watched. Turning around, Diana shrugged off her suspicions and headed back to the waterfront.
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      Across the square, Alec released a shaky breath. He’d flattened himself against a far side of a brown truck. It was big and square, but still he felt exposed.

      Damn, he thought, looking up to see the surprised and confused expression on the UPS driver’s face. He slowly raised his head over the hood of the truck, but she was gone. Whoever she was. Whatever she was.

      Smiling to the driver as if nothing strange had happened, Alec took out his phone for the special map application he’d had made to track the coven’s servants. Noting a clear path through the front door, he slipped inside undetected.

      Knowing where the servants were at all times helped. With vampiric speed, he moved upstairs and into his old room. He hadn’t been back to Boston in years, but this room looked the same. Despite the fact he kept separate quarters near the waterfront, his mother insisted on keeping it exactly as it was. Except for the embroidered pillows he knocked off the bed when he sat down. Those seemed to have multiplied in his absence.

      He’d never liked this room, with its blood red walls and black velvet accents. It looked like a damn bordello. But that didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be here much longer—not unless he found a lead in the disappearance of Pedro’s son. He’d hit a dead end in his investigation, and he would have to move on soon, despite his concern for the boy.

      Alec had been buried knee-deep in dusty books in a back room of an Oxford library when his informant in Boston had gotten in touch. The son of a long time retainer had disappeared under suspicious circumstances a little over a week ago.

      Pedro had served the family faithfully for many years, but the coven heads, his parents Alden and Elva, had done nothing to find out what happened. He’d come home to investigate as soon as he could. But he hadn’t found out anything—no trace of the boy or the people who had taken him. It didn’t look like an inside job.

      Small blessings. If he had found evidence that someone in his house was involved, it would have been a huge mess. But finding nothing also meant that he’d been unable to help. And now it looked as if there was nothing more he could do, not personally at least. If one of the other Supernatural groups were responsible, it would be up to them to investigate and met out punishment. The covenants were very clear when it came to dealing with the Otherkind—Supernaturals not of your own race. And it was always possible that the taking of Pedro’s son, Elias, was the act of a human predator.

      If he didn’t find anything in another few days, he would have his investigators keep looking after he left, for Pedro’s sake.

      Alden and Elva wouldn’t be pleased if he left so soon, but Alec didn’t like staying in one place too long. He chose to keep moving every few years, circumnavigating the globe on his various academic quests.

      My long vaunted search for answers. The meaning of life, he mocked himself.

      Of course, he hadn’t called it that in the beginning. One search into the ancient world had led to another and so on. His plan had been to unlock the secrets of the ancients. The irony was that he’d been wildly successful..

      If the secret of his discovery ever got out, it could shake the foundations of their society. The ability to walk in daylight was the vampire’s holy grail. But his only major discovery hadn’t given him the answers he’d sought.

      Why did vampires exist? Had God the Father really turned their back on them? Or was it the Mother? Had they angered her? Was that why they were condemned to live in the dark? And why couldn’t they convert any human they chose? That and other questions had plagued him for as long as he could remember.

      All he’d found was more of the circuitous and empty gibberish that was ancient vampire lore.

      Well, maybe his life was not supposed to have a deeper meaning. His studies kept him busy. He also had his duty, even if his own parents shirked theirs.

      And with that thought, the near constant weight in his chest settled more firmly. He had visited Pedro earlier that day. The little Hispanic man was in terrible shape.

      Alec had to look into the local Otherkind before he left. He usually got on well with members of the other Supernatural races, but in this case he didn’t see an easy path ahead. His mind circled back to the girl in the square. He hadn’t seen much, only a flash of white skin and dark red hair.

      She’s not a shifter and definitely not a Daywalker.

      Once he’d finally been able to walk in daylight, he had wondered if another Daywalker might come out of the woodwork to approach him. But that hadn’t happened.

      Maybe the girl was a witch or a shamaness. His kind paid a lot of money to those tricky beings when they needed spells worked. But there hadn’t been that specific vibration he always felt in the presence of one of their kind. All he had felt was a split second impression of immense power, and then a void as it was quickly masked. He debated telling Alden and Elva about it.

      I was probably imagining the whole thing. Or it could have been a practitioner on vacation. A tourist even.

      No, there was no need to panic everyone needlessly. Not that they would have the good sense to be scared if he sounded the alarm. The elders were in complete self-assurance on the superiority of their kind. But Alec had seen a lot in his travels, enough to wear away the unshakable certainty in vampire infallibility.

      A noise behind him alerted him to another presence.

      “Hello, Vincent,” he said without turning around.

      “What I wouldn’t give to know how you do that,” a droll, cultured voice returned.

      Alec turned to see Vincent in the doorway. The other vampire was impeccably dressed in a black suit and a gold embroidered vest with a red silk shirt underneath. Not that Alec was a slouch in the wardrobe department. A good, if dramatic, sense of fashion was innate to most vampires he’d met.

      Vincent was probably there to gloat. He had been rising earlier in the past few years, earlier than the hour Alec currently pretended to wake—a detail he was quite smug about.

      “I didn’t realize I had risen so late,” he lied.

      “Not so late,” Vincent said, sounding pleased with himself. “But of course you’re not used to the hours we keep here anymore.” He paused. “I thought you’d like to know some fresh O positive was just delivered, since you didn’t approve our current lineup of donors.”

      Alec nodded. “Thank you.”

      Blood was truly the only essential when it came to sustenance, but few of his kind admitted that they needed it sparingly, at most every few days for those but the youngest of their kind. Instead, most had blood every day, provided by their human servants or acquired by the local blood bank with a few healthy bribes. Daily intake was more for ritual and pleasure than survival. Killing the host was considered bad form, especially since almost all vampires could ‘call’ blood—control the flow of blood in themselves and their donor to ensure that they only took what was needed.

      Alec made it a point to only consume what blood he truly needed, but it wasn’t a popular position among his kind.

      “What are you up to tonight?” Vincent asked, eager to report the answers to the elders should they ask.

      “I might check out one of the clubs. What’s hot right now?” Alec asked, deciding to take advantage of the other vampire’s presence in his room, away from the many ears of the coven.

      “Hmm. Taking an interest in the Underlife?” Vincent sounded intrigued.

      His interest was probably justified, Alec reflected. When he lived here last, he wouldn’t set foot in any of the supernatural nightspots for love or money.

      “Why not? Things are a little dead after all that travel,” he said as he got up and pretended to rethink his choice of tie.

      Taking off the blue silk neckcloth that he’d put on that morning, he set it aside in favor of wearing an open collar.

      “Well, right now, Whore is the place to be seen,” Vincent said as he took a look around the room without appearing to do so.

      “You’re kidding right?” Alec’s insides curdled a bit. “Did my parents have anything to do with that name?”

      “No, it’s owned by some practitioners. But the coven house has its own VIP section and private room for meetings. The usual setup. Your parents aren’t into the club scene right now. More into exclusive soirées. Like tonight’s.” Vincent paused. “Your parents won’t be pleased if you skip another one.”

      “I only got back last week and haven’t been in the mood. But I’ll be sure to drop by tonight before I go out,” Alec said.

      He’d avoided all of the parties his parents had thrown since his return, but after seeing Pedro it might be a good idea to play nice. The locals mixed with the Otherkind far more frequently than they would have you believe, and he might learn something useful.

      Which means socializing, he thought with a shudder.

      “Excellent! I’ll tell your mother. She’ll be so pleased,” Vincent exclaimed with a huge smile.

      He was practically out the door when Alec stopped him.

      “Make sure she knows I’m only making an appearance. I don’t want her turning this into a welcome home celebration.”

      He really didn’t want to be the focus tonight. Or any other night.

      “I’ll be sure she knows your feelings on the subject. I should go help with the preparations. I have a few of my own invitations to extend. Ta-ta for now.” Vincent whirled away with a flourish.

      It’s almost as if he’s always wearing a cape, Alec marveled as the other man left.

      Alec did not flounce or whirl, nor did he sweep out of rooms like he was in a ball gown. He wouldn’t have known how even if he wanted to. But he still wondered how Vincent and all of his parent’s other favorites always managed to pull it off.
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      Later that night, Alec was regretting his impulse to join his mother’s party. He’d already been toasted twice and had roughly half the vampire population in the city paraded in front of him.

      The damn female half. His parents had apparently decided to drop their more subtle efforts to persuade him to take a mate.

      Alec smothered a yawn, annoyed they were resuming their campaign. The pressure to marry and produce a child before he turned had thankfully been abandoned when he had gone through his change early. Most turned after thirty human years or more. He had been an unprecedented twenty-four, a shocking event at the time. But after only a few hundred years reprieve, his parents had started hinting that the joys of taking a partner were a blessing despite the absence of children.

      He had never felt the slightest temptation to find out if that was true. As for the steady stream of eligible female vampires being paraded in front of him, women were the last thing on his mind. Clearly his mother had chosen to ignore his polite requests that she stop matchmaking. He needed to speak to her about it, but he’d been avoiding a direct confrontation. His childless status was a sore point with them.

      Eager to escape the inane conversation, he retreated to a chair near the fireplace and pretended to admire his mother’s latest redecoration effort. It almost made him smile. The opulent ballroom, with its red silk damask covered walls, had some of the most elaborate chandeliers he’d ever seen outside a casino.

      I feel like I’m in Vegas.

      “Hello, Alec,” a low female voice purred in his ear.

      He turned away from the chandeliers to see Sylvan perched on the right arm of his armchair near the fireplace, a monstrously large piece that would have been at home in the grandest castles of Europe. Sylvan smiled invitingly and braced an arm above his shoulder. She couldn’t get closer to him unless she sat on his lap.

      She trailed her hand up his arm, looking as if she was going to climb on top of him any second. He shifted slightly, trying to dislodge her crawling fingers.

      “Hi, Sylvan,” Alec replied, his voice flat and discouraging.

      Sylvan was the worst of his mother’s potential daughter-in-laws. Her large breasts were almost completely exposed to the nipple, a dark green dress hugging every voluptuous curve. He’d never been into her, but Sylvan was tenacious. She wanted to be at his side at the top of the coven hierarchy, the mistress of the manor when his parents stepped down.

      “It’s good that you’re finally home, Alec,” she continued, her tongue curling around the syllables of his name.

      Shifting in his seat, he stayed quiet.

      Not pleased with his response or lack of one, Sylvan started again. “A little bird told me you were going to Whore tonight. You should come with me. They know me there.”

      Of course they do. “Oh, I think I might fly solo. Or I may not hit a club after all. I have some work to do,” Alec said evasively.

      Not for the first time, he wished vampires didn’t have twenty-twenty vision. Cleaning a pair of spectacles could have provided a distraction. Anything to avoid direct eye contact. Sylvan was like the sun—a bright shining star that burned out your retinas if you looked at it too long.

      “You’ve devoted centuries to your research,” she replied, a hint of a sneer in her voice. “Your parents think it’s time you settled down and took over your responsibilities here.”

      What responsibilities? Throwing the best party? Showing visiting dignitaries around town? Taking them clubbing?

      “They’ve made that clear, but I’m simply not the marrying kind,” Alec said with a deprecating smile.

      “Don’t compare a vampire bond to a human marriage,” Sylvan spit out. “Our kind bonds for eternity. It is more than a stupid human marriage; it is a union of souls.”

      “Of course it is.”

      I will not roll my eyes.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me!”

      Damn.

      “Anyway,” Sylvan continued, regaining her purr with remarkable speed. “I know all the clubs from here to Miami, and most of the ones in LA. All the ones worth knowing, that is. You really should join me sometime.”

      “Maybe. . .sometime. But tonight is bad. I have some errands, and a few books to acquire.”

      That was a good one. Sylvan never read. Not even sure she knows how. A surprising number of vampires didn’t bother to learn.

      “Suit yourself. Just give me a buzz if you change your mind. I know everyone who’s anyone. You’ve been out of the loop for too long,” she said, rising from her perch in a smooth fluid motion that drew attention to her curves. “If you want to mix with the Otherkind, you need to know who the right people are. I can help you with that.”

      “Some social guidance would not be amiss,” Alec said, reminding himself that his investigation was too important to brush her off outright. “Why don’t you start now? Why don’t you tell me about the local undesirables?”

      “Really?” Sylvan asked, sitting back down on the arm of his chair in a flash. She leaned in conspiratorially. “Well, let’s see. Where should we start?”

      She turned to the room at large.
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      Diana was outside the coven house, crouched in a treetop in the square. It was later than she had planned, but it seemed like the coven was staying in tonight. They were having a party, which meant the later she went in, the bigger the crowd. She’d rethought her plan and, if all went, she would circumvent the need for violence. Or at least major bodily harm.

      Remember not to kill anyone. If they’re not involved with Katie’s disappearance, you’ll never hear the end of it from Serin. The current generation of leaders for this coven hadn’t met an Elemental before. She hopped down from the tree and headed to the house.

      Time to make an impression.
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      Inside the coven house ballroom, Alec was doing his damnedest to get rid of Sylvan. He felt a little bad about it because she’d actually been helpful. He had a few leads now thanks to her, but gratitude only went so far. After downing the last of his wine, he excused himself to go get another drink. His mother could be counted on to serve only the finest vintages.

      Alec studied the crowd from the relative safety of the bar. Everyone was dressed to kill, pun intended. But most humans would probably be disappointed in their parties. No vampires feeding off enthralled humans. No orgies or violence. Not even the hint of impropriety. The euphoria fresh human blood inspired was something best experienced in private. It would be hard to maintain the same level of vampire superiority if you’ve been seen in flagrante delicto, figuratively speaking.

      He asked the bartender for a scotch and turned his attention back to the fireplace. He was doing a pretty good job of ignoring Sylvan, despite her pouty expression across the ballroom. He was subtly looking for the exit when he noticed the flames in the fireplace flicker. In unison—the whole blaze, which had a strange purple-blue color to it.

      Stiffening, he walked closer while turning around to scan the room. Several others had noticed the fire’s unnatural behavior. Everyone hushed and those closest to the fireplace moved away from it. Some were crowding near the doors when there was a sudden rushing sound like an animal howling in the sudden quiet.

      All eyes turned to the fireplace. The once small flames leapt high, engulfing the entire space under the giant mantelpiece in an unnaturally bright flame. Alec was momentarily blinded. He covered his eyes with his hands. When they readjusted, he could see someone in the center of the ballroom. A young woman. One with dark red hair.

      “Do excuse me,” she said with a dazzling smile directed at his parents. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. Well, okay. Actually, I did.” She shifted her weight on one hip in a casual whole body shrug.

      Elva’s aristocratic face contorted into a mask of fury and outrage. Alden stalked toward the woman, his expression livid.

      “How dare you?” Alec’s father hissed. He didn’t have to yell to get everyone’s attention. All eyes were on him and their uninvited guest. “Who the hell are you? You can’t be here!”

      “Oh, I dare to go pretty much anywhere I want. But you’re right. I should have at least knocked.”

      She raised her hand in a parody of knocking a door. . .but with each fake knock there was a real and extremely loud booming sound. It was so loud the chandeliers rattled.

      What the hell? What witch could do something like that without an incantation? He hadn’t seen her move her lips at all.

      “I’m not impressed with your parlor tricks!” his father spit out.

      The woman leaned in closer. “Who says it’s a trick?” She spun slightly to take in the room around her. “Nice. A little too much velvet, though. Very nouveau bordello.” Her full lips puckered a little.

      She’s beautiful, Alec thought for a long moment before he got a grip on himself. An unfamiliar vamp close to him turned and gave him a ‘Are you completely crazy?’ look.

      Damn, must have said it out loud.

      “Get the hell out of here, witch!” his father yelled, but it sounded more like a b than a w.

      He grabbed the woman’s arm but snapped back his hand like he had been burned. He gave a little grunt, blinking repeatedly. Then he seemed to shake it off and tried again.

      Alec wanted to shout a warning, but he was frozen in place. His father’s hand was smoking now, and there was a distinct smell of burned flesh in the air. Alden took two steps back, but his mother came forward shaking with rage.

      “You can’t be here,” she shrilled as if her mate hadn’t just been burned. “We have wards everywhere!”

      “I’m aware of that,” the stranger said.

      The young woman was still calm and collected, her voice low and cool. It had a distinctly husky sound to it, one that was tweaking Alec’s nerves. “But since I’m not a witch, they aren’t really relevant right now.”

      “Of course you’re a witch!” his mother yelled, spittle flying, completely losing her composure.

      Okay, now that was really impressive. He couldn’t remember the last time Elva had raised her voice.

      The woman must have decided she was tired of getting spit on, and moved out of range. There was a sudden gasp, as if everyone in the room had exhaled collectively in surprise.

      As the stranger walked across the polished marble floor, she made a circle around Alec’s mother, leaving a set of small burning footprints in her wake.

      The fire from each footprint flared with each step, leaving Elva completely encircled by flames. Panicking, she ran toward Alden. But before she could clear the edge, the circle of fire flared high and hot, trapping her inside.

      A sudden crashing sound behind Alec made him turn around. Vamps and servants were scrambling out of the room, knocking over furniture and dropping trays of champagne as they went.

      “What do you want?” His father’s voice didn’t sound right.

      Alec turned back to the intruder, stunned to see her now ringed in a spiral of flame that moved with her, like it was a part of her. He inched toward her, trying to not make any noise. But she turned anyway, facing him directly across the length of the ballroom.

      Alec stared into her eyes and the bottom dropped away from his world.

      It really is one of them.

      The woman turned back to his parents, but the image of those flame-filled eyes stayed with him. It wasn’t a trick of the light or a reflection of the fire in the room. It was coming from inside of her. She was an Elemental.

      “I want to know about the child,” she said.

      “Shit.”

      The Elemental cocked her head in his direction. Crap. Bad time to think aloud.

      “What child?” His father sounded genuinely bewildered.

      The Elemental produced a picture from god knows where. The fact that it wasn’t burning up was proof that those flames weren’t normal.

      “This one. Her name is Katie. She should be safe at home sleeping right now, but she’s not. And one of your kind knows something about her disappearance.”

      The Elemental’s voice was cold and even.

      “We don’t know anything about that. We would never break the covenant and harm a child,” Alden said, still confused.

      That was true. . .mostly. They would never feed from or kill children. But allowing harm to come to them through some thoughtless action, well, that was a something Alec didn’t want to think about.

      “I didn’t say you had done anything to her personally,” the Elemental said as she reached out a small shapely hand and took hold of Alden’s shirtfront. “But one of you knows something. If I were you, I would get into a sharing mood.”

      The shirt smoldered where it made contact. She dragged him forward—despite the fact he towered above her by almost a foot and outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds.

      “We have nothing to do with whatever it is you are looking for!” Elva said from inside the circle, but her voice betrayed her. It was shaky and uncertain.

      The Elemental released Alden with a shove that sent him flying back and sliding across the floor like a doll. Alec froze in shock for the space of an entire heartbeat before rushing to help him. After helping his father to his feet, they both turned to watch helplessly as the Elemental moved toward his mother.

      “Then why do the winds whisper your name, Elvarosa? They wouldn’t be doing that if you weren’t involved somehow.”

      The Elemental’s voice was low and throaty. It sounded so wrong. It was too sexy for him to be afraid. And he should be. Even his mother was finally catching up, realization creeping over her face. Then her expression turned stubborn.

      Alec knew that look. His mother was exceptional when it came to ignoring unpleasant situations. But this was the wrong time for her to dig in her Manolo’s in denial. He stepped closer, determined to do something.

      “What have you done, Mother?” he asked quietly.

      The Elemental cocked her head again, but she didn’t bother to turn around to look at him.

      “Tell me about the child,” she said.

      “Elva? What is she talking about?” his father asked. His mother jerked her head toward the sound of his voice. Alec was only a
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