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      The world is on the brink of war, the enemy have increased their attacks on humans, and my team and I have been assigned the mission of building the Angels’ army on Earth. However, the unthinkable happens, and my biggest fear comes true. Nothing will stop me from recovering what is mine.

      Except everything and everyone tries.

      Suspicious humans have set traps to ensnare the supernatural. The world powers have closed their borders as they prepare for war. The Demons’ army grows exponentially by taking innocent souls—souls that we’re supposed to protect. And a power-hungry sorceress schemes to rule us all, with revenge on my grandmother topping her priority list. I’m forced to choose between those I love dearly and the souls of all of humanity, but when there’s no right answer, I’m destined to lose. The question is—who will it be?
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      He was gone. Really gone.

      My little boy, my baby, the light of my life. Gone.

      No matter how hard I tried, how far I pushed the boundaries of my mind to feel across the sea of mind signatures, I couldn’t find his. Of course I couldn’t. But I knew where I could.

      My fingers curled into Sasha’s white and gray striped fur, trying to soothe her, though I had no soothing vibes within me. I sat on my knees in the bedroom part of the safe house suite where I had left Dorian, where I thought he’d be safe when I couldn’t be there to protect him myself. Barely bigger than my hand, the lykora lay on her side in her natural form, her silver blood staining the blue-and-cream Oriental rug under her. More coagulated on her back where one of her wings had been severed. Who could be so cruel? Stupid question. I knew that answer, too. He’d left my dagger under her to ensure I knew.

      Heavy arms hung over my shoulders, arms that usually gave me comfort but now trembled with sobs.

      “Can you heal her?” I asked, my voice sounding rough and distant. When I received no answer, I asked again, each word discrete and deliberate. “Tristan. Can you heal her?”

      He lifted his head from my shoulder, but Blossom answered first.

      “She’s an Angelic being,” she said from behind me. “She’ll heal on her own.”

      “Good,” I said. I picked up my dagger, wiped her blood off of it and onto my leather pants, put it back where it belonged on my hip, and flashed.

      Tampa. Gainesville. Tallahassee. Rural Alabama and Mississippi. From here, I followed the path Vanessa and I had taken only two days before, barely seeing the landscape of each place before flashing to the next one. Tristan finally caught up to me outside of Kansas City, where the March air was significantly cooler than at home.

      He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight against his chest, preventing me from flashing again.

      “Where are you going?” he asked, his lovely voice distorted with the two primary emotions roiling within me—anger and grief. Mostly anger. The kind that didn’t dissipate but built with each passing moment.

      “To Hades,” I answered flatly.

      “Alone?”

      “Unless you’re coming with me, yes.”

      “Alexis, we can’t just waltz into Hades⁠—”

      “Not waltz. Storm.” Like the raging storm building inside me.

      “Still. We can’t⁠—”

      “I guess that’s your answer then.” I pushed a spark of electricity into him and used the moment of surprise to flip my way out of his hold. Then I flashed.

      Again and again.

      But my power was waning. After flashing halfway across the world once already in the last two days, fighting my way out of Hades, and escaping Lucas, the sperm donor, I hadn’t been able to truly regenerate. I had to pause longer between each flash, but each time I did, I envisioned what I would do when I arrived in Hades. The throats I would slash. The Demons I would fry to a crisp. Lucas’s life I would take, but only after slicing the smirk off his face, and carving his eyeballs out with my silver dagger and stuffing them into his lipless mouth.

      The thoughts should have terrified me, but they only pushed me on.

      Until Tristan stopped me once again in Wyoming.

      “Alexis, you can’t⁠—”

      I ignored him and flashed.

      “Take them on by yourself,” he finished in Idaho.

      “Watch me.” I flashed again.

      “But we can’t—” he started again in Washington.

      “Damn it, Tristan. I don’t want to hear ‘can’t’!” I yelled, and I flashed again.

      And slammed into a wall.

      At least, that’s what it felt like. An invisible wall that blocked my flash, causing me to materialize in an empty field somewhere near the Canadian border. I tried again and appeared by a stream, the lights of Seattle not far off. I screamed with frustration.

      “The border’s been shielded,” Tristan said from behind me. “And not a normal shield, either, but more like an invisible fence we can’t flash through. No one can pass through at all, not even norms, except at guarded border crossings.”

      I didn’t reply before I flashed again, farther inland. No mage could have possibly shielded the entire border between the United States and Canada. I would find a way through. Focusing on the nearest state highway, I flashed to about two hundred yards outside a border crossing.

      Several armed soldiers guarded a barbed-wire-topped steel gate that stretched across the two-lane highway, blocking anyone from simply crossing. Lines of cars waited from both directions. More guards surrounded the first car, pulling the driver and passengers out and training their flashlights on their eyes and hands. Others were searching the car and its contents. I absorbed all of this in a few seconds and knew that gate provided my way into Canada, and then I could resume flashing to Siberia. A steel gate and a few soldiers weren’t about to stop me.

      I sprinted for the crossing, planning to blur past them all, hurdle it, and be on my way without anyone noticing. But someone did. Perhaps those soldiers weren’t all Norman. Gunfire tore through the night. Bullets flew at me. You’ve got to be kidding me. I flicked my fingers, and the bullets fell to the ground. As I ran, I lifted my left hand, a purplish-silver current already sparking. More gunfire erupted. I shot electricity, not aiming for any particular guard, but simply shooting bolts wildly as a warning. People screamed. More soldiers shot at me, but I was almost there. Almost to the gate.

      And nobody—not even a dozen men with automatic assault rifles—could stop me from getting to my son.

      Just as I was about to make the leap, though, something hard slammed into my side. The breath whooshed out of my lungs. My vision went dark.

      Only for a moment. Like a blink. And when I could see again, I was lying on the ground, face up, sucking in a breath of air. Tristan blocked my view of the night sky, hovering over me with his hands on each side of my head and his knees on each side of my legs. He’d flashed me away from the gate. I guess there was someone who could stop me.

      Using only my mind, I pushed him away and sprang to my feet.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” I yelled.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he yelled back as he suddenly appeared right in front of me, towering over me. “Innocent people, Lex? What’s the matter with you?”

      “I was almost through!”

      “And how many would you have killed in the process?”

      “As many as it took.”

      He grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “You need to calm down. This isn’t you.”

      No, it wasn’t. But at the moment, I didn’t care. “I just need to get there.”

      I flashed again. Hit another wall. Landed on my ass in a foot of snow.

      “You can’t get through,” Tristan repeated, grabbing my hands and pulling me to my feet. “I’ve already checked the border from the coast to Minnesota. The Daemoni knew we’d come and must have sent their mages out.”

      I yanked my hands out of his grip. “Isn’t this what they want, though? Don’t they want to lure us right back there?”

      “They probably want more of a head start. I don’t know. But that’s exactly why we can’t go there.”

      “I don’t care if it’s a trap,” I seethed.

      “Alexis—”

      “That was my house, Tristan. My safe house to guard and protect! My people! And they somehow found their way in, killed our mages, made a mockery of us. Of me. And they TOOK. OUR. SON!”

      A rush of blood thundered in my ears as rage consumed me, the pressure in my head forcing my eyes to squeeze shut. My chest felt like iron crushing every last molecule of air out of my lungs.

      “I will find him,” I said, quietly because I had no air to force the words out with the vehemence that made my body quake.

      “I know.”

      “And I will kill every single asshole who tries to stop me.”

      “And I will help you.”

      I opened my eyes with this declaration and finally looked at Tristan. He still stood right in front of me, his feet shoulder-width apart and his arms crossed over his chest, his muscles bulging with tension. I looked up at his beautiful face hardened into stone with the same fury I felt. His hazel eyes were like marbles, the gold in them sparks of fire.

      His vow was what I needed. To know he stood by my side, that he would do whatever it took to get Dorian back and to make the Daemoni pay. I’d been afraid this had broken him. Or that he’d given in because everyone said losing Dorian was inevitable; we just didn’t know when or how. Now we did. But I’d never give up.

      I refused to allow this to happen. It wasn’t Dorian’s time. We were supposed to have years still to figure out how to break the curse that sent all Amadis sons to the Daemoni. I would fight for every one of those years, for every day, for every hour I could have with him in the meantime. And I needed to know Tristan would, too.

      This knowledge allowed me to finally suck in the breath my body desperately needed.

      “And they will be very slow and painful deaths,” Tristan added.

      “Damn right,” I said. “So how do we get there?”

      “We do it the right way.”

      “Which is?”

      “Not alone. We need an army, Alexis.”

      “We don’t have time for that!” I began shaking as the rage threatened to overwhelm me. “Every hour counts. Every minute. We don’t have time to gather even a small team, let alone an army.”

      “You’re thinking in human terms.”

      “He is human, Tristan! At least, in a lot of ways. He’s growing and changing all the time. A day feels like forever to him. And I don’t want to think about what they could be doing to him.” I ended my rant with possibly the longest string of profanity to ever leave my lips.

      Tristan clutched each side of my face, making me stop and look up. “Dorian is valuable to them. They won’t hurt him. They’ll treat him like a prince. Try to win him over.”

      “Even more reason to hurry. I can’t stand the thought of Dorian being exposed to their lies and deceit. To their gross darkness. He’s only a little boy. And, my god, what about Heather? She’s an innocent norm who shouldn’t be involved. What will they do to her?”

      Tristan grimaced, having no answer. At least, not one I’d want to hear.

      The feral energy within me couldn’t be suppressed. I strode back and forth alongside the invisible wall, and pressed my hand to different parts of the shield, looking for a weak spot. Although I couldn’t see the barrier except for a waver in the air here and there, the wall felt like stone under my palm. Maybe we could have broken through if Owen were here where he belonged, helping us instead of Kali, the damn traitor. Well, that line of thinking only pissed me off more. If Owen had to go down with the rest of them, then so be it.

      I stopped in my tracks with that thought and looked toward Tristan, but without seeing him, lost in my own mind. He must have discerned something in my expression, because he rushed to me and gathered me into his arms.

      “I’m no better than them,” I choked out around the lump in my throat. “All I can think about, see with my eyes and in my head, feel with an intense and sickening delight is . . . murder.”

      I trembled in his arms, his touch still not comforting me as it usually did.

      “I know, ma lykita. I know.” He tightened his hold on me, to the point where it should have hurt but I was too numb to feel it. I would have welcomed the pain. “I felt it, too. But I know from experience it will subside. The irrational rage will eventually dissolve.”

      “But I don’t want it to,” I admitted. I wanted Psycho Alexis, with all of her rage. The fury. The irrationality of it. The overwhelming hate.

      That feeling drove me to do what needed to be done.

      “You can’t let your emotions control you,” Tristan reminded me. One of my weaknesses. One of many.

      But I couldn’t afford to be calm right now. To be rational. To think things through and respond rather than react. Dorian couldn’t afford it.

      “Otherwise, you’ll go flying into situations you can’t handle,” he continued. “Situations that will get innocents killed. Get you and me killed. And then we’ll be no good to anyone, including Dorian and Heather.”

      More anger bubbled within me. Anger that he was right. Charging into Hades, the Daemoni’s underground city headquarters where the Ancient Demons themselves lived, would definitely get us killed. I would gladly sacrifice my life for my son, but the end goal was to release him from their clutches. I would die trying to do so, but I’d sure rather my last breath be drawn knowing he was free.

      Shit. Rationality was already setting in.

      I pulled away from Tristan and threw my hands into the air. “So what do we do now?”

      “We build an army, gather intelligence, and create a plan. We arm ourselves in every possible way. Then we act. We take every one of them down and get our son. Or at least die trying.”

      “So, what? Go to Amadis Island?”

      He shook his head. “We need to go back to the safe house first. That is your house. Our house. We need to take care of it and not leave Blossom to clean up the mess by herself.”

      The scene of the crime. I didn’t think I could face it.

      But then, seeing it all again would keep the feelings fresh. The rage I needed to hold on to. Just picturing the scene in my mind—the mages’ blood smeared on the walls, Sasha’s feathers strewn about the room—shot more fury through my veins.

      “Fine,” I said, still mad, but calming. I peered up at him. “You really checked the border that far already?”

      “I’m not running on my last bit of energy like you are,” he said. “And I’m much more experienced. Why do you think it took me a while to catch up with you?”

      “So you wanted through, too. You were trying to get to Hades just like I was.”

      “At first, yes. But I’m also more experienced at gaining control of my rage than you are.” He grimaced. “I have to be or innocent people would have been dead by now.”

      He was too dangerous to be running around like a loose cannon. I obviously was, too. Who knew how far I would have taken it if Tristan hadn’t stopped me? I hadn’t been thinking clearly. I could have killed anyone, including innocent norms, and not cared. And then I really would have been no better than the Daemoni.

      I did need time to simmer down.

      We flashed back to Florida, slower than we’d come because I was so drained. The fatigue left, though, when we arrived in the safe house, and as I’d hoped, the ire returned, though more quietly.

      We appeared in the foyer, where Blossom paced, her cell phone at her ear. She halted both her steps and her words when she saw us.

      “I’ll call you back,” she said into the phone before hitting the END button. “I’m sorry, Alexis. I didn’t start cleaning up yet. I had to call my Aunt Sylvie and make sure she and the coven were okay.”

      I swallowed and nodded. “Are they?”

      “Yeah, they’re fine. This seems to be an isolated incident.”

      With another nod, I turned toward the common room. I stared at the blood and the mages’ decimated bodies with my hands balled into fists at my sides and my eyes burning.

      “They deserve a proper Amadis send-off,” I said through a clenched jaw.

      “A fire outside will draw attention,” Tristan said from beside me. “But we can take them out on the water.”

      I gave a cursory nod. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

      I glanced around one more time, capturing the scene clearly in my memory so I could share it with Mom and Rina and anyone else who needed the details, as gruesome as they were.

      “Alexis,” Blossom mentally called out, triggering my telepathy. I reached out with my mind to where she still stood behind me, in the doorway between the foyer and the common room. “They’re scared.”

      Not understanding—the mages were dead, how could they be scared?—I turned toward her. Behind her stood several of the local Amadis.

      “But they want to help,” she added.

      Somehow, through the anger and the need to have my son back in my arms, I found focus and managed to give orders. A were-shark from Captiva owned a boat we could use, so he, Tristan, and I took the mages’ bodies several miles out on the Gulf and gave them the best Amadis send-off we could. By the time we arrived back at the mansion that afternoon, Blossom and the other remaining mages had the blood magically cleaned.

      All of the local Amadis had gathered in the so-called safe house, either seeking direction or camaraderie. I wasn’t sure which.

      Why are they here? I asked Tristan. It’s not safe anymore.

      “They’re here for you. For us. And it’s safer in numbers.”

      Damn. All I wanted to do was formulate a plan for rescuing my son and then execute it—sooner rather than later.

      I can’t deal with this right now.

      Tristan nodded, then spoke aloud so everyone could hear, “There’s plenty of room for everyone, and we’re safe as long as we each take shifts.”

      “Are the Daemoni coming back?” someone asked.

      “Not likely,” Tristan answered. They have what they want. He hadn’t said the rest, but I knew that was what he meant. “But we’ll take no chances. We need any mages who can help to put up a shield and volunteers to take shifts.”

      A section of the small crowd parted, and a big tiger waltzed out. Sheree, volunteering. She, two vampires, and a were-panther each took a wing to prowl for the first shift while the mages worked together to put up as powerful of a shield as the witches and wizards could muster. A warlock would have helped to strengthen it, but there weren’t any in the colony. Not since Owen had left.

      The sun began to set again by the time Tristan, Blossom, and I could gather in my office to start planning a search and rescue. I dropped into my chair, crossed my arms over my desk, and lay my head down on top of them.

      “You look exhausted,” Blossom said.

      “You need to regenerate,” Tristan added.

      “I’m fine,” I muttered.

      “Yeah, right. You’re about to pass out whether you like it or not,” Blossom said.

      I let out a dark chuckle. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t possibly sleep with my son and Heather out there.”

      “You may not be ‘only human,’ but you can’t last forever,” Tristan said. “You’ll be of no use if you don’t have all of your energy.”

      “How long has it been, anyway?” Blossom asked. “Three days now since you slept? Four?”

      I lifted my head and glared at them. “Why are you ganging up on me? I seriously can’t sleep right now. My mind won’t shut off, even if I tried. But I don’t want to try. I want to find Dorian.”

      Tristan and Blossom exchanged some kind of look, then Blossom flicked her wrist, and a faint purple light flew at me. My mind suddenly became hazy and my body floppy. Did she put a sleeping spell on me, that . . . witch! Through the fog that began to settle in, I felt Tristan carrying me. Down the hall, to the left wing, to the suite where we’d left Dorian. The smell of blood no longer lingered, and Sasha’s baby-powder scent hung heavily in the air instead. The lykora lay on the bed, a few small, white feathers sprouting from her back where her wing had once been.

      Tristan set me in the middle of the bed, next to Sasha, and he lay behind me. I didn’t want to sleep, but a small part of me knew Tristan and Blossom were right. I needed to regenerate if I was going to have the energy to save Dorian. Just a few hours, I told myself, then we start.

      “Ma lykita, you’ve been strong all this time,” Tristan said quietly from behind me as he laid his arm over my waist and pressed his hand against my stomach. “You can cry now. Let it out. I’m here, my love.”

      But I didn’t want to cry. For once in my life, tears evaded me. I refused to grieve this loss, because it wasn’t a loss in my eyes, in my heart. It was a call for war, yes. But not a loss. I wouldn’t allow it.

      Besides, I was too mad to cry, even in my exhaustion, and enmity would carry me through to do what needed to be done.

      As I curled my body around Sasha’s, though, I realized the outrage within me had changed. I no longer felt irrational and blinding fury that dulled all other emotions. But that was okay. I really didn’t want to be Psycho Alexis. This, what I now felt in every cell of my body down to the core, was better. My anger had condensed and solidified into a cold, hard stone settling within me. Something I could control and hold on to for the long term to keep me going and focused on the goal.

      Wrath.

      That’s what I felt. And there was nothing worse than the wrath of a pissed-off mother.
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      I woke up thinking it had all been one long, terrible dream—going to Hades, meeting Lucas, running for my life to escape his wolf pack, and then coming home to my worst nightmare. When I opened my eyes to find a tiny Sasha cuddling next to me, her new wing half-grown, the turmoil of emotions slammed into me again. My first thought went to Dorian.

      Judging by the lack of daylight seeping under the heavy curtains, the complete regeneration my body felt, and Tristan sleeping by my side, I figured I’d awoken in the wee hours of morning, which meant Dorian had already been gone for twenty-four hours. Where was he? What was he doing? Who had him? Were they treating him like a prince, as Tristan expected? Did they have him in a cave in Hades, feeding him lies on a silver platter? What thoughts ran through his mind? Was he scared? Dorian wasn’t afraid of anything, but he had to be terrified now. He had to know that whoever took him hadn’t been sent by Tristan or me. He had to know he’d been kidnapped by the bad guys we’d warned him about.

      And was Heather with him? She hadn’t been here at the safe house, but she’d also disappeared at the same time. That’s what Blossom had figured, anyway, when Heather’s mom had called, looking for her daughter. Sonya, Heather’s older sister and a vampire who was supposedly trying to convert, had killed our mages here and left at the same time, too, so it was a good possibility she’d taken Heather. Why she would do such a thing, I couldn’t fathom, but I also had no idea why she’d done any of this to us, especially after everything we’d done for her. Maybe if Heather was with Dorian, they could at least help each other through this, but trying to imagine what they could both be going through broke my heart.

      Why hadn’t we prepared more for this? We’d let Dorian practice his flying ability, but not enough. We never tested what other powers he might have possessed, knowing the more they developed, the more the Daemoni would be attracted to him. He knew Aikido, but Lucas knew a lot worse. Dorian would never be a match for him or his cronies; Heather didn’t have a chance. And if Dorian did manage to escape, he wouldn’t know the way home or to Amadis Island. He didn’t know there were safe houses he could go to around the world. I hadn’t even let him have a cell phone yet. I didn’t see the point of it since he was never supposed to be alone, and I didn’t want to spoil him. How stupid of me!

      His only hope would be Heather. If they were together. If she was even alive.

      My second train of thought went to Vanessa. Was she really my half-sister? The reality of that shock still hadn’t completely sunk in, making it difficult to believe it was true. What had happened to her last night anyway? She had run for the water when we first arrived at the horrible scene, staying far away from all of the blood, and I hadn’t seen her since. Where had she gone?

      My mind searched the mansion for her signature, but didn’t find it. I expanded the search over Captiva Island, but it wasn’t until I reached the opposite side of Sanibel, the adjoining island, when I found her. She wasn’t alone, either. A Daemoni accompanied her, and a familiar one at that.

      Oh, hell no. I bolted upright in bed.

      “Tristan,” I hissed, shaking his leg. “Wake up!”

      Sasha sprang to her feet and, sensing my anxiety, began to grow. I took her head into my hand and scratched behind her ears, trying to be gentle through my impatience.

      “No, girl, it’s okay,” I said. “You’re not ready yet. I’ll be okay.”

      Her dark eyes stared into mine, and she whimpered, then her body began to shrink into its natural toy-dog size. She curled up on the pillow, and I scrambled out of bed and began dressing in my leathers. I didn’t remember Tristan taking them off of me, and someone had already cleaned them.

      “What’s going on?” Tristan asked as he moved out of bed, too slowly for my liking.

      “Hurry up and find me.” I didn’t have time to wait for him in case they took off, so I gave him a mental picture of where I was going, grabbed my dagger by its hilt, and flashed.

      Vanessa and Victor both jumped when I appeared right next to them at the top of the Sanibel lighthouse, on a landing below the light itself. The vamps weren’t used to being snuck up on.

      “How the hell . . . ?” Victor wondered.

      “I warned you,” Vanessa sneered, but I didn’t care who she warned or what about. I’d deal with her later.

      I lunged for Victor, knocking him against the metal railing that kept us both from plunging nine stories to the ground below. His back bowed over the railing as the tip of my silver dagger pushed into his chest above his heart. Amadis power flowed through the weapon while electricity charged from my other hand. I kept both powers at moderate levels only because I needed information before I killed him.

      “Where’s my son?” I demanded, practically spitting each word in his face.

      His mouth contorted, stretching scars that marked his normally smooth and pale skin.

      “I don’t know,” he hissed as his ice-blue eyes darted around nervously.

      “Liar.” I dug the point of the dagger further into his flesh. He let out a small yelp. “But if you really don’t know, I have no reason to keep you alive.”

      “Give me that fucking dog of yours and maybe I’ll tell ya,” Victor said, throwing me off guard a little. He must have seen the flicker of confusion in my eyes. “Look what she did to me!”

      His arms twitched at his side, drawing the moon’s glow to more scars on his hands and forearms.

      “You were in the safe house,” I said, and hatred rushed forth again as his vision of him fighting Sasha filled my mind. I increased the current through my hand, electricity crackling between us accompanied by the sound and smell of singeing skin. “TELL ME WHERE HE IS!”

      Victor began to tremble, and I pushed the dagger in deeper. The electric power charged through his body and into the railing. Vanessa jumped back with a small whimper—she must have been touching the metal that now carried the current.

      “Alexis,” Vanessa said quietly from behind me, “he’s our brother.”

      “Shut the hell up,” I yelled at her.

      I didn’t want to hear it. I couldn’t erase from my mind the image he’d given me of his fight with Sasha. I couldn’t ignore the fact he’d been there when Dorian was taken. He had probably taken him himself. The desire to plunge the dagger all the way in, twist it around, and grind at his heart until the organ was nothing but pulp became too strong to resist.

      But the Amadis in me was even stronger. As the trembles of Victor’s body became quakes and his eyes rolled into the back of his head so only whites showed, the guilt of what I was doing to him jolted through me.

      As did the reminder that Vanessa was here, secretly meeting with him.

      I pushed myself off of Victor and flew at her.

      “You did this!” I screamed as my body plowed into hers.

      We skidded across the concrete landing before coming to a stop at the edge with Vanessa on her back and me straddling her, my hands at her throat.

      “You set us up, didn’t you, you bitch? Got us far away from here so Victor could take Dorian?”

      “No—” she tried to choke out.

      “Lies! That’s all either of you know how to speak! This whole thing has been a ruse, hasn’t it? Lies and deceit everywhere. You didn’t care about me getting out of Hades except to come back and see this, did you? Are you even my sister, or was that a lie, too?” Holding one hand on her throat, I held my dagger to her heart, ready to give her a taste of the pain I felt.

      But someone yanked me off of her. I swung and kicked at Tristan as he held me from behind. The vampire bitch scrambled to her feet.

      “Where is he?” I yelled as my gaze bounced wildly between the vampire twins. “What did you do with my son?”

      Vanessa’s blond hair swished as she shook her head. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.”

      “Bullshit. Tell me, or I will kill you!” I fought harder against Tristan, but his grip remained iron-tight.

      “Calm down,” he murmured against my ear.

      “I swear I had nothing to do with this,” Vanessa said, her blue eyes sparking as she jerked her head toward her brother. Our brother. Supposedly. “Ask him.”

      “Lies,” I said again.

      “Why would she be here?” Tristan asked, his voice still low in my ear. “Why would she hang around if the worst they can do is already done?”

      “I don’t know. Why are you still here?” I spewed at Vanessa.

      She threw her hands in the air. “I have nowhere else to go. I’m Amadis, Alexis.”

      I stopped thrashing against Tristan, mostly because I knew he had a point. If everything had been a setup, why had she even bothered to come back here with us? Why was she still here?

      “And, like it or not, I am your sister,” she added. “Your half-sister. By blood, anyway.”

      I glared at her, not trying to break free from Tristan’s hold because I didn’t quite trust myself if he let go, but I did sheathe my dagger.

      “If you’re Amadis, then what are you doing here with him? What happened to you since we got home?”

      She narrowed her icy eyes at me, except they weren’t really icy now. More like cool water. “I’m Amadis in my heart, but that doesn’t mean I feel like a part of everything yet. I didn’t know what to do or where to go. Half your crowd is scared and crying, and I don’t do the weepy thing. The other half is ready to fight—which I will do—but they want nothing to do with me. So sue me for not jumping right the fuck in.” She tossed her hand toward Victor. “I sensed him nearby—a twin thing we have—and it was the only idea I had that might help.”

      “We’ve already had this discussion,” Sheree said as she laid a long-fingered hand on my arm. Where had she come from? She towered over me, so she had to duck her head to catch my eyes with her brown ones. She was stark-naked, which meant she’d been in her tiger form, probably why I hadn’t noticed her mind signature before. Or maybe because I’d been so focused on the lies before me. Which wasn’t a good thing, not being alert of my surroundings. “I had to give up my watch shift to protect Vanessa from everyone else. We talked for a while. But then she left, and I changed and followed her here. I stayed down in those shadows—” her eyes flitted to a wild growth of trees and brush on the ground “—watching as she jumped all over Victor right before you got here, trying to get the truth out of him.”

      My gaze slid back to Vanessa. Her eyes pled her innocence.

      If I ever discover you’re lying to me, I said in her head, you’ll be the first one I kill. Then Victor. And when I’m done, there won’t be any pieces of either of you to put back together.

      She nodded. “I’m on your side, though. I want to help you. I never got to meet Dorian⁠—”

      Don’t you say his name! Don’t you even think it!

      She pressed her lips together and nodded.

      I wrangled myself free of Tristan’s hold and turned back to Victor, who was just now recovering after my attack.

      “Where’s my son?” I demanded again.

      He stood to his full height—barely shorter than Tristan—and spit a wad of blood at my feet. “I told you I don’t know.”

      “And I told you I don’t believe you. Tell me, or I won’t hold back next time.”

      “Why don’t you ask that warlock of yours?” he snarled. “Oh, yeah, because he’s not yours anymore is he? He’s Kali’s. And they know where your fucking little brat is.”

      Tristan blurred past me and heaved Victor’s body into the lighthouse wall, his forearm pressed into the vamp’s throat. I became suddenly curious what would happen if Tristan crushed his trachea, since Victor didn’t technically need it to breathe. He did, however, need to be able to swallow.

      “Watch it, asshole,” Tristan breathed in Victor’s face. “That’s my wife. And you better answer the fucking question.”

      “I did,” Victor choked out.

      I dove into his mind, but he showed me what he wanted me to see: Owen tossing my dagger next to Sasha’s limp body on the floor and taking Dorian into his arms.

      “Lucas wants nothing to do with your son,” Victor added. “Not yet, anyway. This is all Kali.”

      “Now see, we know that’s a lie,” I said as I tried to hold myself back from attacking again. Tristan handled the vamp perfectly fine, evidenced by the wheezing sound escaping Victor’s throat.

      “Find the bitch and . . . you’ll know,” the bloodsucker stammered. “And kill her . . . if you want. But you’ll . . . be doing Lucas . . . a favor if you do.”

      I nearly screamed in frustration at his lies and his taunts. Tristan shoved his weight further into Victor’s body.

      “You’ve already admitted to being at the safe house,” Vanessa reminded her twin, with her body, like mine, angled threateningly toward him.

      “Not . . . for the boy,” Victor wheezed, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head again.

      “Then for what?” I asked, but Victor didn’t answer.

      “He’s incapable of telling the truth,” Tristan said.

      “He’s incapable of saying anything now,” Vanessa mused.

      Victor had slumped under Tristan’s weight, unable to bear whatever power my husband had given him beyond brute strength, especially now that the sun had risen over the horizon. Tristan stepped back, and the vampire fell to the ground. Although he appeared to be completely out of it, I gave him a hard kick to the ribs to be sure. The vampire didn’t move, but my foot felt as though my steel-toed boots had slammed into a concrete wall.

      Frustration brought a growl out of me. As much as a part of me wanted to kill him—to destroy something to release the pressure of my anger—I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. I was, admittedly, all bark with little bite. At least until it mattered. When I learned for certain who took Dorian, God help those souls. Because I didn’t think I’d be able to.

      With a grunt of annoyance, I flashed back to the beach by the safe house, and Tristan, Vanessa, and Sheree appeared behind me. Without a word to them, I strode across the street, up the marble stairs, and into the mansion. I snaked my way through the crowd that had gathered in the foyer and pretty much everywhere else where they could find a space. As I headed for my office, I mentally called out for Tristan, Blossom, and Sheree to join me, glad to find Blossom already awake. Vanessa still followed me, too, but I shut the door in her face.

      “Rude much?” she muttered from the other side.

      I smirked, but then I immediately felt bad—my feelings about her were all kinds of conflicted—but I wasn’t sure what to do with her yet. Trusting her as a confidante wasn’t quite at the top of my list, though, and we had private matters to discuss.

      “We’ve wasted enough time,” I said to those I did want behind my closed door. Victor and his ridiculous lies had definitely been a total waste, and now a new day had begun, and we still didn’t have a plan, let alone an army. I went behind my desk, but didn’t sit down. Instead, I placed my hands on my desk and leaned forward. “We need to make a plan to find and rescue Dorian and Heather. We need a team. An elite team. Our very best.”

      “You need to talk to Sophia first,” Tristan said.

      “She called a few times last night and once already this morning,” Blossom added. “She knew everything that happened before we even told her.”

      Of course she did. Mom could sense the truth. I hadn’t told her about Vanessa’s and my trip to Hades before we left, because I knew she’d try to talk me out of it. Forbid it, actually. If she didn’t suspect something being wrong, she wouldn’t have reached out for the truth of the situation. But all kinds of things went wrong, and we had to contact her for help to get home. We hadn’t had the luxury of a lengthy explanation or lecture at the time, and now . . . I couldn’t imagine how pissed off she was at me. Hopefully, her love for Dorian would eclipse her anger. And hopefully, she knew the truth of where to find him.

      “She understood you needed to rest and regenerate,” Blossom continued, “but she demanded that you call her the moment you woke up.”

      I sighed. “Fine. I’ll call you guys back in here when I’m done.”

      Blossom and Sheree left my office, but Tristan stayed.

      “There are some things you should know before you call her,” he said when we were alone. “So that she doesn’t catch you off guard.”

      Not liking the warning in his voice, I closed my eyes as I sank into my chair. “Like what?”

      “Well, to start with, the norms seem to be on the verge of war. Almost everywhere.”

      My eyes popped open. “What?”

      “The Daemoni are escalating things. There have been two assassinations and four ‘accidental’ bomb detonations just in the last twenty-four hours. The whole world has gone on edge.”

      Damn it. Does it ever end? “Having their fun with the norms? As if messing with us isn’t enough?”

      “Norman wars are the best way for them to build their army.”

      “Because they know taking Dorian has started our own war.”

      “We’ve always been at war, but yes, they’re taking it to the next level. But not only with us, Alexis. With the norms, too.”

      I rolled my head around on my neck. “Vanessa said they were planning it. Preparing to make their move to take over.”

      “Well, their move has been made.”

      I nodded and reached for my phone. “Okay. Good to know.”

      Tristan placed his hand over mine, preventing me from dialing. “Just be prepared that Sophia might not give you the answers you’re hoping for.”

      I looked up at him. “All I want is to know if she has an idea of where Dorian is and an army to go get him.”

      “Exactly.”

      He held my gaze as I stared at him with incredulity. “Dorian’s her grandson! She loves him. She would do anything for him, just like us.”

      He tightened his hand on mine. “I’m not saying I agree with them, but Sophia’s taking orders from Rina, who must look out for the Amadis as a whole and all of humanity. Nobody’s going to understand putting resources into a search and rescue of one kid who will eventually serve the Daemoni anyway. Not when the rest of the world is at risk.”

      My blood pressure shot up again, and I opened my mouth to protest, but he held his free hand up before I went off.

      “I’m only saying what others will. Whether we agree with them or not, there are other valid perspectives.”

      His tone drove home his meaning. Mom and Rina had picked the Amadis over my family and me in the past. They were obligated to serve the greater good. Our role as the Amadis family was to protect our society and all of humanity, regardless of what it meant for us personally. I needed another angle, because our love for Dorian wouldn’t be enough to convince the matriarch, her second-in-command, and the rest of the Amadis that he was worth fighting for.

      If I only knew why the Angels had sent him on his own, without a twin sister. There had to be a reason.

      “Do you want me to leave?” Tristan asked.

      My brows pushed together, and the corners of my mouth turned down. “Of course not.” I rose from my chair and rounded the desk, then pushed him back until he sat on the edge. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my forehead against his. “You belong right here.”

      “We’re in this together,” he agreed before brushing my lips with his. He snagged my phone from the desk and handed it to me. I turned around and leaned back against him, and he wrapped his arms around my waist while I dialed Mom’s number.

      “I’m so sorry, honey,” Mom said as soon as she answered. “I wish I could be there for you. The timing couldn’t be any worse.”

      In other words, Dorian’s kidnapping was inconvenient. My teeth immediately set on edge. Tristan moved his hands to my shoulders and squeezed, trying to massage the tension out, but it only built.

      “I know you and Rina have a lot to deal with,” I said, trying to show my understanding. “I know you can’t completely drop everything.”

      “I would if I could. That boy . . .” She choked on her words. “I love him so much, Alexis. We knew this was coming, but you can never be adequately prepared.”

      Her tears almost got to me, but I refused to break. Not now. I needed to be strong. “No, you can’t, especially not like this. They’ve overstepped their boundaries, and they know it. So do you. You feel that truth, right? He didn’t feel drawn to the Daemoni like all the other sons did. He didn’t choose to go. They didn’t even give him that choice. So tell me this isn’t wrong.”

      “No, honey, you’re not wrong.” She blew a sigh into the phone. “But it doesn’t matter. Regardless of timing or methods, they have him. It was inevitable, and we know it.”

      Renewed anger clawed at my chest. “No. Not yet. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not like this. Not this soon.”

      “Everything happens for a reason.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe the reason is so we’ll finally do what needs to be done—eliminate Lucas and the rest of the Daemoni. Destroy them once and for all. We need to gather our forces.”

      “Yes, we do,” she agreed. “I need you and Tristan to help build our army, and eventually, train them.”

      “Right,” I said, glad we were on the same page. “And we’ll go in, get our son, and decimate Hades.”

      “No, Alexis.”

      “What do you mean ‘no’? How else are we going to get Dorian back?”

      “First of all, I don’t feel the truth that Dorian is in Hades. I don’t know where he is, exactly—there must be a powerful cloak on him—but I don’t sense that Lucas has him.”

      “But he surely knows where he is. He did take Dorian, after all.”

      “I don’t feel that truth, either.”

      “I know he did! He all but warned me that he was going to when I was there only hours before, and he left my dagger that he’d taken from me as his calling card.”

      “This isn’t really something Lucas would do himself,” Tristan said. “He would have sent someone, like Victor.”

      “Technicalities,” I muttered. “Victor doesn’t have Dorian, so he obviously took him somewhere during the night. And Lucas knows exactly where.”

      “Nonetheless,” Mom said, “we can’t and we won’t raid Hades. We’re not powerful enough.”

      “So we get that way. Build our army, like you said. We have strong fighters. We’ll take our best. Tristan and I can⁠—”

      “Slow down and listen to me for a minute, please.” Mom’s voice had grown unusually impatient, causing me to pause. “We’re on the defensive. And we’re not in the position to take the offense. We have to put all of our resources—our best people, all of our time and money—into protecting the Amadis and the Normans. The Daemoni have already acted. They control some of the world powers, and now they’re moving in on the United Nations. There are secret meetings all over the world as we speak. Lucas’s men occupy many of those war rooms, and if we don’t do our job, humanity will go up in a forest of mushroom clouds.”

      “So why aren’t we in those secret meetings? We’re the damn Amadis. Why don’t we have people in there stopping them?”

      Mom’s heavy sigh sounded almost like a groan. “We do, honey. But too many politicians are power-hungry and corrupt. They feed off the lies the Daemoni give them and don’t want to listen to us. Even those who want to do right will do what’s necessary to protect their own. If another country or faction—or species—attacks their people, they’re not going to stand around and do nothing. They’re going to retaliate.”

      “And that’s exactly what the Daemoni want.” I pulled away from Tristan and started pacing.

      “Yes, it is. They’ll turn the dying into theirs until they have an army big enough to take over humanity. Normans will become their slaves. If they have to wipe out half of the human race with a nuclear war to achieve this goal, they will. Which is why we need to counteract their every move and convert as many as we can.”

      “Which will build our army. Then we can go into Hades before it’s too late.”

      “Hopefully, yes. While our best diplomats are with the politicians, we need to be working on our primary mission of building our army. I need you and Tristan to focus on this.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “But we’re not losing focus on rescuing Dorian, Mom. As soon as we have the people we need, that’s our primary mission.”

      “I want Dorian back as much as you do,” she said, “but he can’t be our primary mission. Not yours. Not anyone’s. The Amadis and the Normans need us. These are your people, Alexis. They look up to you. They need to see that you can lead. That you will do what needs to be done for them and all we stand for. A waver like this from our primary creed will create a lot of distrust that you may never be able to rebuild.”

      “And abandoning my son won’t? How can they trust me to stay true to them if I can’t do so for my own child?”

      “You know how they feel about Dorian. About any Amadis son. And choosing one soul over all others—especially one we know has no hope in the end⁠—”

      My temper flared. “There is always hope! And I won’t give up on him, Mom. I can’t believe you and Rina gave up on Noah so easily. He was her son. Your twin. How could you?”

      My accusation must have hit Mom unexpectedly because she sucked in an audible breath and didn’t answer for a moment. When she did, her voice came out much softer than it had been. “He was already deeply entrenched in the Daemoni before Mother knew he was still alive.”

      “Well, Dorian’s not. And the sooner I find him and rescue him, the less likely he will be. As for the Amadis—they don’t know the future. They don’t know what Dorian could mean for them. Right now he is one of us, and we won’t give up on anyone, no matter who he is. At least I won’t. Tell that to anyone who questions my loyalty.”

      Mom fell silent again, apparently having no rebuttal for my excellent point. But her silence was also a response, and not the one I wanted.

      Because this was how it was going to be. What Tristan had been warning me about. The council didn’t give two shits about Dorian, and Mom and Rina hadn’t come up with a strong enough argument to change their minds. If they’d even tried. From what Mom had said so far, it didn’t sound like they had. Not even they believed he was important enough. They’d already determined this years ago, the day he was born.

      “So I’m supposed to give up on him? That’s what you’re asking me to do?” The question barely made it out as my throat constricted around the words. How could she ask that of me, one mother to another? How could she be so cold and heartless?

      “Honey . . .” She paused again, and I could picture her pinching the top of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. When she finally continued, grief tainted her voice. “Dorian is where he belongs now.”

      I shook my head in protest.

      “No.” I wanted to yell, but I could only manage a whisper.

      My whole body trembled with such outrage at those words that the phone nearly fell from my hand. Visions of the rampage I so badly wanted to go off on occupied all my thoughts until a buzz filled my head, drowning out whatever else she had to say.

      “Heather,” I finally said, interrupting whatever she’d been telling me. “What about Heather?”

      Mom fell silent again, apparently surprised by my question. Heather must have had nothing to do with her one-sided conversation.

      “The Norman girl’s safety and well-being is a concern,” she said. Finally, some reasoning. “We have a team searching for her now, but . . . Alexis, it may be too late for her.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “What?”

      “She knows too much, and the Daemoni know that.”

      And now my heart took off in a panicked gallop. “Let us go search for them, Mom. Please. She and Dorian are probably together.”

      “If we find the girl close to you, we’ll send you out. It’s the best I can do right now.”

      “You can do better!”

      “No, I can’t. I’m sorry. It’s not up to me.”

      My jaw popped, I clenched it so hard. I wanted to throw the phone, but knew that would do no good. I closed my eyes and forced a breath through my nose as I reeled my anger in once more, forming it into that tight little ball that sat in the pit of my stomach.

      “I will not give up on them,” I said through gritted teeth. “On either of them. I will not abandon my son.”

      “You will not abandon your people or your duties,” she said just as firmly.

      “So give us our best and let Tristan and me take care of this immediately. Then we can focus on whatever you want us to.”

      “I can’t afford to give you our best. I need them where they are.”

      “We can make our own team,” Tristan said in my head. “We can build her an army and do this at the same time.”

      “Then I’ll make my own team,” I said to Mom. “Tristan’s already coming up with a plan.”

      “Alexis—”

      “Don’t worry, Mom. It’s all about building the Amadis army.”

      “Good. That’s where your energy needs to go. Thank the Angels for Tristan’s level head.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Don’t lose focus,” she warned.

      “Don’t worry,” I said again, although my focus was a little wider than hers.

      “Don’t abandon your people, Alexis,” she repeated.

      “Don’t worry about that, either. Unlike you, Mother, I won’t abandon anyone.”
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