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Chapter One

 


“Are you there yet?”

Rhea rolled her eyes at the juvenile
question, struck for not nearly the first time with the urge to
pitch her overpriced phone into the nearest body of water. In this
case, it was Elliot Bay and just outside of arm’s reach. An easy
toss. But she resisted, again, and even kept her tone civil. “Yes,
Llyr, I just arrived. Please stop speaking like an eight-year-old
on a road trip.”

The middle-aged man on the other end of the
line huffed, probably offended. “We need you to take care of
whatever this ruckus is as quickly as possible, Rhea,” he said,
“then get back to your main assignment. It’s taking far too long to
find him.”

No shit. “Tracking’s not exactly my
specialty,” she said, twisting her upper body out of the way of a
rushing civilian with no sense of boundaries. She glared after the
man, but he wasn’t looking. It was a waste of energy.

“You’re the best we have, Rhea,” Llyr said.
The accusation slipped from his tone in favor of something more
soothing. As if a simple compliment was enough to sway her to stay
on task.

Rhea hauled her bag higher on her shoulder
and aimed herself at the next crosswalk. “And I’m busy.” She hung
up without waiting for a response and tucked her phone away. The
last thing she needed was some self-important, lazy man telling her
how to do her job from the safety of his high-security office
someplace hours away. But Llyr wasn’t the problem, not really. He
was the youngest member of the active Witches Council, and as her
elemental leader, he was also her direct supervisor. For the
moment, anyway.

That was a thought for another time,
though.

Rhea released a slow breath as she crossed
the street, putting the water at her back as she stepped toward the
heart of Seattle. Her issues with the Council had to wait. She was
on the proverbial clock. Llyr had sent her to the bustling city
because he’d received word from one of the local observers that the
Seattle Family had become unusually active. Not only in terms of
human kills, or increasing their ranks, but apparently also with
vampire-on-vampire scuffles in the dead of night. All of which
filled Rhea with questions—questions she
intended to ask of her contact, as soon as she met them.

There. The shop she was looking for.
Her opinion on the genius idea to meet in public notwithstanding,
at least it had been easily spotted, since she didn’t have either
of the observers’ names or phone numbers. Llyr hadn’t even
mentioned if she’d be meeting both, or just one. Absently she
wondered if the miniscule bit of information from her so-called
leader was a sign of faith in her ability, or some kind of
passive-aggressive punishment for her lack of results on her
long-standing assignment. The distinction hardly mattered.

She held the smudged glass door open for an
elderly woman whose arms were loaded down with paper bags bearing
the shop’s logo, waited calmly while the woman exited, then angled
around and slipped inside. Before the door even shut behind her,
Rhea was smacked in the face with the aroma of over-brewed coffee
and competing types of fresh baked breads. Some sweet, some
probably not, but the sweetness between the coffee concoctions and
the baked goods was definitely the predominant note in the air. She
preferred the fresh, salty tang of the air from the sea, but cities
like Seattle weren’t known for that, either.

A quick sweep of her gaze was all it took
for Rhea to spot her contact. A ginger-haired young woman sitting
at an out-of-the-way table, picking at what remained of the treat
she’d ordered. She held one arm in against her side, hand resting
over her lap, and bore a visible bandage on her face. Her amber
eyes widened when she spotted Rhea approaching the table, and she
made an effort to sit a little straighter. She was younger up close
than Rhea had originally estimated.

Rhea pulled out the chair across from the
girl and dropped into it, letting her bag slide to the ground
between her body and the wall. She quirked a brow. “Fire? In
Seattle?”

The girl blinked several times, fingers
hovering over a half-picked and utterly unidentifiable food item.
She swallowed and finally jerked her hand away. “It’s part of my
adaption training,” she said. “I-I’m Fira, by the way.”

Everything about that answer rubbed Rhea
wrong. “How old are you? How long have you been in the field?”

Fira furrowed her brow. “I’ve completed my
apprenticeship,” she said. “I’ve been in Seattle for over a year.
In the field for close to three. I may still have things to learn,
but I’m not a novice, ma’am.”

Looks like I touched a nerve. Rhea
sat back and lifted her chin, knowing full well the position made
her look haughty and overbearing. “I’m not your councilwoman,” she
said, “save the ‘ma’am’ crap for her.” She paused and made sure
Fira met her stare again. “You sound like a toddler who’s just
graduated swimming lessons and now you think you can swim with the
sharks.”

Fira’s mouth fell open a little. “That’s a …
very strange analogy,” she said. “Forgive me, but who are
you?”

Ah, so Llyr and his colleagues hadn’t told
the girl who they were sending. Well, at least the thorough
communication thing had run in both directions. “Rhea.”

Fira sucked in a breath, her eyes widening
dramatically—a sign of her youth and
inexperience. But the way she paled just enough to make the
freckles on her face stand out was kind of amusing. “R-Rhea…?
The Rhea?” She suddenly began fidgeting in her seat,
attempting to straighten her rumpled, long-sleeved shirt and
seeming to want to hide her mess of a snack but obviously realizing
she couldn’t just toss it away. “Ohmygosh, I’m so sorry,
ma’am—Rhea, Miss Rhea—I had no idea they were sending someone so
important! I was rude!”

Rhea sighed and leaned forward, letting her
elbow rest on the table in order to prop her chin on the heel of
her hand. “Relax,” she said. She had half a mind to speak the word
in Latin and see if it worked like a command spell. Crap, the girl
was manic. Or completely spent. “Fira, look at me.”

Fira raised her gaze almost hesitantly back
up to Rhea’s, her complexion still a little paler than it had been
in the beginning. And the entire time, Rhea noted, her left arm had
remained clamped to her side.

Feeling an admittedly rare flicker of
compassion, Rhea straightened again in her seat. “What happened to
you? Where’s your partner?”

The younger woman pulled her lips between
her teeth for a moment, dragged in a deep breath, and spoke
quietly. “Two nights ago, we spotted a pair of vampires ripping
into anyone they came across. We watched them massacre one of their
own—could hear him begging them to stop—and decided to follow them.
But eventually they set their sights on a group of teenagers, and
Marsh—”

Rhea raised her brows at the moniker she
didn’t know. She could take a guess, but guessing wasn’t a smart
survival strategy.

Fira’s lips lifted briefly at the corners.
“My partner, a water witch descended of one water and one earth
witch. He called himself Marsh.” She swallowed. “He couldn’t stand
by and let the teens become the next victims. He said he couldn’t
order me to fight, even though he was my senior, but he felt it was
our basic duty to step up and protect the innocents in that sort of
situation … so he intervened.”

Rhea frowned. “And now he’s dead, and you’re
injured, because I’m assuming you followed his lead?”

Fira nodded and wiped her face as a tear
rolled down her cheek.

Familiar frustration churned in Rhea’s gut.
“And the kids?”

“One of them probably needed stitches,” Fira
said, “but they lived. All of them.”

Rhea held the fire witch’s amber gaze. “Then
your partner died with honor. Remember him proudly.”

Fira managed a small, shaky smile.

“Did either of the vampires get away?”

“Yes,” Fira said, reaching for a napkin to
blot at her face. “One of them. I couldn’t see him too well in the
darkness, and probably considering I was distracted. But … he’s
just one piece of a larger problem.”

Rhea looked away from her companion for a
moment, habitually glancing around the café, before diving to the
heart of the issue. “Tell me about that.”

****

In the roughly five hundred years since he’d
been Turned, Jasen Hawthorne suspected he could count on one
hand the number of times he’d been so infuriated. His body all
but vibrated with the burning rage building inside him, quickly
doing its best to consume the more rational, practical portion of
his brain. He was a vampire known for his brutality, but at least
half the time the anger he projected to the world was exaggerated.
That was not the case today. Today, he wanted to rip off every head
he could get his hands on.

So he stalked forward, hauled the eternally
balding Head of the Seattle Family out of his polished leather
chair, and pinned the smaller vampire to the back wall by the lapel
of his coat. “What the fuck did you say, Felix?”

Felix had been the Head of the Seattle
Family for something close to seventy years. As far as Jasen knew,
he was well-respected among his peers and revered by his
subordinates—or he had been. Felix
sputtered briefly, his dark eyes widening as he latched onto
Jasen’s arm. “I don’t know the details!” He spoke hurriedly, voice
faintly choked from Jasen’s uncomfortable hold. “It was only this
morning when I first heard the word. I swear.”

Jasen let his lips curl back over his fangs
as he leaned in, pressing Felix into the wall in the process. “I
don’t care when you heard it. Your men told you they were
rebelling against the Queen and you didn’t rip their throats
out.” He pushed his knuckles into Felix’s collarbone. “Why should I
let you keep yours?”

Felix swallowed hard. “I couldn’t have won
that fight,” he said, a note of desperation slipping into his voice
and highlighting what remained of the French accent he’d likely had
in life. “I fight by proxy now. I have for decades. And it’s not
all of my people. We haven’t all betrayed her.”

Jasen glared into Felix’s eyes for several
long, silent seconds before taking a single large step back and
tossing Felix to the ground. “If you do,” he said, “I’ll kill you
slow. Understand?”

Felix pushed up to his feet, clearing his
throat and brushing off his suit as if his office floor were dirty.
“Yes. Of course. You have my word.”

Jasen crossed his arms over his chest as he
twisted around to lean against the wall. “I don’t give a shit about
your word,” he said. “Figure out who in your Family’s signed onto
this fucking rebellion before I decide to just wipe you all off the
map.”

Felix’s eyes widened again and he tugged at
his shirt collar. “That … that would be rather extreme.”

Jasen shoved off the wall. “Extreme
is joining up with some old lunatic and forsaking our entire way of
life at the drop of a fucking hat.” He jammed a finger into Felix’s
chest, taking full advantage of the half-foot difference in their
heights. “Get your house in order, or I’ll tear it down.”

Felix swallowed visibly and nodded once. “As
you say, Enforcer.”

We’ll see about that. Jasen
straightened and put his back to the man, striding for the office
door. He’d had more than enough of this conversation. No matter how
many of Felix’s people remained loyal, it was clear that the enemy
Jasen was really hunting was still in the area. Even if it meant
putting Seattle on hold, he couldn’t let the old bastard escape
again.

“Jasen,” Felix said before Jasen could cross
over the threshold, “what about … the old one?”

Jasen’s hands curled into fists at his
sides. He barely glanced over his shoulder enough to speak. “He’s
mine.” He didn’t wait for a response before grabbing hold of the
door and slamming it shut. He shot a glare at the one guard who
dared glance his way, and felt a momentary pang of disappointment
when the vampire immediately ducked his head instead of attempting
to challenge him. The idea that he could be surrounded by disloyal
vampires, after all the effort the First Family had put into
protecting their species, thoroughly pissed him off. He would enjoy
doling out the punishments to their betrayers.

But not as much as he would enjoy finally
ripping into the vampire he’d been chasing for the past two months.
Boris, the true Original vampire.

Taking on the firstborn vampire, the oldest
living monster on the planet, was a daunting task. Particularly
since Jasen had some idea of what that fight would feel like,
thanks to their impromptu battle in Sacramento. But he was up for
it. He would not lose. Even if it killed him, he would personally
make sure that lying, scheming, manipulative bastard finally
learned what death felt like.

****

Fire. Fire was everywhere. It closed in on
her from all sides, surrounding her, engulfing her, choking off her
oxygen and cutting off her resources. Thick, dark, acrid smoke
billowed out and up, clogging her lungs. The scorching blaze dried
up the air all around her, higher than she could concentrate.

She tried to pull what little water she
could grab over her feet, to protect them as the angry red-orange
flames rolled closer. A wave of blistering death upon the land,
aimed directly at her. But the thin veil wasn’t enough. She
couldn’t focus—couldn’t breathe—and she let out a shriek of pain as
the fire caught hold of her flesh. She scarcely noticed when her
clothes began to burn. It was the searing, bubbling, blackening of
her skin that ripped a final gasp of unspeakable agony from inside
her.

In a strange, fleeting moment, as she
wavered on the precipice of oblivion, Rhea felt tears build in
front of her eyes. Allowing herself one last attempt to see beyond
the flames so hell-bent on destroying her, she saw him. Just a
glimpse. A dark outline on the ground, what was left of the man who
would surely have saved her if he’d been strong enough. If he’d
survived.

The crackling roar of the fire overtook her
as her tears dried up, and she let her eyes close, succumbing to
the pain.

Rhea jerked awake with a sharp breath, the
erratic pounding of her heart loud in her ears. Measured breathing
steadied her heart rate as she swept her gaze around the
nondescript hotel room. It was only vaguely familiar, but she did
remember acquiring it for herself after sending that inexperienced
fire witch off to the airport.

Another damn death nightmare. In her
opinion, they were indisputably the worst side-effect of the curse
of her inheritance. That one in particular was among the more
common resurgences. She hadn’t yet decided if it was better or
worse when the old pseudo-memories repeated themselves, and that
specific death scene repeated more than any other. Although
sometimes the details were different.

Sometimes it was just fire, pain, and smoke.
Sometimes she woke up gasping for breath and water, sure she had
been set aflame during her sleep. Other times the crackle of fire
was background noise to the original Rhea’s final agonized
thoughts, the desperation she’d felt in her last moments.

Rhea scrubbed a hand down her face and swung
to her feet. The digital clock that came with the room informed her
she’d slept for a little over two hours. That would have to do. She
could never get back to sleep after those nightmares. Instead of
trying, she headed toward the unremarkable bathroom at the back of
the room. A few extra minutes beneath the spray of the cheap,
low-pressure showerhead would help her relax, and then she could
head out.

The sun would be setting soon. She had
vampires to hunt. Which was why, after she’d eaten and the overhead
clouds had darkened under the night sky, Rhea was walking the
streets.

Seattle was a large, busy city and it wasn’t
late enough yet for the majority of its population to have
disappeared inside. She could have gone just about anywhere to find
a cluster of potential victims—and potential bloodsuckers. But
she’d gotten as much information as possible out of Fira before
sending the redhead off, and the young witch had been fairly
insistent that the worst offenses had occurred in less crowded
areas. Meaning the vampires were making some effort not to become
front-page news. Ugh. Is that even still a phrase anymore?
Her disassociated memories really messed her up sometimes.

Rhea paused, sensing something around the
corner she couldn’t see. The question was, was it living or undead?
Not in the mood to be ambushed like some amateur, she quietly drew
her index finger over her opposite wrist and traced her fingertip
over the line of her vein as her magic flared. Blood of water,
water of blood. Ripple out, echo back.

Modern-day witches were weak. Nearly all of
them had forgotten the old ways. Most of them couldn’t perform more
than a parlor trick without needing to speak one of the dead
languages to summon or control their magic. Few could do more than
manipulate two pure forms of their base element.

Rhea was grateful her element was water.
Water was the quintessential element for life, and water was
everywhere. Between that and the unique power of her blood curse,
she was able to do things her so-called peers couldn’t even dream
of.

Her power filled her, spreading from fingers
to toes, and flexed outward the way she imagined a sonar might
feel. Rebounding off of every heartbeat within her casual radius.
There were people in nearly all the buildings on either side of the
street, people walking by on the street behind her, and another in
an alley across the way. But around the corner where she’d first
sensed the concerning presence, there were three—and only one beat
with the strength and pace of a human’s heart. The other two beats
were so slow her spell nearly missed them.

She dropped the sonar spell and started
forward, holding her hands out with her fingers splayed in the
interest of catching as much of the evening mist on her skin as she
could. It wasn’t truly necessary, but she preferred to downplay her
strengths whenever possible. Letting the enemy learn how fucked
they were before she knew what the hell was going on in Seattle was
not the plan.

“I don’t think he wants to play with us,” a
dramatic female voice said as Rhea approached the corner.

“Aww,” another female said, this voice
pitched higher. Rhea pictured a drunk sorority girl with fake boobs
and bleached blonde hair. “That’s too bad. He’s exactly my
type!”

She caught sight of the trio in time to spot
two female vampires—neither of them sporting her envisioned
cliché—backing a slightly overweight, five-foot-something male
against a wall.

“Please, ladies,” the man said, his voice
shaking ever-so-slightly, “I’m flattered, but I … I really can’t. I
have to get home.”

The skinnier vampire reached out and brushed
the backs of her fingers down the side of his face. When she spoke,
she revealed herself to be the second speaker Rhea had overheard.
“Don’t play coy, sweetie.”

The other female lifted an arm toward their
intended victim.

Rhea spoke up, uninterested in watching the
predictable scene any longer. “Are you bitches really this
desperate?” Fira had said the local vamps were Turning nearly as
many of their victims as they were killing. That was an alarmingly
rapid growth rate for any Family, and definitely one Rhea intended
to put a stop to.

The nearer vampire, the first speaker,
twisted around with a low hiss of displeasure. “Excuse me? What did
you just say to us?”

Behind her, the man they’d been trying to
seduce to his death clearly recognized his opening and made a break
for it. Except the other female grabbed hold of his arm and hauled
him back to her chest, curling her perfect manicure around his
throat. “We’re not interested in an all-girls threesome, sugar,”
she said, “you get moving.”

The man’s eyes widened, his discomfort
spiking to blatant panic, and he struggled against her hold. “L-let
go!”

Rhea tilted her head slightly. “You should
listen to him, vampire.”

All three of them, for just an instant,
stared at her in wide-eyed shock. It seemed neither female knew how
to spot a witch.

“V-vampire…?”

The forward-most female talked over the
startled man. “What are you, some kind of Slayer?”

Rhea barked a laugh and held her hands out,
palms up to the sky. “Don’t you think I’d be holding a weapon of
some kind if I were?” She smiled, well aware the expression tended
to come off as threatening. “Well, I suppose I am.”

“Shit, she’s a witch!” the other female
said, her saccharine tone slipping away.

The closer one bared her fangs, but this
time the desperate man spoke over her.

“P-please! Please let me go!” He’d started
crying now. “I won’t tell anyone!” Without warning, the shadows
behind the female holding him captive seemed to coalesce into a
solid form that promptly hauled her off her feet. In a blur of
movement punctuated by the vampire’s startled outcry, she went
flying into the wall and her would-be victim momentarily dangled
from the grip of an entirely different figure.

The tall, imposing vampire who’d just joined
the scene set the human roughly back on the ground. “Run.”


Chapter Two

 


“What the hell?” the female closest to Rhea
said, her tone sharp and more than a little defensive. She swept
her arm out toward Rhea, entirely ignoring her previously intended
victim as he fled in a petrified panic. “Why didn’t you—”

Rhea felt a nice, fat raindrop hit her
forehead as the newcomer faced his fellow vampire. The street
wasn’t well lit, and he was a complete cliché in black-on-black, so
she could see little more than his profile. But something compelled
her to hold still and remain silent for the moment. Something other
than the rain slowly starting to descend over them.

“No one is authorized to go hunting
tonight,” he said, his voice a low, angry rumble.

Interesting.

The vampire he’d thrown into the wall picked
herself up, breathing heavily. She straightened and curled her lips
over her fangs in an unladylike snarl. “We don’t take orders from
you.”

He turned just enough that a strand or two
of his dark hair slid over his shoulder, the movement more visible
than his actual features. “That makes you a traitor.”

By the time Rhea registered his words, he’d
surged forward again. With the swipe of an arm, the female
vampire’s head separated from her shoulders and her body slumped to
the ground.

“You bastard!” the remaining female cried.
She spun and put her back to Rhea, seemingly overtaken by rage and
grief.

But Rhea wasn’t content with playing
observer any longer. “Uh-uh.” Now that the rain was falling in
earnest, she barely had to visualize her desire before the
surrounding water responded to her will. A spiked ring of
unnaturally sharpened water formed and held around the female
vampire’s throat, and the female came to an abrupt halt. “Did you
forget about me?”

The female couldn’t even turn to glare at
her, though her tightly clenched fists suggested she wanted to.
“It’s your lucky night, witch. Get lost.”

The other vampire stepped closer, his boots
clunking heavily in the odd quiet of the night. “Now look what
you’ve done,” he said. Rhea knew he wasn’t speaking to her, since
he wasn’t directly facing her. “You’ve dragged in the attention of
outsiders.”

Rhea didn’t know him, but even to her ears,
he sounded furious.

“I didn’t—”

“No,” he said, “you just played along.” He
reached up and grabbed her by the hair. “Witch, drop your spell.
I’ll deal with my mess.”

“No offense,” Rhea said, crossing her arms,
“but I don’t take orders from vampires.”

“I don’t have the patience for your games,”
he said, a growl slipping back into his voice.

Irritation shot through her, and Rhea
contemplated just expanding her spell and taking his head, too. But
he also seemed to have some level of sense, and there was clearly
more going on here than she’d first thought. Vampire Families
didn’t throw around words like traitor. “I’ll want an
explanation.”

This time he did growl, and he stomped away
from the trapped vampire in order to approach her, facing her for
the first time. “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

Rhea lifted a hand and a swirling stream of
water rose with her palm, a silent warning. She would, in fact,
have done more than just warn the vampire who had the audacity to
snarl at her, but he’d finally come close enough for her to see his
face, and all of a sudden she couldn’t breathe. It was all she
could do to hold onto her magic. No. It’s impossible.

His face … he looked like … like him,
like the man from so many of her recurring nightmares. The man the
first Rhea had loved—the man who’d died as she’d been set ablaze.
But that had to be impossible.

He came up short, the anger on his face
draining away and his eyes going wide. A moment passed where they
simply stared at each other, and then his shock gave way to a fresh
wave of rage. He reached right through her not-properly-reinforced
partial shield of water and took hold of her shirt collar, slamming
her into the nearest wall. “Who are you, witch?”

The impact knocked some sense into her,
dislodging whatever stupid thoughts were clearly still lingering
from that damn nightmare. Rhea narrowed her eyes at him. He’d
regret not going straight for the kill. “I am Rhea.” She flexed her
fingers and speared him with daggers of hard water from all
directions, forcing him to release her. As soon as she was free,
she rolled away and came up on one knee, her now-drenched hair
splashing the air around her as she flipped it out of her face.
“And I am beyond any witch you’ve ever encountered, vampire.”

He turned, facing her, as if unaffected by
the series of wounds she’d just inflicted. “How dare you take that
name,” he said, his voice tighter than before.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “The name has
always been mine.” It was a truer statement than even her mother
would ever know. If her mother were still alive. She drew a breath,
intending to simply turn the falling rain into a sweeping scythe
and eliminate both the vampires nearest her in a single motion—but
again, she faltered. As she imagined the spell she wanted, pictured
its shape and direction, something inside her rebelled.

He strode closer, his heavy boots splashing
in the accumulating water.

Rhea’s body became heavy, too heavy to move,
and she lifted her gaze up to again study his face. His hair, as
best as she could tell, was a little too short, but aside from the
pitch-black irises every vampire shared, his face was otherwise
identical. He matched the man whose name escaped her perfectly, in
every detail but that of his species.

The strong jaw, the nose, the cheekbones,
even the curve of his eyebrows and subtle fullness of his lips. It
was harder to tell if the rest of him matched her less-frequent
memory dreams, but he seemed large enough with the way he towered
over even her height of five-foot-nine. He had to be pushing six
and a half feet, with the broad shoulders to match. But
how—how—could he possibly be the same man? Her ancestor had
watched him die.

“Just kill the witch already!” the female
vampire said, unable to do more than shift her weight within the
confines of Rhea’s trap.

Rhea exhaled and slid a sidelong glare in
her direction. “Shut up.” She actually had to focus to get the
snare to contract, but her magic responded correctly, and the
sharpened water sliced through the vampire’s throat. Leaving two
decapitated and rotting corpses on the ground for someone else to
deal with. She flicked her gaze back up to the still-unnamed
vampire in front of her, finding him watching her with something
like wariness in his expression.

She pushed to her feet, intending to
confront him head-on the way a proper warrior should, and her head
spun. All at once the old, deliberately buried memories rushed
forward, overwhelming her consciousness. Rhea heard herself groan
as her eyes rolled back, her knees buckled, and a name she’d never
spoken slipped from her lips.

****

“Iason,” the witch whispered as she
crumpled.

Jasen caught her without conscious thought,
realizing he’d moved only as her body slumped against his chest.
She was limp and breathing weakly. The rain around them fell as it
was supposed to. He should have taken the opportunity to plunge his
hand through her chest and rip out her heart while she was
vulnerable, to leave her in pieces alongside the two traitors for
Felix’s cleanup crew to handle. It was what the Queen would have
ordered.

But he hesitated.

This woman in his arms … she dredged up
things he’d worked hard to bury—memories
and emotions that weren’t at all suited for his job. In that
regard, also, he should kill her. Except another glance at the
long, rain-soaked black hair matted to her head and shoulders and
framing a face that had long haunted his dreams confirmed he
wouldn’t. Something in him feared he was incapable.

How the hell was it possible for this woman,
this water witch, to so resemble his Rhea?

Jasen scowled. She’d called herself Rhea,
too. Claimed it as her right. And he had to admit, it’d been a damn
long time since he’d seen a witch demonstrate their elemental magic
so effortlessly. He’d thought the newer generations were going
soft.

Then there was the other thing. She’d said
that name, right as she’d collapsed. His name—the old one
that he’d cast aside a lifetime ago. He’d never even told the Queen
that name.

There was only one way to conceivably get
the answers he suddenly needed. It put a major crimp in his other
plans, which added to his agitation, but there was nothing to be
done for that. Jasen hauled this Rhea up, shifting her to one arm
so he could call in the request for cleanup—although he didn’t
particularly care if two beheaded, wrinkled old corpses were found
come morning—and dashed off in the direction of his temporary
residence. It was a bit of a run, but he was used to sprinting
through cities and navigating around clueless humans. He just
wasn’t quite as used to doing so with an unconscious woman in his
arms.

After going somewhat out of his way, in case
there had been anyone around to see him who might have had the dumb
idea to try and follow him, Jasen managed to lock them both inside
the vacation house he’d rented through the week. Which he needed to
remember to extend, because he highly suspected this trip to
Seattle was going to take longer than six more days. Especially now
that he had the added complication of whatever the hell was going
on with this alternate Rhea.

He set her down on the sofa, uncaring if the
fabric got wet—it was a beachside house in Seattle, for fuck’s
sake—and paced away to type out the quick email that would buy him
hopefully another week’s worth of time. The house would be taken
care of or he would be notified if there was an issue. That done,
he tucked his phone away and faced the woman whose brows had
furrowed while his back was turned.

“I am Rhea,” she had said, a
righteous glare narrowing her faintly glowing blue eyes. Seawater
blue.

Jasen frowned down at her. Those eyes with
their rare, captivating color. That long, black hair. The powerful
water magic. That name. What the fuck is going on? Was it
possible someone was screwing with his mind? At this point, he had
to consider that. Maybe he’d encountered some sort of mind witch.
If nature evolved, maybe the element-based witches were weakening
because a new kind of magic was being born elsewhere—or already had
been. Maybe this woman was part of that new breed. If that was the
case, the sooner he figured it out, the sooner he could understand
how to defeat it.

Jasen crouched down and gave her shoulder a
shove. If her reflexes were as sharp as her attitude, he’d be
hard-pressed to dodge if she chose to attack with her waking
breath. But he hadn’t survived the past five centuries of global
catastrophe by dumb luck. There were only two people he would ever
allow to kill him—and one of them was dead.

The witch groaned as if she were in pain,
her head rolling to the side. Strands of rain-slickened hair slid
over the apple of her cheek and pooled around her mouth and
nose.

A reflex he didn’t know he still had
compelled him to reach out, his fingers ghosting over her skin
before he caught himself. What the fuck? He jerked his hand
back and stood, scowl deepening in frustration. That made twice in
the span of half an hour she’d caused him to lose control of his
faculties. Arguably three times, considering where he’d brought
her. Jasen kicked the solid base frame of the sofa instead, and
said loudly, “Wake the hell up.”

Alternate Rhea startled awake with a sharp
gasp, swinging fluidly into a sitting position before she could
possibly have her bearings.

Jasen took a single step backward in the
interest of giving himself room to dodge.

She blinked rapidly, her chest briefly
heaving as her breathing stabilized, then she narrowed her eyes at
him. Those chillingly familiar blue-as-the-sea eyes. “Did you
seriously kidnap me?” She let out a scoff, scrubbing a hand through
her hair. Water trailed after her palm as she pulled her hand away.
“I suppose that’s better than getting myself killed on the street
like an amateur.”

Jasen crossed his arms over his chest. “I
haven’t hurt you,” he said.

She arched a slim brow at him. “Does
slamming me into a wall ring a bell?”

“I haven’t hurt you any worse than you’ve
hurt me.” Or even equivalently, but he didn’t bother pointing that
out.

“Self-defense.”

“Ditto.”

Her lips twitched as if she were amused by
his response. She broke from his stare and glanced around,
simultaneously pulling the water from herself. “You put me on your
couch while I was soaking wet?”

He shrugged. “Not my couch.”

She met his stare again. “I see.” The water
rolled in a circular wave above her upturned hands. “Should I hold
onto this, or are we going to have a strange but polite chat, dear
kidnapper?”

He felt his lip start to curl and fought the
reflex down for once. “I could’ve let you crack your head on the
pavement. Or killed you.”

“I’m supposed to be glad you kidnapped me
instead?”

Jasen swept his arm toward the main
entrance, which was just steps from the sofa. “Leave if you’re
feeling that claustrophobic.” He made no promise not to track her
down, because they were absolutely having a conversation. But not
until she stopped calling him her fucking kidnapper.

She looked toward the door, then back to
him. The water twisted into a sphere and she lifted it with one
hand. “I’d rather not wear this, if you actually brought me here to
talk.”

Jasen studied her a moment, determining
whether or not she seemed to be trying to trick him. But the fact
was, while she looked like a woman he’d known an impossibly long
time ago, when the world was younger and brighter, the person
before him was a stranger. A stranger with a face and a name that
gutted him better than any of the pricks he’d tangled with in the
years since. He didn’t know her. He couldn’t read her intentions.
So he moved back, keeping her at least partially in his line of
sight, and leaned against the long hallway wall. He gestured with
one arm around the open space, which she would have a better view
of without him towering over her. “Take your pick.”

She looked away from him, and he watched her
gaze linger on the kitchen. It was on the opposite side of the open
space, L-shaped, with a four-seater island in the middle. Her head
turned a little more, toward the bifold doors he hadn’t bothered
yet to cover with the floor-length heavy curtain. They were closed,
and the back patio light was off, but it was also dark outside—and
if she was any good, she’d be able to sense the bay at this
distance.

He wondered, again, why he’d decided on the
beach house. It wasn’t his usual style.

Alternate Rhea stood and made her way to the
kitchen. “Yeah, if I’d had a better look at this kitchen, I
could’ve guessed this place wasn’t yours.”

Jasen arched a brow as he watched her.
“Excuse me?”

She paused beside the island, head tilting
marginally, then moved to the cabinet one over from the
refrigerator and pulled down the pitcher. She tipped her hand, as
if pouring the accumulated water directly from her palm, and the
water began filling the pitcher. “This kitchen’s way too pretty for
a guy who dresses like a vampire biker.”

Jasen scoffed.

She lifted her gaze to his as the last of
the water drained into the pitcher. “They’re not dead, are they?”
At his raised brow, she elaborated, “The owners of this place.”

His expression settled easily into an
irritated glare. “It’s a rental. No one actually lives
here.”

She rolled her wrist as if stretching it and
stepped away from the pitcher. It didn’t escape his notice that
she’d chosen not to essentially disarm herself, but he doubted he’d
have done any differently in her shoes. So he held his position as
she moved up to cock a hip against the island and cross her arms
beneath her breasts. “Interesting. Why wouldn’t you have your own
place? I’m not an idiot. I know Seattle has an established
Family.”

The locations of long-settled Families
weren’t exactly carefully guarded secrets, so the fact that this
witch knew Seattle boasted one was hardly a surprise. He supposed
he also shouldn’t be surprised she was assuming he belonged to
them.

Jasen tucked his hands into his pants
pockets. “I’m not a member of the Seattle Family,” he said.

Her eyes widened faintly. “Oh? It sort of
sounded like you held authority over those two man-eaters back
there.”

He didn’t really want to get into who he
was, because he suspected that would derail his intended
conversation. “Iason,” he said, though the old name felt wrong on
his tongue.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Iason,” he repeated, hearing a bit
more of his old accent flare this time. “Tell me where you know
that from.”

She frowned. “I don’t.”

He tensed, resisting the urge to stalk up to
her. Distance was probably crucial in keeping this conversation
even superficially civil. “You’re the one who said it.”

Her chest heaved as she straightened with a
deep breath, but just when he thought she would be the one marching
up to him, she smacked her palm onto the island top instead. “It
sounds Greek or something,” she said, “and I’ve never been.” But
her heart rate spiked just a little. Something in that answer was
dishonest.

“I don’t care where you’ve been,”
Jasen said, narrowing his eyes at her. “I want to know who you are
and where you learned that name. And this time, don’t lie.”

Her nostrils flared and she took a half step
forward before catching herself. “I told you, vampire,” she said
sharply, “I am Rhea.”

Jasen reacted before he could think better
of it, springing forward and finding himself in her personal space
as he growled, “Bullshit.”

She didn’t rear back. She didn’t throw the
water at him. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin,
defiance shining out at him from her eyes. The gesture did nothing
to bring her up to his height, but the utter lack of fear in her
expression and her body language, and even her scent, impressed
him. There were very few people who didn’t shrink from him when he
got in their face.

“I know precisely who I am,” she said. “If
you have a problem with my name, perhaps you’re the one who should
be explaining yourself.” Her eyes narrowed again. “For that matter,
at least I’ve told you mine.”

He exhaled slowly, forcing some of the
tension from his muscles before he did something stupid. “Jasen,”
he said. He took a single, deliberate step back. “Jasen
Hawthorne.”

****

Rhea didn’t understand what this vampire’s
issue was with her identity. It was starting to worry her,
truthfully, and in no small part because of the way he himself
struck her so familiarly—but then he told her his name. Her
confused thoughts screeched to a halt.

“Jasen Hawthorne.”

You’ve got to be kidding me. She’d
come to Seattle to investigate an uptick in vampire violence, but
it had never occurred to her that increase of violence had gotten
their own community’s attention. The man in front of her was no
ordinary vampire. He was one of the most infamous and dangerous
vampires walking the planet. He was the First Family’s favorite
Enforcer. Rhea was pretty sure the Witches Council would demand she
kill him on the spot, regardless of all other circumstances. But
she wasn’t so inclined … not yet.

Rhea dragged her gaze up at him again as she
reevaluated her situation. She supposed his choice of biker-vampire
chic made a bit of sense, considering his profession. He wore a
well-used leather jacket over a tight shirt, above unmarked jeans
tucked into biker boots. From the way they clunked, Rhea suspected
the boots were steel-toed. Every stitch of his outfit, of course,
was black. There wasn’t a single shade of gray or piece of white
trim in sight. He wore no visible jewelry on his hands or around
his neck, but this close, she thought she glimpsed an equally
black, flat-faced stud in one earlobe. It disappeared again beneath
his still-drying hair as he settled into a new stance.

She shoved her perusal of him aside and met
his dark stare. The stare that so unnerved her, because she
couldn’t shake the feeling that those vampiric eyes didn’t belong
on that face. “Is the famed Enforcer really that interested in one
water witch?”

One corner of his lips twitched up. “I’m not
here for you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

She actually felt a flicker of
disappointment over that answer, but she dismissed it. She’d
already guessed as much. “You’re here because of the mess the
locals are stirring up, I’d assume. Same as me.”

His shadow of amusement vanished. “You’re
not normally stationed here?”

It was easy to see why he might think
otherwise. Seattle was so wonderfully surrounded by water, it was
nowhere near the worst location for her. That was, of course,
exactly why the Council had sent her. “I travel a lot,” she said,
“like you, I imagine.”

He grunted and inclined his head faintly. It
was a fractional movement she’d have missed if she weren’t watching
him closely. “You want to stay out of the mess,” he said. “I’ll be
handling it, but it’s going to get worse before it gets
better.”

She arched a brow, surprised both at the
free tip and the admission. “Maybe instead of hassling me about my
name, you should be out there doing your job, then?” Arguably she
should be, too, but she wasn’t in so much of a rush. The longer it
took to complete this so-called emergency, the longer it would be
before Llyr and the rest of the Council started harping on her to
get back to searching for Thare. Sooner or later, they were bound
to realize she wasn’t trying.

“I should,” he said, “but we both know
you’re hiding something.”

Her frustration shot back to the surface.
“There’s a damn lot you don’t know about me, Jasen Hawthorne,” she
said. “I’m a little surprised a man who works for a queen has such
an issue with strong women.”

His eyebrows tilted in the upward direction,
but instead of losing his temper like she expected, a dark grin
tipped his lips. “Sweetheart, I have no problem with strong women.
It’s liars I don’t like.”

She had the most powerful urge to smack him.
Rhea absolutely detested being talked to like some delicate little
flower. “I’m not your sweetheart, and I haven’t lied.” Yet,
somehow, nothing about that statement felt right. What is wrong
with me tonight?

Jasen leaned in, braced one hand on the
counter beside her, and lowered his voice as he stared into her
eyes. “Try again.”
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