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Warning

Shadow of the Serpent Curse is the prequel short story in the Infernal Crystals series and leans closer to Urban fantasy, while subsequent volumes will anchor readers into its darker themes. It is an introduction to some key characters who participated in molding and influencing Audrey’s future. This series is strongly recommended for those 18+ due to violence and intense language.

To those with an empathetic heart.

Thank you for your light and compassion.
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Fawn

“No.” Somehow, I squeezed the word through my burning throat. Red-hot fury crashed through me like a blown volcano.

Gina glanced my way, but her mage strength far surpassed mine. An unseen force I could not match was holding me back.

I pressed against it anyway. “No, Gina,” I hissed between clenched teeth, every muscle in my body trembling with blinding rage. I could not take my eyes off the magic-infused barrier as it pulsated with its growing intensity.

No way in. No way out.

The nearly translucent shield flashed its deadly warning.

A tomb for the vampires and any others who were unfortunate to be caught in its snare. It was my sister’s creation and an obvious line in the sand for me.

The energy from the barrier sparked, and a collective gasp rose from the crowd behind us. Gina raised her hand, waving it in a circle above her head. The green light from her implant lit up next to her ear.

“Team, we are at the end. Well done. Place the final protective layer on my mark,” she said, never taking her eyes off the pulsating barrier.

I squealed. “Gina! No!”

“Five, four, three—”

“Don’t do this,” I pleaded, scratching against her powers that continued to hold me from moving closer to her. “Please, sister. Do not do this to us.”

“Two, one.” Her gaze flittered briefly at me, and for a split second, regret pierced her features. “Go.” She turned back to face her creation.

The cement platform quaked, and I teetered to the right, scrambling to find my footing as a blast of energy pulsed just beyond our reach. My body seized, and I sank to my knees, ignoring the pain radiating through my bones. The scene before me stole all my attention.

Screams of terror rose from beyond the barrier. A deep ache tore through my heart, and I could do nothing but stare in horror at what my flesh and blood had done. The skin around my eyes sweltered from the intense heat of the combined alchemy power keeping the vampires hostage.

With angry tears flooding my eyes, I squinted at the flashing neon sign, a warning that stretched across the green hills, threatening intruders to turn back. Guilt gnawed at my stomach. Thousands of innocent people, trapped within the confines of Montana and the deadly perimeter that the Western United Realm government just placed along the state’s border.

No way up and no way down. They made sure the vampires would no longer be a flight risk.

I turned my glare toward my sister, now that she had softened her hold on me. "How could you? This is wrong, and you know it.”

"If they had been warned, the vampires would have escaped." Her lack of sympathy showed in her hard stare.

If someone noticed us on the streets, they would have believed we were twins with our jet-black wavy hair that flowed down to our lower backs and our matching hazel eyes. But we were as different as night and day on the inside.

My sister, always the diplomat. Her loyalty to the country superseded her loyalty to anyone else, including her family. She would sacrifice everyone to keep peace in WUR and remain relevant in this ever-changing world, where magic controlled every inch of livable land and sea. Her shifter abilities far-exceeded most others because of the mage genes mixed into our family from several generations in the past, and she used it to keep her high-level government status.

I, on the other hand, would betray every government on this planet to protect the ones I love. Caring too deeply was my kryptonite. Gina had warned me it would be the sword that cut off my head.

“Fawn?” Gina’s voice pulled my stare from the barely visible barrier.

The energy emanating from it clawed at my flesh, warning me of its power. Her intentions were apparent for the entire world to see, with the press and many country leaders looming from a safe distance.

My reluctant gaze drifted her way again. “This won’t end well,” I whispered, fighting back the tears I refused to show her.

“It’s done. Time to move on.” Gina reached for my hand and entwined her fingers with mine. “You need to find a new love. This is permanent.”

I bit down on my bottom lip, to stop the quiver and to hold myself back from ripping her heart from her chest, like she had done to me. Only Gina knew of Janessa, and I hated my sister for separating us with the barrier she’d designed. If only she had warned me. Janessa could have stood with me on this side, and I would have hidden her until this ludicrous idea of vampires being a threat was dispelled.

Rage flowed like lava through my veins. I yanked my hand free from Gina’s and turned to face the sizable crowd of government officials standing behind us. They were keeping their distance after Gina had warned them of the energy that would emanate from the barrier. Our unique shifter magic shielded us more than others. Regardless, it made little sense for them to be hundreds of yards behind us.

“They would have sensed your conflicting emotions. I had to keep them back,” Gina said, as if she could read my mind. “Do not let them see your abhorrence in this plan. They will consider you an enemy.”

Each of the elven leaders peered at Gina and me with obvious contempt. They already viewed me as the enemy. Shifters were below them, but vampires were a threat to their way of life, and the unsaid risk lingered in their faintly glowing irises. Their trust in Gina’s abilities remained questionable, but as usual, my sister would find a way to ease their worries.

A taller woman standing behind the elvens caught my eye. Wings jutted out above her shoulders. A Nephilim. An enchanter who probably had once stood at the helm of our previous nation, now a servant to the elven power. The shift had not taken long. A decade maybe. Ordinary humans switched into elvens overnight with powers far greater than most other enchanters, including the Nephilim. Then the mages stepped out of the shadows and pushed back on the elven uprising, proving they were a formidable opponent.

The First Realm War ended the United States—and the Nephilim’s secret rule over us. Their corruption and mind-control power were exposed, forcing them to surrender or die.

Gina claimed confining the vampires was the final piece to end the Second Realm War. The war that had separated our nation into realms: West, North, and South. The elvens agreed to end all battles and return to their northern territories if we confined the vampires to Montana. I knew better. The elvens could obliterate us all without vampire aid, and this was the beginning of the end for the western border.

“Fuck them,” I spat out, unable to mask my fury. Red-hot rage throbbed against my skull, and I released myself to my natural instincts. My shoes tightened around my growing feet moments before they exploded into shreds as my black paws formed. I shot Gina one last glance before allowing my panther form to take control.

The crowd murmured with disapproval and several individuals took a step away from me as my teeth bared and I dropped on all fours. My clothes lay shredded below me. I sniffed the air and turned to see my image in Gina’s sunglasses. My black fur glistened from the setting sun and I narrowed my eyes at the image. Gina frowned but said nothing.

I pawed at the dirt, letting my gaze travel to the barrier one last time. I knew Gina. The barrier would be next to impossible to disengage. An ache of grief swept through me, and I roared at the elvens who drove my sister into making this happen. I hated what this world had become, and the burden of facing it alone settled like cement against my chest.

The elven leader of the Northern United Realm stepped away from the crowd, eyeing me with icy disdain. “Do you have this handled, Gina?” His powerful voice traveled the distance with ease as his gaze drifted to my sister.

Even knowing he possessed the coldest of hearts, his stunning features took my breath away. I narrowed my eyes at him to hide my attraction. Someday my claws would rip out those beautiful lavender irises that held his darkest secrets.

I roared again and did not wait for my sister’s answer.

The sound of my steady breathing kept my mind focused on the dirt path in front of me. The others remained behind me, and I refused to look back. If anyone followed, my senses would alert me. They did not know who they had angered, and one day I would bring this world to their knees for separating me from the ones I love. Especially her.

My roar echoed one last time before I disappeared into the trees.
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Gina

I held my firm and emotionless expression when I turned to face each country’s leaders of our new enchanter’s world. My sister would adjust. It had to be done, and she knew the importance of pleasing those who ruled above us. Even with the division of the United States and Canada, maintaining the stronghold of the three United Realms in front of the other countries remained the best stance to keep our enemies at bay.

The vampires had to be contained. They knew too much.

“Any vampire who escaped before the barrier ignited will be unable to resist returning,” I announced to the crowd of officials as I drew closer. “With the combined magic of the Fae, elvens, and witches, we have created an energy pull like none other. They will weaken the farther they run, and eventually they will have no choice but to return or die.” I allowed my lips to draw slightly upward in a fake satisfied smile.

The high elven leader, Joseph, waved me closer, still hesitant about the barrier’s energy strength even though it had done nothing to me or Fawn. They trusted me and telling them the magic did not affect shifters had given us the space we needed to speak freely. It wasn’t a complete lie. Shifters had an extra layer of protection from magic, and with the combined forces ebbing from the barrier, no one wanted to chance testing my warnings.

I moved forward, eyeing Joseph. We
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