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CHAPTER 1
Rylee
I TRAILED MY fingers down the side of the crumpled missing person poster, taking in the hard feel of weathered paper. That was one of the downsides of Bismarck, North Dakota. Weather wasn’t exactly kind, regardless of season, and tended to age everything. Paper and people included. About half dozen pictures plastered the board, young and old alike, but this one poster—I couldn’t take my eyes from it.
The edges crinkled, curling with age, and the picture was faded, but I still saw the kid in the center.
Jonathan Aaron Black. Age 10. Dark brown hair, dark brown eyes. Missing over 2 years. Mentally incapacitated, needs medication. Please contact family if found. $25,000 for information leading to his recovery.
I stared at his photocopied eyes, the way they crossed and the dull level of apathy behind them. This was the one I wanted to go after, my heart tugged at me to find him, and take him home.
Giselle, my mentor, warned me not to tackle any “salvages” on my own. Shit, her voice always echoed in my head. Always warning me, always cautioning me.
“Rylee, finding missing children; those are the most dangerous salvages. You don’t know the reason they were taken. And you don’t have the experience to know an easy case from a complicated or perilous one.”
But I wanted to bring all of them home; those lost ones needed someone to champion them. And for me, being accused of murdering my younger sister and hiding her body, made it that much more important to bring at least some families back together.
All I had was my ability to Track. An innate talent that manifested when I was sixteen. I could find anyone, anywhere, no matter how far away they were. Even if they were dead. My sister was the only one I couldn’t find, the only one I would never bring home, and that fact ate at my soul and drove me harder than any taskmaster could.
As far as I knew, I was the only Tracker around, which made learning the ropes interesting. But for me, it was more than that. Tracking missing kids gave me the chance to make right what I couldn’t in my own life. A shudder of guilt and sorrow rippled through me, stealing my breath.
I shook those thoughts away. Don’t dwell on the past, not now.
My finger traced the words in front of me, pausing over the monetary amount. The money would be a bonus. At nineteen, I was tired of being dependent on Giselle for everything. The last three years had been rough, and I wanted to start living my own life. Giselle had come to my rescue when my own family turned on me, believing the worst of me. She wasn’t related by blood, but she was the only family I had. One of the few I truly trusted.
Besides, Giselle wasn’t with me and couldn’t stop me from going on this salvage. A smile curled my lips. Using my one natural talent, I sent out a mental thread, Tracking and trying to connect with young Jonathan’s essence. At the very least I would know if he was alive. That was the beauty of my ability. No matter how far away someone was, I could find them.
Milly, my best friend with eyes as green as spring grass—who also happened to be the other girl Giselle mentored, once said I was a psychic bloodhound. Even though I got into a wrestling match with her over that title, it was kinda accurate. Alive or dead, and I much preferred alive, I could find anyone I had a name and a picture for.
At least anyone who wasn’t my sister.
Young Jonathan would be no different than the other people I’d Tracked. Though to be fair, after missing for two years, I didn’t think I’d get a heartbeat back on him.
I was shocked as shit when not only did I get a heartbeat, but a strong directional pull. Far to the southwest, the kid was alive and well from the energy flowing along the threads to me. Which meant not only could he be found, I could take him home to his parents.
“Fucking awesome,” I whispered, smiling to myself as I pulled the aged poster from the grocery store board. Giselle wasn’t home, off on some self-interpretation thing I had no interest in, and Milly had gone to some guy’s place for the weekend. My grin got wider. Giselle would never even know.
My first solo salvage. This would prove I was good enough to go out on my own.
Heart pounding, I fought not to run home. Already my mind raced ahead to the salvage. I needed my weapons, cash, and change of clothes. The only problem was I had no mode of transportation.
But I would figure that out. How, I didn’t know, but I knew something would work out.
I ran up the steps to the three-story older style house I called home. Even though it was really Giselle’s place; it had become a refuge for me. My room was on the top floor and I burst in, packing a bag as fast as I could. The only weapons I had were a single sword that I strapped to my back, two short knives I tucked into the tops of my boots, and a Swiss army knife I stuck into my back pocket.
I closed my eyes, took a long slow breath, and continued to Track Jonathan, keeping a tight hold on his threads. He was still there, southwest. I couldn’t get a better bead than that.
In June, as hot as North Dakota was, heading southwest would only make it hotter. The sword strapped to my back was easily visible, and wearing a jacket to cover it would not only make my life miserable, but could make people stare. That put taking the bus on the ‘not happening’ list. Low profile was key when it came to salvages. The last thing I needed was someone reporting me to the police. I cringed at the very possibility.
The sound of a familiar rumbling engine caught my ear and I peered out my window. My heart hammered at the sight of the lean body of one seriously cute neighbor as my thoughts about rescuing Jonathan scattered.
Sure, said neighbor was five or six years older, but hell, a blind woman would stare. Even a saint would drool.
And I was no saint.
At just over six feet tall, with the body of a freaking Adonis, Caleb was pretty much any woman’s dream and I was no exception. Dirty blond hair and eyes I thought might be a stormy gray (I’d never actually gotten close enough to see) he had a way of smiling that melted knees and ice alike. At that moment, he was standing in his front drive, without a shirt on, his tanned muscles flexing and catching the summer sun in a very appealing fashion as he fiddled with the engine on his motorbike.
I had enough cash on me for gas if someone would be willing to let me borrow their ride. Or maybe even drive me to where Jonathan waited. Caleb could come in seriously handy.
As a mode of transportation, of course; nothing more. Of course, it would depend on me being able to convince him to help me.
Gripping the edge of the window, I stared at him. If I were Milly, I’d just sashay over there, thrust out my boobs, and have the bike keys in a matter of seconds. But I’d never been much of a boob thruster. Never mind the fact my eyes swirled with three very distinct colors and tended to freak people out when they got a good look at me. Milly with her long dark hair and spring green eyes would have been a serious asset in getting what I wanted from Caleb.
So the question was how the hell could I get him to lend me his bike without Milly?
An idea began to form and I didn’t question it, just ran out of my room barely remembering to grab my bag as I went. If I thought about what I was doing, I might chicken out, and Jonathan needed me.
Glancing once to make sure no cars were coming, I jogged across the street before my nerve left. “Hey, Caleb.”
He turned and I fought to keep breathing, reminding myself this was so I could help a kid who’d been missing for two years. Jonathan needed me to be strong, not some silly schoolgirl crushing on her neighbor. I took a slow breath and held it for a second before letting it out.
“Hey. You’re Milly’s sister, right?”
Close enough.
“Yeah. I didn’t know you knew her.” I tightened my grip on my bag, my hands sweating.
He laughed and shook his head. “Everyone knows Milly.”
Something in his voice made me bristle. Sure, Milly was a bit on the boy crazy side, but she was only seventeen. Narrowing my eyes, I glared at him, and then remembered I was supposed to be playing nice. Softening my eyes and my voice, I did my best to sound sweet.
“Listen, I was wondering if I could get you to give me a ride. I can pay for the gas, but it’s kinda urgent.”
His eyebrows shot up. “You need a ride somewhere? Where’s Giselle?”
“She’s out of town this weekend.”
With a slow, perusing affect, he stared at my face. Maybe he wondered if I was lying.
Or maybe he was checking me out. I was hoping for the latter.
I’m not proud to admit that I blushed, seriously badly blushed, felt the heat all the way from my toes to the top of my head. Forcing the words out, I’m proud to say I didn’t lie. “Yeah. I have a friend who’s in a bit of trouble and I need to get to him as soon as possible.”
Caleb frowned and bent to polish a spot on his bike that I was pretty sure didn’t need it. “Sorry. I don’t do the whole taxi thing. Not even for a pretty girl.”
“I’ll give you a thousand dollars when it’s all said and done.” The words burst out of me and I hoped I was right. That I’d have a thousand dollars to give him. It was only after I said it that I realized he’d called me pretty.
He stood back and eyed me up and down, as if suddenly I had his interest, even if it was just for the cash. “You don’t have that kind of money.”
The truth of his interest stung. “My friend has that kind of money. You don’t even have to stay with me, just drop me off and then you can come home, and I’ll get you your fucking money when I get back.”
His eyes popped wide when I said ‘fucking’, and I took careful note to try not to curse around him. Some people couldn’t handle my mouth, but I couldn’t help it. The words just kinda spilled out of me. My mouth had gotten even worse since I’d discovered my ability to Track.
Caleb’s eyes traveled up and down my legs and I realized he was checking me out. “How far away is your friend? For a thousand dollars, he isn’t the next county over.”
Hmm. Pretty and smart. Gotta like that in a man.
Get a hold of yourself, Rylee! He was just pissing you off!
“Southwest. He’s a ways out there.” I really wished my Tracking ability could give me more than that, but it was vague, the directions only becoming clearer as I got closer to the kid. “I’m guessing a day’s drive one way.”
Please let me be right about that.
“You’ll pay for the gas?”
I nodded, hope blooming. “And an extra thousand when I get back, like I said.”
His lips curled upward into that heart-stopping smile I’d only ever caught on the peripheral. He reached out and tugged a strand of my long, auburn hair forward. “You are intriguing, Milly’s sister. Very different from her. Just as pretty, but a tad bit on the tough side.” That last bit was under his breath and I wasn’t sure I was supposed to hear him, so I ignored it.
I swallowed hard. “Does that mean you’ll help me?”
“A damsel in distress, a mystery to unravel, a road trip on a beautiful summer weekend. Sounds like fun.” Laughing, he picked up his shirt and slid it over his head. For a moment, I was disappointed, but then recalled this was not a romantic trip. Nope.
This was work.
And I had a kid to save.
 









CHAPTER 2
Lark
“LARK, I’M TELLING you, something weird is coming. No, more than weird. Dangerous.” The fairy fluttered around my head despite the fact my forge was going at full tilt, the coal fire within the belly of it red hot, and my work shop was cooking. He ruffled my long blonde hair with his passing, daring to dart low over my cleavage to get my attention. Of course he wouldn’t think of touching my sweat slicked skin, no matter how badly he craved salt. Even he wasn’t that brassy.
This was not the first doomsday prophecy my alcoholic little friend had given with a message of ‘bad shit on the horizon.’ A part of me was waiting for him to start singing “Bad moon rising.” For him, 70’s music from the human world was damn near prophetic.
He darted around my head, zigzagging and dodging sparks that spit out of the two foot by two foot home made metal forge as the material inside heated. Ten inches tall with a long white braid that fell to his heels, he had wings reminiscent of a monarch butterfly, all gold and black. Of course, he only hung out with me because his own people wouldn’t let him back in their fairy mound until he apologized for mooning the queen and pissing on her leg.
Yeah, he wasn’t exactly in their good books at the moment. I still didn’t know how he got away with his wings, let alone his head, intact. I knew the queen well, we’d worked together years ago. She was almost as hardened as me.
Almost.
Not that I had a much better reputation with my people. Nope, a couple of outcasts like us really didn’t have the room to point fingers and call names.
The nickname ‘the Destroyer’ didn’t exactly leave me with a lot of friends. And yes, I really did earn the name.
I rolled the hammer handle in my right hand, flipping it to the rounded edge. I worked the raw steel at a bright orange and the glow lit my workshop. “Fine. Something weird is coming, Tomasen.” I used his full name, knowing he hated it, as I held the steel with the tongs and brought the hammer down, thinning the material. Every once in a while I got the urge to make something specific. And for some reason, today it was a sword. Not for me, but someone else.
“You never listen to me,” Tom grumped, floating up to sit on a special perch I made him. Not iron, but silver. Just like the old tales, iron didn’t sit well with the delicate fairy folk. He tried to get me to make it out of gold.
I’d told him to kiss my ass.
“You’re always drunk, you little fairy shart. Hard to tell when you are actually giving advice, or just deep in your cups.” I didn’t take my eyes from the task at hand. Not a good idea to get distracted when dealing with thousands of degrees of heat and heavy tools. The burns on my arms proved that was a poor idea even on a good day.
I didn’t want to admit to him that I actually agreed with his assessment. The winds had shifted, and even here in Death Valley, things could change the world around us. The beauty of being an elemental connected to the Earth was that I sensed those changes long before they happened. Right now, the Earth whispered someone important was coming my way.
Someone I needed to meet and who needed to meet me. Interesting. The last time I’d gotten this wave of certainty had been over twenty years ago and it landed me on the outs with my people. Not that I cared, they were a bunch of twats with sticks up their asses, who the hell wanted to fit in with that?
Gritting my teeth, I shoved the steel back into the forge to get the heat up.
“Wait, I see it on your face! You know I’m right.” Tom flew higher, his wings catching an updraft from the forge. His bug eyes sparkled, knowing he caught me. I let out a sigh and finally nodded.
“Yes, someone, or several someone’s are coming our way. I don’t know who, but She has given me the heads up.” We didn’t use the Earth’s real name, it was considered sacrilege, and though the humans thought her name was Gaia, it wasn’t her true name. She didn’t mind, though, as long as we respected her.
“Sweet. I was right!” He thrust a hand into the air and floated down to stand on top of my head. His feet dug into my scalp, tiny toes tipped with claws that I wasn’t particularly fond of.
“Get the hell off my head.” I flicked my tongs toward him, as my senses tingled around me. I cloaked myself in a swath of darkness that hid my face and identity from those who would do me harm. It slid over me a split second before a new voice broke the air.
“An elemental swatting at one of those they are assigned to protect? That seems a tad ironic, doesn’t it?” The deep rumble of a voice I knew and had hoped I would never deal with again curled around me. I kept my back straight, anger flaring along my synapses. Even though I knew he couldn’t see me, the real me, I hated to face him. The camouflage on me looked like a heavy cloak, one that hid my blonde hair, womanly shape and even muffled my voice. My eyes, though, I knew they would glow through. One green, the other amber; they were all this interloper would see. Hell, with my current task of hammering out steel, he likely didn’t even know I was a girl.
Fine by me.
“I’ll do whatever I want on my own grounds, demon.”
He laughed and I pulled the hot steal out, smashing it with far more force than I needed to. The metal bulged out in a very poor spot, wrecking my first attempt at the sword completely.
“Whoring piece of shit.” I threw it into the shallow tub of water I had for just such purposes, steam flaring up around the quickly cooling steel and turning the small room into a mini sauna. I forced myself to turn. He was a big bastard for a demon, imposing both in his bulging muscles, and the way his red irises took everything in and gave nothing back. This was not the first time he’d shown up on my doorstep. Behind him stood a trembling young girl, different than the last time he visited. Her long dark hair swirled down to her waist and her green eyes were full of fear. She mouthed something to me I barely made out.
Don’t help him.
My gut clenched and I wished for the thousandth time I didn’t have so many restrictions placed on me. That was the cost of my earlier years seeking out revenge on those who’d torn my life into pieces, of doing what I’d wanted and not being the good girl I was supposed to be. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.
“What are you doing here, Orion?”
“Well, I have a little favor to ask. Since you are an elemental, you are supposed to be neutral, are you not?”
Goblin piss, this was not what I needed today. I kept my face smooth, though, controlled as was befitting my station.
“I am neutral.”
He grinned, and perhaps another woman would have swooned, but being an elemental gave me immunity to the charms of others. In particular, those who wanted to control or sway me. Not that the demon knew that. No one did.
I leaned back, putting my hip against my anvil and waited. He had no power over me, but he could hurt Tom if he so chose.
“There is a young woman coming your way. Someone I’d rather not deal with in a few years. Would you mind… waylaying her?”
Surprise arched through me. If he was saying what I thought, then this was about to get interesting. “Prophecies starting to bother you, demon boy?”
His lips thinned and the obvious frustration I gave him flickered in his eyes. “I’m taking precautions. Will you help me, Earth elemental?”
Now, there was the sticky part. Being neutral was all well and good, but it meant we had to sometimes pick sides. And we were supposed to pick the side of whoever came to us first. In other words, if you yelled ‘shotgun’ around an elemental, you’d get their help while your enemy would get annihilated. And yes, an elemental would know what ‘shotgun’ meant. While we’d been around for ages, we kept up with things. Or at least, I did.
My curiosity was beyond intrigued, but he didn’t know there was no way on Earth I was helping him. Besides, I was stuck here in Death Valley, forbidden to leave. Leaving wasn’t an option for me. Curious though, I strung him along. “You want her dead?”
His red eyes lit up, and I knew this was going to get ugly really fast. “That would be ideal. Perfect actually.”
With that, he turned and left, the young girl shaking and trembling when he put a hand on her shoulder. His fingers bit into her and she nodded, opening a cut in the air.
I sucked in a sharp breath as they walked through, disappearing.
“That can’t be good for the girl,” Tom said, flying to the doorway to peer out. “Crossing the veil that way, it takes pieces of your soul unless you are necromancer, isn’t that right?”
I nodded. “She should never have been taught how to do that.” Crossing the veil, the thin layer between the world of humans and supernaturals, could be deadly. Or at least not something taken lightly. I wasn’t surprised Orion had someone doing the dirty work for him. I felt bad for the girl, and as much as I itched to help her, I’d learned my lesson.
No interfering in the lives of humans or supernaturals. Particularly when demons were involved.
Not even when souls were on the line.
With a sharp exhale I held my hand over the dirt at my feet and called up another piece of iron ore. The ground obligingly gave a nice chunk, one free from any flaws or weak spots.
“Thank you.” I tipped my head to the dirt at my feet, touching my fingers to my lips.
Back in the shop, I started from scratch, bending and folding the metal, over and over.
I had a sword to build.
 







CHAPTER 3
Rylee
WITH MY ARMS wrapped tightly around Caleb’s upper body, it would be really easy to think we were on a date. Yeah, if not for the conversation that had nearly derailed my entire salvage, I could easily believe we were on a date.
“What the heck is that?” He pointed at the handle of the blade strapped to my back and I gave it a glance like it was nothing.
“Just in case we run into trouble.” I tried to make it sound like a joke, but apparently I wasn’t so good at making jokes. He paled and took a step back.
“Are you serious?”
“Look, just pretend I don’t have it, okay? I don’t like going anywhere without some way to take care of myself. Life of a girl on her own and all that shit.” I hoped he wouldn’t ask to frisk me. Then again, the idea of his hands wandering over my body wasn’t that bad of an idea, though it did turn up the temperature a few degrees.
I licked my lips. “Can we go?”
Reluctantly, he’d gotten on his bike, started it up, and then handed me a helmet.
We rode a few hours in silence. I Tracked Jonathan as we went, feeling his threads call to me, a beacon of hope. A part of me wondered how the kid was still alive. The missing person’s paper hadn’t said anything about it being one of the parents who’d taken him. Those cases I left alone. Then again, the paper—tucked into my shirt—hadn’t been exactly lovey dovey. Basic info and not much else.
I tapped Caleb on the shoulder and yelled into the wind, “Let’s get something to eat.”
He didn’t answer, just angled the bike toward the upcoming off ramp. Of course, being on a bike, I couldn’t look around much; certainly not behind us. Which would have been brilliant since we had a tail.
On our ass was the one and only Agent O’Shea. My personal stalker who had been trying to pin my sister’s murder on me since she’d gone missing.
As we pulled into a fast food burger joint, Agent O’Shea and his partner who I didn’t recognize pulled in beside us.
“Oh fuck,” I whispered, the wind blowing out of my sails. If Caleb freaked out about a sword strapped to my back, what would he do if he found out Agent O’Shea was on my case for murder?
Caleb whipped toward me, a frown on his beautiful lips. “No one likes a potty mouth on a girl, Rylee. It’s really quite vulgar. You should fix that.”
I all but swallowed my tongue. He didn’t like a potty mouth, and what was I? Hell, I’d been holding back, or at least, I’d been trying to. I kept my weapon clad back facing away from Agent O’Shea as he stepped out of his black sedan. He was young for an FBI agent, maybe in his late twenties with dark hair and the classic dark suit and sunglasses.
He’d been on the original case when my little sister had gone missing. His first case from what I understood. Even from behind those dark sunglasses, I felt his eyes fasten on me and my nerves jangled in response. One day he would be the death of me, I just knew it.
“Adamson,” he barked and I cringed. “What are you doing this far out of your area?”
Caleb looked at me. “You know this guy?”
My lips twisted as I fought the nausea O’Shea stirred in me. “Old family friend.”
Even from there, I easily saw Agent O’Shea’s eyebrows rise. Then he gave a slow smile and my guts churned even faster. He was going to do some asshole thing in front of Caleb. Just because he could.
“You didn’t tell your date the kind of person you are, did you? About your rap sheet?”
Oh, fucking hell. I had to cut this now or I was going to lose my ride.
“Piss off, O’Shea,” I snapped, forgetting I had a sword strapped to my back as I turned and headed toward the burger joint.
“Stop right there. You have a permit for that weapon?”
My feet froze, obedient to the voice of authority even now. A sharp breath escaped me. “You know I don’t.”
“Hand it over, Adamson.”
“Son of a bitch,” I muttered, thinking Caleb was too far away to hear. He paled as I stripped the sword from my back and held it blindly toward O’Shea. Apparently, I hadn’t been as quiet as I thought. Oops.
“Any other weapons?”
I glared at him, let him see how very much I hated him. “Why don’t you go do your job, you lazy ass excuse for a cop? Aren’t there real criminals out there you should be chasing down, instead of stopping at burger joints for another fix for your gut?” Something in me snapped and I reached out, backhanding his stomach, expecting it to be soft and squishy.
Nope, wrong again. It was hard and he tensed with the slap I gave him. I snatched my hand away and strode once more toward the door of the burger joint. I was not letting O’Shea take this salvage from me.
“Either you hand over the rest of your weapons, or I’ll write you up for assault of an officer,” O’Shea said, stopping me in my tracks. I turned to him, his confidence in having put me into a corner written all over the smirk on his lips. Biting back any retort, and every swear word in me, I handed over both knives, keeping only my Swiss army knife. Which was stupid since it would be next to useless in a fight. Again, I strode for the joint, fighting both anger and embarrassment, both of which were making me want to cry.
“You shouldn’t be rude to cops. They’re here to help us, you know, keep the peace, keep criminals off the streets.” Caleb said as we stood in line for our meals.
The door behind us dinged, and I prayed it would be just some average Joe, here for a quick bite to eat.
But I felt O’Shea’s heavy presence at my back and stiffened. “I wouldn’t be rude to cops if they would stop harassing me.”
“I don’t harass criminals. I hunt them down.” O’Shea’s voice slid over me, and I fought the swirling emotions. He had no idea what he was saying, what he was doing. And then Caleb put a hand on my lower back and ushered me forward. The heavy buzzing in my ears of my emotions rushing through me kept me from ordering and Caleb did it for me. All I could think about was the guilt I carried. I was responsible for my sister’s death, I knew I was. But no one could prove it. O’Shea really wasn’t far off the mark and we both knew it.
The truth ate at me, and one day I would pay for the mistakes I’d made.
I peeled out the money from my back pocket and put it on the counter for the meals without a word.
How the hell I managed to choke down the burger and drink, I don’t know. With my throat tight and my stomach rolling with nausea, I was surprised I didn’t throw it all back up.
Through it all, Caleb did a running commentary, his voice soothing and easing its way through me. As we stood to leave, I spotted O’Shea. He gave me a tight smile and a wave.
I flipped him off.
Caleb steered me out of the restaurant and onto his bike.
“I don’t know why they’re bothering you, but I don’t think you deserve it.” His stormy gray eyes caught mine, holding them for a half second before he leaned in and kissed me.
Now, it wasn’t a real kiss, no open mouth, no heart pounding, ridiculous amounts of love rushing through my veins. But it was Caleb. And that made it fucking amazing. Even if I couldn’t say that in front of him.
“Thanks,” I breathed as he pulled back.
He grinned and swung onto his bike. “Come on, let’s help this friend of yours.”
I swallowed hard and swung my leg over the back of his bike. “O’Shea will probably follow us.”
Caleb, eyes sparkling, gave me another grin. “Then we’ll just have to lose him, won’t we?”
I tightened my grip on him as we sped out of the parking lot and onto the highway. He was surprising the hell out of me. First he says not to be rude to cops, and then he tells me he can lose them?
There was no point in worrying about it, since he was on my side and helping me out.
Hours later, though, I still hadn’t put it from my mind and worse, my one day with Caleb acting as my chauffeur was almost up. And with the way Jonathan’s threads felt as I Tracked the kid, we weren’t even close to finding him. Still south was what I was getting, and the threads were beginning to bend further west. What the hell had I gotten us into?
“So, Rylee, you want me to just drop you off here?”
Caleb had pulled over to a roadside motel and I swung off his bike. “A deal’s a deal.” I handed him almost all of the cash I had left, leaving myself a $20. “Here, that should get you home.”
“You aren’t seriously going to expect me to leave you here, are you? What kind of a guy do you think I am?”
The fading light kissed his features and I so badly wanted him to stay with me. Not because I thought I needed help with the salvage. No. I just wanted him.
Yeah, that was more honest.
“Look, I don’t know how much further he is, and I said I would just—”
He put a hand up, stopping me. “You think I don’t know a little bit about you and Giselle? You think I don’t know that you rescue kids when you think no one is looking?” He reached out and touched a finger to my jawline. “I want to help you, if you’ll let me, pretty girl.”
My heart hammered so loudly I wasn’t sure he’d hear me speak over the sound. “Why didn’t you say anything when I first asked you?”
He gave a sheepish shrug. “You always go with Giselle. I didn’t think you were allowed to go on your own.”
“I’m not a child,” I said, my spine stiffening.
He held up his hands. “I don’t think of you as a kid. Honest.” His smile curved those oh-so-kissable-lips and he leaned close. “And if I’m being honest, I’ve been waiting for a chance to get to know you better.”
Yeah, okay, that did it. He curled a hand around my neck and pulled me close. This time the kiss was anything but polite.
Hot and sweet, I struggled to keep my knees locked so I didn’t fall over. Sure, I’d been kissed before, but not like this. Like the world had stopped moving and—
A sharp twist of pain shot through Jonathan’s threads straight into me. I jerked away from Caleb with a gasp and fell to my knees. I clung to the thread I Tracked, feeling the kid somewhere out west go from perfectly fine to hurt and scared in a matter of seconds.
“Rylee, are you okay?”
I shook my head and pushed myself to my feet. My whole body shook with the effort, and I did my best to paste on a smile. “If you really want to help me, we can’t sleep, the kid is in trouble.”
Caleb lifted both eyebrows, his eyes intense, drawing me in. “I wasn’t really thinking about sleeping.”
Blushing, I almost forgot about Jonathan for a moment before I caught myself. “No, I have to help him.”
Letting out a sigh of what could only be frustration, Caleb gave a slow nod. “Let’s go then, I don’t think you’ll let up till we find him.”
A pang of disappointment twanged at my senses, but I pushed it away. No point in feeling sorry for myself. We had a kid to rescue.
 









CHAPTER 4
Lark
THE SWORD I held looked remarkably like a katana, something I’d never attempted in my five hundred years. I was more of a ‘short sword and big knives’ kind of girl when it came to what I made. A katana was as delicate looking as it was dangerous. Yet the metal spoke to me, told me what it wanted to be, and like always, I’d had no choice but to listen. I rolled the sword in my hands, the balance perfect, the handle resting in my palm like it was a part of me.
Working the metal always reminded me of Griffin, of how he’d shown me the beauty and art of working the metal without the aid of my innate ability with the earth.
Tom let out a snore across the room, gagged and rolled over, pushing a pile of rocks I’d been collecting loose. They clattered to the floor, but he didn’t wake up.
I had a problem and no one could really help me. Being neutral was far easier said than done, and technically Orion had asked for help and I was somewhat bound to help him. If someone was clever enough to track down an elemental, then they tended to get the help.
Hades and hellfire, I did not want to help Orion. He wasn’t the first demon I’d dealt with, and I doubted he’d be the last. The only thing saving me, if my help came back to bite me on the ass, was my probationary status. I was not to leave Death Valley without permission, and I sure as hell wasn’t asking permission to help a demon.
“Disgusting demons and their games.” I laid the katana on the still warm anvil, left my shop, and stepped into the blinding sunshine only Death Valley could produce.
Hands on my lower back, I stretched, each vertebrae popping one after the other. There was only one place I was going to get answers, and it wasn’t from the supernaturals or elementals around me.
Barefoot and wearing nothing but cut-off jeans and a white tank top with coal smudges, I headed toward a quiet spot in the valley, one where the tourists didn’t tend to flock. Presentation wasn’t important when dealing with the mother goddess on a regular basis. She wasn’t big on pretentious assholes. But she could be seriously pissy, like any woman, and I hadn’t spoken to her in a long time.
Which could prove a problem when it came to asking for help.
In the middle of the desert with the sun beating on my head, I folded my legs and sat. The ground was hot, baked to a crisp, and though it was not pleasant, I let the heat seep into me, linking me with everything that was nature and all that flowed through it. The connection didn’t take long to open me to the female entity, who at times, I thought of as my real mother.
Little Larkspur, what trial do you face now that would bring you to me? A heavy dose of sarcasm and irritation flowed from her to me. I swallowed hard and spit it out.
“A demon has asked for my help.”
Demons are not all bad, you know that. No more than all elementals are good.
“This one is bad; he’s already proven it by taking a witch hostage. Something that is, last I checked, a big no-no.” I didn’t know for sure, but I suspected he was going to be a serious pain in my ass. Orion had been climbing the ranks in the demon world for a lot of years from what I knew. I had no doubt he was about to make a bid for their throne. I might have to say I was neutral, but in my heart I most certainly was not. There was no way a world run by demons would be good for anyone, elementals included.
She was silent, and I thought perhaps I’d lost my connection to her. Not good in the middle of a conversation.
You wish permission to ignore your neutrality yet again and try to stop this demon? I didn’t miss the bite in her words and I cringed. I was still paying for that, twenty years later. But I would do it again in a heartbeat; the consequences were nothing to me. Exemption from the throne? What did I care? Missing all the extra powers that came from being queen? Nah. Not my style.
Instead of couching it, I answered her as bluntly as I could. “Yes. I think this demon might be behind far more than he appears. If he makes a bid for the demon throne, we could all end up paying the piper.”
Larkspur, one day you will face the consequences for your rebellion, for all the revenge you sought in your youth. But that day is not yet here. I will not approve of this, but neither will I forsake you; you should know that by now, my child. I will never forsake you. Her words softened and I felt her love for me flow over my heart and soul.
That was all I needed. I leaned forward, pressing my lips to the ground. “Thank you.”
Do not thank me. There is someone coming you must meet and she will be at the center of this mess. You need to protect her, Larkspur.
She was gone with a whisper on the wind, and I straightened, telling myself to mind my manners and not cause more problems than were already on the horizon. With a snort, I jogged back to my shop. Just helping the person Orion wanted me to kill might be enough to stop him from his plans. At least, I could hope that was the case.
Back in my shop, Tom was still passed out. Not that I wanted him to come with me. Bad enough that one of us would be getting into trouble for breaking the rules. Besides, I was only going to the edge of my territory, no further. I didn’t need Tom with me. I slid my hand over the grip of the katana, debating.
Yes, it was for this stranger, but now, or later? I lowered the blade and backed out of the shop. Not now. Soon, but not now.
Around the side of my shop I headed toward my sleeping quarters. I wanted my own weapons, because even though I could make the ground swallow someone whole, I’d learned the hard way not to rely only on my abilities.
The flicker of movement in the window of my small house stilled my feet. I flattened against the edge of the shop and slowed my breathing. Who the hell would be brassy enough to break into my house?
A better question was, who the hell knew where to find me? Especially since this was my second visitor in twenty years, and both on the same damn day. That could not be a coincidence.
Holding my breath, I lowered to my belly. With a flick of my thumb, the earth opened and swallowed me so only a thin skim of dirt was over me. A perk of being an elemental tied to the Earth. I moved through the hard packed dirt as if I were swimming, the dirt like water flowing over my body, the grit and rocks rolled against my skin, reminding me of everything I was.
At the foot of my door I waited, reaching out with my senses through the wood of the building, the bare floor. I could ask the ground to devour the intruder whole, but then I would have a hard time getting any answers. The energy flowing from the stranger was intense, vibrating through the ground, straight into me, and I recognized it.
I hadn’t seen her for years. Without concern I stood, the dirt falling from me as if I hadn’t been laying in it.
Opening the door I didn’t bother with the cloak of darkness that would hide who I was. It wouldn’t work with this one since she was a Reader. Closest thing to a psychic the supernatural world had. That and she’d spent a hell of a long time with me, until my banishment anyway.
“Giselle, what brings you all the way out here?”
The older woman turned to face me. Her dirty blonde hair was streaked with thick white bands and though her energy was the same, I was shocked at the changes in her appearance. Even her eyes had aged, as though she’d lost vital spark deep within them. Again, it had been a lot of years ago that I’d seen her. Over twenty, and even though she was a Reader, someone who could see the future in others, it was easy to forget she wasn’t like me. Yet, as a supernatural, she shouldn’t have been aging that fast.
She’d aged, while I hadn’t.
She stepped close and hugged me. I held her tight, more happy to see her than I wanted to let on. I’d missed her, and thought about her often over the term of my banishment.
“Larkspur, it is lovely to see you, my friend.”
I smiled, and looked at her more closely. She was in her forties at best while I crept over the sixty mark, though I still looked as I had when I first met her—barely thirty. Again, appearances could be deceiving.
“You just happened to be out my way, looking to have tea?” I closed the door and went to the old fashioned stove. I blew on the small bed of coals inside, igniting them again.
“Tea might make this conversation easier,” Giselle said, her voice and body slumping with what I assumed was fatigue.
I motioned for her to sit and she took the only chair available, the only chair I had. I wasn’t big on company.
Being who I was, I waited for her to spill her guts. Patience I had in spades and it had served me well over the years. Even if within my own circles I was still considered a child.
She sat quietly while I prepared the tea. I remembered she liked the cream put in first, then a half teaspoon of honey, not sugar. I used my own blend of herbs for the tea, the smell of chamomile filling the small room in a matter of minutes.
After pouring the brew into the only cup I had, a ridiculously delicate china cup with blackberry vines scrolled across it, I handed it to her.
She took it, her fingers trembling. “Thank you.”
I nodded, saying nothing. Though I had to admit my curiosity rose with each passing moment.
Why did I get the feeling the requests of my two visitors would intersect?
Giselle took a sip of tea, smiling sadly over the rim before speaking. “There is a missing child, one that I would ask you to save.”
My eyebrows shot up. “I heard through the grapevine you were training a Tracker. First one in a lot of years, why not get him to find the kid?”
Her brown eyes seemed to flicker, and I recognized hints of madness. The spirits and her natural talent were not kind to her, taking too much of who she was with each Reading of a person’s future. “The Tracker I am training, she is too young, too inexperienced to face the creatures that hold this child captive.”
That did not sound good. “And you think I can get this kid out?”
She took another sip of her tea, then put the cup down but didn’t let go. Just held onto it as if her hands were cold. “You must.”
I burst out laughing. “I must do nothing I don’t want to, Giselle. You of all people should know that.”
“He is a child, yet already he is a Writer, and the words he writes are ripples of prophecy.”
I leaned my hip against the edge of the stove away from the hot kettle. “You don’t mean writer as in Stephen King, do you?”
Giselle’s eyebrows rose and I kept her gaze, refusing to blush. What did she think, I was a complete illiterate? Gods, it was boring on your own for twenty years, reading was one of the few pleasures I had besides my metal work. She cleared her throat and dropped her eyes to her teacup.
“No, I mean Writer as in the spirits speak through him, demanding he be their voice. It is far worse than being a Reader like myself. He is without training. I am shocked he has made it this far.”
That much I already knew. Writers and Readers, they needed help navigating the early years as their talents rose up. Without help, the often lost their minds to the information coming through them. “How is it, then, that he’s still alive?”
Her head snapped up and her brown eyes met mine. “What do you mean?”
I blew out a slow breath. So much of the supernaturals history was embedded in me that it was hard to remember I wasn’t really supposed to tell all I knew. Then again, this was Giselle and I’d known her since she was a child. And she was one of the few people unable to forget meeting an elemental. A perk of being a Reader, I suppose.
“Writer’s tend to be killed if they are not lost to the madness. Especially those who write through the ‘ripples’ as you call them. So I am curious if he is even alive.”
Her fingers tightened around the cup. “He must be. And he must be kept and hidden from the world, kept safe from those who would use him for their own gain as is the case now.”
A groan slipped out of me. “No, no, no. I am not taking on a kid.”
“At least find him, and find a place for him to be safe.”
I stared at the ceiling, the cracks in the wood evident from years of drying in the desert sun, the little sprouts of greenery kept trying to survive the heat in those cracks. “Why, why would I do this?” It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help; it was more of getting into shit again. Giselle had been there when I’d rebelled, when I’d been seeking out those who’d destroyed me. She knew what it had cost me. Her request was far more deadly in some ways than what Orion had asked. Him, I could deny. Giselle was far harder to say no to.
“Because the world will rest on his prophecies. Because the Blood of the Lost is coming into her own and must have this Writer’s prophecies if she is to stop the end of the world from crashing around us. I know you believe this, even if the other elementals do not.”
Biting the inside of my lip, I thought over what she said and what she was implying. “Let me get this straight. I save this Writer kid, put him somewhere safe, and that’s it?”
“Yes. It should be simple for you, with your abilities and strengths.”
My jaw twitched. Giselle didn’t know what she was really asking of me. I’d been confined to Death Valley and was supposed to stay for at least another fifty years. A sentence I could handle, even if I hated it. If I left to find this kid, then I would be forfeiting any rights I had as an elemental.
I would be anathema and even my father wouldn’t be able to save me.
“I will think about it,” I said, unable to give her more. Her eyes flickered and again I saw marks of madness hover over her.
“Lark, please do more than that. I do know what I ask of you.”
Of course she did, how could I be so stupid? “Then what waits for me, Reader, if I do as you ask?”
“The world will be saved, and the Blood of the Lost will triumph over the demons that come.”
I shook my head. “No, I get that part. What happens to me?”
Her lips pursed tight and she stared into her mostly empty teacup. “It will not go well for you, I will not lie.”
“How bad?”
“You will lose your freedom. You will lose everything you are until the final battle when the Blood of the Lost will come for you.”
The blood slid from my face and pooled somewhere about ten feet below me. I knew what she was saying. “The oubliette?”
Mouth tight, she nodded and I swallowed the bile that rose in the back of my throat.
Save the world, and face the consequences: the oubliette was the one place I never wanted to be again.
The one place I couldn’t face. A small, dark, miserable hole where people were put as punishment of the worst kind. Cut off from the world, from light and the earth and everything good in the world.
So I did the only thing I could think of.
I didn’t give her an answer.
 









CHAPTER 5
Rylee
WE DROVE THROUGH the night, and I was surprised at how well Caleb held up. Even when we stopped for gas, he didn’t seem tired. Of course, it was maybe a bit hard for me to judge because every time we pulled over my mind was far busier with the taste of his mouth and the feel of his hands roaming my body. His touch aroused and confused me. I loved that he seemed to want me, but I couldn’t think with his skin on mine. And I needed to think. Needed to remember what I was supposed to be doing.
“Rylee, you should have come to see me ages ago,” he murmured against my mouth. I pulled back and sucked in a deep breath, feeling as though I were drowning under some sort of crazy spell. Which was nearly impossible for me. Spells tended to bounce off, same as poisons and sickness. Another great perk from being an Immune on top of being a Tracker.
Other than Giselle and Milly, no one knew I was an Immune. That ability kept me safe from a lot of shit in the supernatural world, and it was the ace up my sleeve, so to speak.
“You were the hot guy next door. I couldn’t just come over and fucking well talk to you.” My head spun with carnal, dirty, naughty thoughts, almost blocking out the threads of Jonathan’s fear. Talking to Caleb was not what I was thinking about, not at all. I couldn’t help the smile that slid across my lips as I reached for him.
“Watch your mouth,” he said, frowning at me and stepping back. “I’m serious, that is foul coming out of your mouth.”
I gulped down the next thing I was going to say and lowered my hand. “We should get going. We are getting closer to him.”
Caleb frowned, and then gave a sharp nod. “It’s really unattractive, sounding like a sailor instead of a lady.”
Shit, he was not going to let this go. Blushing, I ducked my head. “I’m trying not to swear.”
“Try harder.”
He walked back to the bike and slung his long leg over it, and I followed, shame and embarrassment tingling along my spine. He didn’t understand; it was honestly not something I had control over. Like the words had minds of their own. Giselle even seemed to think it was a trait tied to being a Tracker, but still, I couldn’t help it.
I slid my leg over the bike and put as much distance between our bodies as I could. Slipping the helmet on, I pointed at the road sign ahead of us. “Go that way.”
“Las Vegas?”
I nodded. “Yeah, he’s that direction, for sure.” Of that I had no doubt. But Vegas was a big, bustling town and it was going to get interesting finding Jonathan in it, even with the ability to Track. Caleb didn’t ask any more questions, just took off, the bike rumbling underneath us.
The night air was cool against my skin, easing the burn of embarrassment that still heated me. I wanted Caleb to like me, wanted him to want me as much as I wanted him. I was going to have to really work at keeping my mouth in line or I was going to scare him off.
An hour into our ride, I saw the lights of Vegas lighting the sky even though we were a long ways off. Two more hours and we passed the “Welcome to Las Vegas” sign, complete with drunk tourists taking pictures in front of it at barely five in the morning.
Caleb, who hadn’t said a word since the gas station incident, pulled over next to a hotel. Or at least, I assumed it was a hotel. It was a giant pyramid with a light shooting out the top and sphinxes sitting at the front edge.
Sphinxes whose eyes rolled to get a better look at me. I nearly swallowed my tongue, but still managed to sputter out, “We need to find another spot.”
“Why?”
“Please, just trust me.”
“Rylee, don’t be difficult,” he said, exasperation heavy on his tongue. Fucking hell, how did I get a mere human to see a pair of rather large sphinxes eyeing us?
I couldn’t, that was just it. So I waved at them. “Sorry, we’ll go.”
Caleb twisted to look at me as the sweat poured down my face. “Who are you talking to?”
I didn’t look at him, just kept my eyes on the sphinxes who both seemed satisfied with my acknowledgment of them. Their eyes drifted closed and a part of me wondered what they were protecting. Sphinxes were rare, like ridiculously so if what I’d studied was correct, and they were only ever used for protection.
You didn’t want to piss them off, either, because they had taken out cities in the past. Once they had the scent of an intruder, they were unshakeable. Not a good thing.
“Rylee, you seriously need to consider if you want this or not.” Caleb’s voice turned me toward him.
“Want what?” I blurted out, not sure I understood. He waved at his own chest.
“Me. Us, whatever this relationship is. You can’t get all weird on me now. I’m not going to date someone who is a nut job.”
Weird? Of course, that’s what he would see. “I’m not getting weird.” I bit off the ‘fuck’ I wanted to add to that line.
Barely.
“Good.” His hand drifted from my hip up to wrap around my neck, softly, not in a threatening way. “Where do we need to go to find your friend?”
Swallowing hard, I focused on Jonathan’s threads, Tracking him was easier now that we were much closer. “That way.” I pointed down the main strip and Caleb laughed, his eyes lighting up.
“You don’t even have an address?”
If he thought I was being weird talking to a Sphinx, how would he handle me telling him I was a psychic bloodhound? Yeah, that wasn’t happening anytime soon.
“I just know the general direction.”
“All righty then, let’s get this show on the road, we have things to do.” He reached over and touched the tip of my nose, a glint of lust flaring through his eyes.
A pang in the back of my head, a little red warning light, went off, but it was smothered under the barest touch he bestowed on me.
We drove deeper into the city until we stopped at the far edge of Freemont Street.
“Historical Freemont Street, the very beginnings of Las Vegas,” Caleb said as he parked the bike and paid the guy who ran the parking lot, giving him enough money for days instead of hours. I thought it was weird, but I sensed Jonathan so strongly that Caleb’s voice was a distant noise and the weirdness of what Caleb did faded. The fatigue of being up all night fled as I started down the middle of the street. No cars were allowed; foot traffic only, and the lights over our heads were bright and beckoning.
Still a little dark out, the light show projected onto the canvas covering the sidewalk like a ceiling was going above our heads, flashing and dancing in patterns. Yet I barely noticed it. What I did notice was the large blue ogre who mixed drinks at the outside bar next to one of the old hotels. My eyes fairly bugged out as I watched him flirting with the humans, his grin wide and open, his skin giving him away to me, at least. Even at that distance, I saw multiple piercings on his ears catch the light as he threw back his head to laugh.
Ogres were not supposed to be so… jovial. I found myself walking toward him, forgetting Caleb was there.
The ogre grinned down at me. “What can I get for you?”
I said the only thing I could think. “Ogre beer.”
Around me, the humans laughed, Caleb included. But the ogre didn’t laugh. He smiled, but his eyes looked downright fearful. “All out up front. Might have some in the back if you really want.”
The first question that whipped through my mind was ‘Could I take him if I had to?’ He was a big boy, seven feet, leanly muscled and ogres were known for only two things.
Fucking and fighting.
I sure as hell wasn’t going to give into any advances, but I couldn’t help but want to know what he was doing here, slinging drinks. “No funny business.”
“Rylee, you can’t really want to go with him?” Caleb grabbed my arm, but I shook him off, a little irritation flaring. I could take care of myself, even if all my weapons had been confiscated. Stupid-ass O’Shea.
“I won’t be long.”
Leaving a grumbling Caleb behind, I followed the ogre into the hotel, through a mass of people and smoke, past the ringing of slot machines and more noise than I would have ever thought possible in a single room to a small door that led into a back room loaded with booze. I shut the door behind us.
“Who are you?” He crossed his arms over his chest.
“Name’s Rylee. I’m a Tracker.”
He frowned, which tugged a piercing over his one eye downward. “A Tracker? Are you sure?”
I burst out laughing. “As sure as I am that you are an ogre bartending in downtown Vegas.”
He gave me a wry grin and held out a hand. “Okay, fair enough. Name is Dox. What are you looking for?” I gave him my hand, watched it get engulfed in his blue fingers. So many questions, like how the humans didn’t see him for what he was, why he was here, and why he was so nice. I settled for the obvious.
“How the hell are you hiding in plain sight?”
“This is Vegas, kid. Everyone wears a mask here. They think I’m in costume, not realizing they are seeing the truth when they look at me. You get a lot of that here.”
What he said made a perverse kind of sense. Humans often didn’t see the truth of the world, even when right in front of them. They didn’t see what they didn’t want to.
Recalling what Giselle taught me, I launched into investigator mode, going for the most pertinent issues. “What kind of uglies could I be dealing with while I’m here?”
His eyebrows shot up. “Any number of things. What area are you going into?”
I Tracked Jonathan, feeling the pull of him moving away from me. Damn it all to hell and back. “South, I think.”
“As far as Death Valley?”
I shook my head. “Not sure.”
Dox pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes in what I hoped was deep thought and not deep irritation. “We have the usual suspects. A small coven, but they tend to be pretty quiet, will-o’-the-wisps float about on the open desert, so you will have to watch for them if you get spelled easily.”
“Shouldn’t be an issue.”
“Good, because they draw people into the Minotaur’s lair. He’s a royal pain in the ass when he’s angry.”
Minotaur? “You’re shitting me.”
Laughing, Dox shook his head. “Nope, sorry. We have a couple of… what did you call them, uglies?” I nodded and he went on. “Uglies that are seriously old school.”
“I saw the sphinxes.”
“Yeah, they are more for show. Haven’t had a problem with them for a long time.” He paused, his eyes going thoughtful before he went on. “There are some sirens around, and even whispers of an elemental. But that last is more legend than anything else.”
I struggled to concentrate on Dox’s words. Jonathan was being taken further and further as we spoke, but it was a strange further. Like south, but deep. That didn’t make sense which meant I had to get going before I lost his threads. “Well, thanks for the help, Dox. Maybe I’ll stop by for a drink after this mess is done.”
“You even old enough to drink?” I blushed and he laughed, leaning over conspiratorially. “I won’t tell.”
“Thanks for your help. Really.” I turned for the door.
“Don’t tell anyone you met me. That’s all I ask,” Dox said, his voice quiet.
I paused and turned back to him. “Sure. You keep my secrets, I’ll keep yours.”
We both grinned at the same time, like a couple of fools. Which if I’d been thinking at all, I’d know I really was being an idiot.
I’d never faced anything big, bad, and ugly without Giselle and Milly by my side. And now I didn’t even have a weapon.
I was a fucking moron.
 





 



CHAPTER 6
Lark
I WAS A damn moron.
Sweat dripped down my face, and it had zero to do with the heat of the desert and everything to do with the fact I stood on the boundary line between my imposed prison and the free world. My fingers traced the small bag draped across my body. A few essentials were in it, things I always took with me. A piece of charcoal, a slice of leather, a few small tools, and several packs of herbs; all things I’d need at one point or another and had learned to take with me.
The katana was strapped to my back since it wasn’t for me to use, but for this person I was going to run into. I didn’t think it was the Writer, the kid who needed rescuing. Then again, what the hell did I know anymore?
The flash of tawny wings and a red tail caught my eye, giving me an excuse to stand still while the hawk landed on my shoulder. “Red, what are you doing this far from your nest?”
“Could ask you the same thing, Lark. You know I have to tell your father if you… wander off.” The hawk tipped his head and looked at me, black eyes unblinking.
Teeth gritted, I turned my head and stared at the boundary line only visible to me. Like a humming band of energy, the second I took a step over it everyone in the elemental world would know.
“Tell him then.”
“I rather like your company. Makes this place bearable.” He flapped his wings and his talons gripped, digging into the muscle.
Hearing a sharp yip made me want to groan out loud, but I kept it together.
The panting of a long tongue and pattering of small feet could only mean one thing.
Kit had found me too. “You two hate each other, how is it you managed to get a job as my wardens?” I glared at the dusky red fox who snorted at me.
“Not my idea of fun, either, princess. But your dad doesn’t like you going around without some way of keeping tabs on you seeing as you can block him out.”
The fox and the hawk were two of my father’s familiars. Animals that bent to his beck and call. That was part of the reason I was sent to Death Valley in the first place. My own familiars didn’t hold up so well in the heat. Familiars were just animals, nothing special about them other than they could communicate with elementals. Just thinking of my two friends, a pang of sorrow flickered through me. I missed Peta the most, and I hoped that she was okay, wherever she was.
I tucked my hands into my pockets and stared at the humming boundary line. “Well, I’m going on a walkabout. You two coming, or staying behind to try to eat one another?”
Red butted his head against mine, nibbling on the edge of my ear. “The oubliette awaits you, why would you do this?”
My shoulders slumped. “If I don’t and the world goes to hell with demons riding it to the bitter end, how could I live with myself? What does the oubliette matter then?” That was the question that kept me up all night, unable to sleep. I was not like the other elementals; that had never been in doubt. That’s what had gotten me into trouble my entire life, if I was being honest with myself. I didn’t fit in.
Half-breed. Yeah, that too.
So why in the goddess’s green Earth would I stop doing what was right? Just because it scared me? No. Giselle was right; I had to go forward, regardless of the consequences.
Even if they made me want to hide under in the undergrowth of the redwoods as I had as a child.
Kit darted forward. “Well, let’s get this show on the road. You know we have to come with you.”
That was the fox for you. He didn’t really care I’d be in the oubliette after this little adventure was done. All he cared about was the prize for him. Whatever it was that my father had promised him was enough to keep Kit dodging my heels.
Red on the other hand… the hawk sprang from my shoulder. “Lead on then, princess.”
In some ways, far easier said than done.
The oubliette waited for me, but so did this missing kid. Giselle, after much prodding, hadn’t been able to tell me where the kid was, but she told me who was holding him.
And she was right, there was no way a young Tracker, or even a Tracker with help would be able to get the kid out.
It wasn’t every day a Shadow Walker took a child to protect. They were known for a lot of things, but not that. Unless he was using the kid to watch the future unfold, to see how it played out. That was possible. Shadow Walker’s loved their knowledge and prophecy crap. That alone would be enough for the kid to prove a veritable goody bag for the Walker. I hissed out a breath, thinking about the difficulties ahead instead of the punishment waiting for me and stepped over the boundary line.
The energy zipped off in the four directions of the world, snapping the chains of my confinement and speeding off to tattle on me to those who held said chains.
“Come on then, let’s get this over with,” Kit barked at me, trotting ahead. “Where are we headed?”
“None of your business, you smart-assed mutt.” I set off jogging, knowing I could cover a good deal of ground before the sun was fully up if I kept a steady pace.
“Mutt?” he snarled as Red screeched with laughter above our heads.
“Yeah, he does look like a mutt, doesn’t he? All stupid and mangy.”
Kit snarled at us both and I did my best to ignore him.
I settled into a ground eating pace, faster than any human could ever run. But for me, it was nothing. It wasn’t long before Kit swallowed his bitching complaints and focused on keeping up. No doubt, my father had imbued his familiars with stamina in case they had to keep up with me.
My father understood what made me tick, better than anyone else. He and I both knew it was only a matter of time before I pulled a stunt like this.
An hour passed and I slowed to a walk, the world seeming to move like molasses now that I was no longer running full tilt. Ahead of us, Las Vegas and the Strip loomed.
The only Shadow Walker I knew held court underneath Caesar’s Palace and if I remembered correctly, he was a serious douche. Grumpy and cranky, old and powerful, I was hoping to slip in and steal the kid without him even noticing I was there. And if that didn’t work, I’d try bribery.
Last resort would be fighting my way through to rescue the kid.
I watched the traffic speed by. Going unseen amongst the human population was easy enough, but I wanted to hitch a ride the rest of the way into town, to conserve my energy.
Even I didn’t have endless reserves, especially when I would be dealing with a hell of a lot of concrete and very little of the land itself. “Kit, make yourself useful and get one of those big rigs to stop.”
“Have you been eating magic mushrooms? I’m not going in front of one of those big—”
Before he could say anything else, I scooped him up and chucked him into the middle of the road. Traffic skittered and skidded to a screeching halt. Of course, it was just a few small rental vehicles, probably some poor sap of a vacationer who’d just shit his pants after nearly killing a piece of local wildlife. But the stoppage of those vehicles jammed all the traffic, including one large flatbed truck blessedly empty.
“You crazy ass bitch!” Kit screamed as he ducked and dodged the humans swarming him, trying to see if he was hurt. Laughing, I jogged to the truck and climbed on the back. Red dropped to my shoulder, chuckling.
“I always knew you liked me better.”
“You aren’t so damn pretentious,” I said as the truck shifted into gear and headed toward the city. I waved at Kit. “Besides, what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas, right?”
He screamed a number of obscenities and then Red launched into the air. “I have to get him.”
Letting out a sigh, I laid back on the flat-deck, the hot dry air so opposite to what I grew up with. I missed the lush forests and heavily wooded glades that had been my home for so long. Which of course, was why my punishment for my rebellion landed me in Death Valley. Better than the oubliette. I suppressed a shudder.
There was a thump on the deck, and I rolled my eyes to see Kit rushing toward me, his teeth bared. I flicked my hand at him, stopping him in his tracks. “Attack me and I’ll forget you are my father’s familiar, you little shit.”
His eyes darted from me to Red hopping on the deck closer to me. “I wouldn’t test her. I remember what she’s capable of. Just because she’s held back this last twenty years doesn’t mean she couldn’t turn you inside out and laugh while doing it.”
Ah, that was why Red was so respectful of me. He at least hadn’t forgotten who I was. Or what I was known for.
We rode into Las Vegas and at the first red light I slipped off the back of the truck. There was a bit of a walk to Caesar’s Palace, but that didn’t bother me. The crowds surged and flowed around me as if I didn’t exist. Red stayed on my shoulder, nervously lifting first one foot, then the other. At my heels, Kit paced, his face a mask of serious dislike. Maybe even hatred.
What did I care? I shouldn’t, but I didn’t want him to hate me. Just a side perk of being an elemental, when the animals around you weren’t happy, you felt it.
I took a step, then another on the hot concrete, glad I’d worn my army boots. “Kit, what’s my father got on you?”
He let out a choking, laughing bark. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Try me, you’d be surprised what I’d believe at this point in my life.”
Kit rolled his eyes up to me. “I was human, and made the mistake of cutting down his favorite tree.”
Shock rippled through me. I’d heard that fable every night growing up. The silly human who defied King Ghobe and had taken trees out of the sacred grove to build a house. “You’re yanking my chain.”
“I’m not.” His eyes wouldn’t lift to mine and his shoulders hunched.
“And if you serve him well, you get to be human again?”
Kit snorted. “Something like that.”
I did a quick calculation in my head. “You’ve been around over five hundred years, trapped as a fox. That stinks.”
Red bumped his beak against my temple. “He hasn’t always been a fox. Depends on his behavior.”
I looked at Red from the corner of my eye. “You a trapped human, too?”
“Nope, just a very long-lived bird.” The hawk had the audacity to wink at me.
I shook my head and picked up my pace. The humans flowed around me, never coming into my personal space. And because of their proximity to me, Red and Kit couldn’t be seen, the human eyes sliding right over them. Perks of a familiar with an elemental.
The Strip, even this early in the morning, all but vibrated with energy. There were the tourists, of course, the usual hawkers of wares and then my favorite, the passed out drunks. I particularly enjoyed the head down, ass in the air pose more than a few humans had assumed after their nightly revelries.
Yet as I walked, none of those things drew my attention.
Someone was coming my way, the someone who belonged to the sword strapped to my back.
Ahead, I could just see her energy floating above the other humans. Ignoring everything else I went straight for her.
She wasn’t just a human, I could tell right away.
No, she was more.
She carried blood of an elemental who was forbidden to blend with anything but another elemental. It had been tried a few times, blending different elements with humans, and the results had been mild. The four elements: fire, water, earth and air, could easily breed with a human and the offspring would be a human with perhaps an affinity for gardening, or the talent to swim great distances.
But there was one element, when bred with humans, where something stronger was created. A human that was no longer human, but a new kind of supernatural. One with unpredictable abilities and powers no one had ever seen.
This girl, whoever she was, had the fifth element residing deep within her.
The same element that made up my other half and caused me so many problems.
The element of Spirit.
 









CHAPTER 7
Rylee
“HOW MUCH FARTHER?” Caleb asked as we walked the Strip. I was so focused on finding Jonathan I didn’t really hear him at first. I stopped walking and blinked at the sky, the painfully bright blue hurting my eyes.
“Not far.”
“You said that the last time I asked you.”
I’m not proud of what I said next, but it spilled out of me. “What the fuck, man? I told you it was going to be a bitch to go all the way with me, and now you want to fucking well pussy out?”
His jaw dropped. “What did you say to me?”
“She said stop being a pussy.” We spun to see a tall, blonde woman standing in front of us. I say tall because she was taller than my 5’9, but she was hardly an amazon. She had a large bird on her shoulder, and her eyes disturbingly reminded me of my own. One green, the other a golden amber hue. Though I saw the muscles all but ripple as she walked, she was very pretty, the lines of her face and cheekbones refined and feminine, her movements flowing like a dancer. All up her left arm, starting on the back of her hand was a tattoo that looked to be of a climbing vine with thorns. Delicate and unusual, I couldn’t stop staring at it, wondering how far over her body it went.
“Excuse me, I don’t think you’re a part of this conversation,” Caleb snapped, stepping between me and the new woman.
She laughed and put a hand on his shoulder. “Boy, you do not want to piss me off, any more than you want to piss her off.”
I stared at her. She was a supernatural, of that I was certain. What wasn’t certain was whether she was going to try and kill us or just warn us off like the sphinxes had.
“Caleb, don’t bother her.” I reached up and brushed her hand off his shoulder and sizzling electricity sparked between us. I stared, unable to take my eyes from her. There was a fucking lot of power under her skin, I sensed it and wasn’t sure my immunity would keep me safe.
“You’re the Tracker, aren’t you?” she asked, though the way she worded it, she already knew.
I blinked once, hoping she would understand I didn’t really want Caleb to know how different I really was.
She put her hands on her hips. “I’m Lark.”
“Rylee. And this is Caleb, he’s helping me.”
“Rylee, don’t talk to this freak show,” Caleb said, and he grabbed my upper arm to drag me away. Back the way we came.
“Caleb, let me go. I have to get this kid.”
“No. This has gone far enough.” He gave me a hard jerk, snapping me around to face him and I gasped. He put his face to mine. “Enough games. I gave you a ride all the way here, went along with your silly rescue mission, and now I want what I want. When I’m done with you, and your body is nothing but a quivering mass of desire waiting for me to pluck the strings, you won’t even remember the kid. Then, and only then will I hand you off. ” He planted a hard kiss on my lips, his tongue gagging me. I jerked away, stunned and unable to process what he was saying.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?”
“I like you, Rylee, I really do, but not when you aren’t a good girl.”
Stunned, I stared at him. “What are you saying?”
He gave a roll of his shoulders and tried to draw me close to him. “I like a girl who is obedient, one who listens, and doesn’t try to play games with me. Your mouth is filthy, but I can work with that. And the rest, well, you need to learn your place.”
I freely admit my jaw dropped. He wanted to control me, tell me who to be, what to say, and how to act. And I’d kinda been letting him.
That was the end of that shit.
“You fucking dirt bag. You think because I let you kiss me, I’d let you control me? You think because I have a potty mouth, that makes me a bad person, or someone to be embarrassed of? Let me tell you something, Caleb, I am worth more than any other girl you’ve known, kissed, or fucked. If you want to judge me based on what your twisted fucking values are, go for it. I don’t need people like you in my life. The people who know me, know I’m a good person, no matter how I say or do things. You don’t like the way I talk, you can kiss my lily white ass.”
Oh, damn that felt good.
Behind us, the woman, Lark, clapped her hands for me and I felt amazing.
The slap came out of nowhere, and he hit me hard enough that if he hadn’t been holding me up, I would have dropped to the concrete. The bird on Lark’s shoulder let out a screech, and I heard her say, “This is not going to go well.”
But she didn’t interfere.
I came up on the rebound from the slap, not with an open hand, but a fist. A perfect uppercut had never felt so fucking good. Caleb’s teeth clacked as his jaw rammed shut and a part of me hoped he’d caught a portion of his tongue. His hand opened, releasing me as I staggered backward.
“You nasty little whore,” he snarled, the once perfect Adonis I’d admired gone in an instant as his skin rippled.
Yeah. Rippled. As in Caleb wasn’t human and had been fooling my stupid ass.
“Can you handle a siren on your own?” Lark asked.
I blinked several times, staring as Caleb shifted form. A siren? “I thought sirens were always women?”
She laughed. “No, the boys are rarer, but are real dicks to deal with.”
“I can’t on the street, everyone will see.” This was a damn mess, all because I’d trusted the wrong person. Giselle was going to kill me.
“No one will see. I’ll make sure.”
A quick look around showed me that the humans who were up and awake had taken no notice of Caleb shifting from decidedly yummy and human, to decidedly not yummy and very non-human. His body was still thick with muscles and he was the same height, but that was where the similarities ended. Where he had blond hair and stormy gray eyes, now he was bald, his head covered with puckered mud colored skin and eyes so deeply set into his skull, I couldn’t get a read on them other than the fact that they were glaring at me.
I moved to pull one of my knives from my lower back, forgetting they’d been taken from me, when something smooth and cool was placed against my fingers.
“Try this.”
I looked down to see the handle of a sword in my hand. I rolled it, feeling as if the weight and cut had been made for me. “Sweet.”
 
Lark
 
Watching the young Tracker take the sword, I knew she was the one to have it, saw the way the blade clung to her. Though I doubted she was supposed to have it right then, she could use it for awhile. She was going to need it to deal with the siren.
The siren snarled and lashed out with a foot, catching her off guard, tumbling her backward.
“You aren’t going to help her?” Kit yipped out, circling my feet, prancing with excitement.
“Nope.” I folded my arms and watched the fight. The girl moved with a grace that made me think of someone I’d known many years ago. Twenty to be exact. Could they be related? It was quite possible, they were similar enough in height and coloring, but it was more the way she moved that kept my attention and made me think of the woman from my past.
This girl had the same flow to her body, the bend and twist of muscles not only highly trained, but deeply ingrained with the ability to fight, and protect.
The realization of who she was hit me like a hammer between the eyes.
Sure, she was the Tracker Giselle was teaching.
But that wasn’t what struck me. It was the element that worked under her skin, she was part elemental. A small portion, but now that I was truly looking, I saw it.
Sweet earth mother, Rylee was a descendant of the Blood of the Lost.
She was the one in the prophecies, the one who would save the world.
She was also the one Orion wanted me to kill.
And she was the one I’d been put into banishment for.
I took three steps into the melee and wrapped my hand around the siren’s neck. He gargled and choked and Rylee stumbled back from me, her body still in fight mode.
I ignored her and increased the pressure on the siren. “Who sent you?”
He flicked his tongue at me, spit raining down on my face. “You can’t hurt me, you’re an elemental.”
Grinning, I tipped my head to one side. “Oh, you don’t know who I am, do you? I’m the elemental everyone’s afraid of. They call me the Destroyer.”
His eyes, even as deeply set as they were in his skull, bugged out and he began to truly fight me. I drew on the strength of the Earth and held him easily. “Who sent you?”
“No one, no one. I was supposed to seduce the witch,” he spit out, words tumbling over themselves.
“Wait, Milly?” Rylee lifted the sword and pressed the tip into the siren’s belly. He went completely still.
“Yes, Milly was the mark. But she’s been avoiding me. So you were the back up plan. I was to follow you to the kid.”
I looked at Rylee, happy to see she wasn’t melting down. “Any idea why a siren would be sent after this Milly?”
“She’s a very strong witch, with no ties to a coven. I bet it’s so someone can control her.” Rylee pressed her blade and again, I was pleased. She was young, but had a spine of steel and wasn’t afraid to use it.
“Siren,” I cooed, softening my voice to that of a seducer and not a destroyer, “you will tell us who your master is, and I won’t let my hawk peck out your eyes or my fox eat your testicles while you scream for mercy. Understand?”
“A vampire. That’s all I know. One with blue eyes who hides in the dark,” he whimpered.
Rylee stepped back, her face pale. “A vampire. That can’t be good.”
I shrugged and snapped the siren’s neck, the bone crushing under my fingers like brittle wood. With a heave, I tossed his body to the closest green space which happened to be one of the gardens in front of Caesar’s Palace. As he dropped to the ground, I flicked my hand and asked the earth to flow up and grab him, sucking his body down and into the silence that was the grave of the supernatural.
Rylee drew in a sharp breath, her eyes going to mine. “You killed him. And where the fuck did he go?”
“If I’d let him go, he would have killed us, or worse, made a mess of this rescue mission. He didn’t know anything else. And he went to his eternal resting place. It is one of my duties to make sure the supernaturals here are taken care of properly when they die. Normally I can do it from home, the Earth lets me know when a supernatural kicks the bucket and I pull them into the earth from there.” Why I explained it to her, I don’t know. It wasn’t like she’d asked.
“How did you know he didn’t know anything else?” Her eyes searched mine and again, I was struck by how much she reminded me of Elle. . . I shook it off. There was still a huge task ahead and getting lost in memories would not help.
“The way his eyes dilated, the sound of his heartbeat, the fear in him. Get good at reading people, you’re going to need it.” I reached out and wiggled my fingers at her. “Now, give me the sword back.”
She hesitated, then handed it over. “It’s beautiful.”
“It’ll be yours one day, but not right now.” I tucked it into its sheath. “Go home, Rylee.”
Sputtering, she grabbed my arm and spun me around, surprising the hell out of me. “I’m not going anywhere, there’s a kid who needs me.”
I stared down at her hand on my arm, but she didn’t back off. I lifted my eyes to her. “You don’t want to push me on this, you can’t come with me.” I sure as hell couldn’t explain that taking her into certain danger was not a really good idea. Not when the world would need her later.
“You can’t stop me.”
From my shoulder, Red clucked his tongue. “She’s a cheeky one, isn’t she?”
“Goddess above and below. Damned Trackers,” I muttered. “Always so freaking touchy, grumpy, and lippy.”
Red leaned close to my ear. “She could help you get in and out faster since she has a direct bead on the kid.”
I let out a soft groan. That part was true enough. I didn’t want her to get killed, the world couldn’t afford to lose her. Then again, if she was with me, I’d be able to keep her safer than if she followed along behind. Which, looking at the determination on her face, was going to happen if I didn’t allow her to go with me. “Fine. You come with me, do what I say. This is dangerous enough that your mentor didn’t want you coming. Not even with her help.”
Rylee let go of my arm, her eyes narrowing. “Giselle knew about this missing kid?”
“Isn’t that how you found out?”
She shook her head. “No, I saw his picture on a bulletin board and knew I had to find him.”
Damn, that was the elemental in her, touching on the world, drawing her to where she was needed.
“Well, let’s get our lily white asses in gear.”
This was about to get seriously interesting.
 









CHAPTER 8
Rylee
MY BRAIN STRUGGLED with what had just happened. Caleb turned into a siren, and Lark killed him, sucked his body into a garden in front of Caesar’s Palace, and now we were walking into the forum shops like we were on a girls’ day-out shopping. That is, if you discounted the hawk on Lark’s shoulder, and the fox tight on her heels.
“What’s with the animals?”
Lark’s eyes flicked to me, a half grimace on her face. “They are watchdogs, to make sure I behave.”
“You can talk to them?”
“Yes, elemental abilities 101.”
Her boots were silent on the tile floor, but mine made a steady clack that echoed through the hall. A part of me recognized I really hadn’t worn the right gear. Another part of me wanted very badly to be as calm and cool as Lark, and I was embarrassed I hadn’t been better prepared. For just a moment, I thought she would say more, but she didn’t. So I kept talking.
“Why do they call you the Destroyer?”
“Because I don’t behave the way I’m supposed to.” Her words were clipped and her eyes searched each area we came to.
“So you just wreck stuff for the hell of it?”
She stopped and turned to me. “This is not the time or place to be talking, or asking questions. The creature that has this kid is bad, worse than bad. It is strong enough that I’m not sure how we are going to get by it. And you, nattering away at me, are not helping my state of mind. Got it?”
“I’m not nattering.” I refused to slump under her glare or her words. No more of that shit for me. “I’m trying to understand. To learn.”
Lark gritted her teeth and even irritated, it was amazing how pretty she was. I doubted I looked that good when I was pissed off.
“After this is over, I will do what I can to answer all your questions. Assuming we both make it out alive, that fair?”
I nodded, satisfied. “Fair enough.”
We worked our way through the hotel, and it felt like it was never going to end. But in my head, I kept going over what happened with Caleb. Never mind I was still pissed that he’d been using me, or that he’d fooled me. And maybe even I was a little hurt that I hadn’t been anything special to him. But I was confused about something, more than all of that. He hadn’t spelled me, but I’d certainly been more than a little enthralled with him. More than taken. Yet, I was an Immune so I shouldn’t have been even that pulled under. Or at least, that was what I thought. But maybe it wasn’t as solid as my ability to Track. Maybe my Immunity wasn’t the sure thing I thought it was. A cold shiver caught me off guard. I’d not thought I could be spelled, but it looked like I was going to have to be careful, after all.
“Can I ask you one question?” I blurted before I lost my nerve.
Lark turned and lifted an eyebrow at me. “One.”
“Caleb… how did I not know he was a supernatural? Usually I pick up on it, and he’s been living across the road from us for the last six months.”
“Most likely, the energy he used blocked you from sensing him. Even Giselle would have been fooled at a distance. As long as he never had skin contact with her, she would never know.”
While that didn’t solve the whole Immune issue, it did explain why I hadn’t known what he was. “You were never fooled, though.”
Lark waited for me to catch up to her then strode off again. “I’ve been fooled enough times in the past by men that I’ve learned to not trust any of them until they’ve proven they aren’t twats.”
My lips curled up. Hell, I liked Lark. Even if she was some bitching destroyer elemental. Maybe I could talk her into letting me train with her. Now that would be something. Because even though she’d killed Caleb with her bare hands, I had a feeling she had a hell of a lot more training than that.
“Here’s the doorway,” she said, suddenly stopping in front of a blank piece of wall. I narrowed my eyes, using the second sight Giselle had been teaching me. I wasn’t very good with it, but it was enough for what Lark was pointing out. The wall had a set of double doors etched into it, hidden from the human world with a spell. I reached out and brushed my fingers along it, knowing my Immunity would disrupt it.
Lark hissed and grabbed my hand, but too late, the spell was displaced. I opened my eyes wide. “You’re welcome.”
“Now they know we’re here, ding dong.” At her feet, the fox seemed to laugh, almost as if he was more aware than just a regular fox. I glared at him and raised a boot.
“Try me,” I said.
He snapped his teeth at me, and I let it fly, but he skittered away before I could land a hit.
Lark laughed, her irritation from a moment before forgotten. “If you can boot him in the head, please do.” Her smile slipped. “But now that you’ve let the Shadow Walker know we’re here, we have to move our asses. Time is ticking.”
She jerked the large doors open. With their thickness, they were not light, yet she swung them as if they were cardboard.
Ahead was a tunnel that dove straight down, the stairs made out of the same marble the door was, and polished to a high shine. Along the walls, torches were set high enough that we couldn’t reach them, but they lit the place easily.
“Here, you take this.” Lark handed me the sword again and I didn’t fight the smile that spread on my face. The sword was freaking beautiful, in so many ways, and felt as if it were a part of my body.
Lark led the way, and the fox glared back at me from time to time. I didn’t care. I was totally in love with my new toy. Which is my only excuse for not seeing what was coming.
 
Lark
 
My eyes were trained on the stairwell, waiting for the flicker of movement that would give away the Shadow Walker. Red clenched my shoulder, his talons digging into me. “I don’t like this, Lark.”
I didn’t answer him, not because I didn’t agree, but because I was so keyed up. Behind me, Rylee moved almost silently. Giselle had done a pretty thorough job training her. Which was good because she was about to be put to the test.
Kit trotted ahead of me, his tail up and his ears perked. “This is so stupid. Lark, you have got to be the dumbest elemental in the world. Why would you—”
A dark shape detached from the wall and landed on him. He let out a screech that was cut short. I put my hand out to stop Rylee from rushing forward.
“Aren’t you going to help him?”
I didn’t look at her, kept my eyes trained on the shadow eating the fox. “Nope.”
Her breathing came in short bursts, but she didn’t panic. “What is that?”
“The Shadow Walker has minions; that’s one of them. As long as we stick together, they won’t bother us. Kit got too far ahead.” At least, that’s what I told her. The Shadow Walker’s pets were not particularly brave, nor were they large in number. A boon for us, one I planned to take advantage of.
Being underground, I tapped into the earth around us. It was much easier than I’d thought because the natural stone and marble used in building the underground fortress allowed me easy access to my power. Energy surged through me and from Rylee I heard a soft gasp. I turned and look at her, knowing what she saw would probably freak her out.
“Let me guess, my eyes are glowing, my hair is floating as if in water and a general spooky vibe just dropped over you, making you want to run up the stairs.” I lifted an eyebrow and she nodded.
“Yeah. That’s some crazy shit you’ve got going on.”
“Be glad I’m on your side.”
We continued down the stairs, the minion gone, Kit gone, and the three of us acting as if this was your everyday stroll into the pit of darkness.
For another ten minutes, we walked almost straight down, the steps becoming more and more narrow with each drop.
Rylee didn’t let me get more than a few inches ahead, and I could almost hear the questions hovering at her lips. But she managed to keep them in.
“When we get to the bottom, I’m guessing there will be some sort of challenge for us to face. Until we know what it is, take everything as if it will kill you, and either kill it first or run like hell back up.” I pointed to the stairs.
“Got it.”
I wondered how much she really understood of what we were going into. Shadow Walkers weren’t common.
“What can you tell me about Shadow Walkers?” Rylee asked as we curved around another landing, as if reading my mind.
I didn’t feel like talking, but more than that I wanted to keep an eye on what was around us, so I did something I probably shouldn’t have. I linked Rylee through her elemental blood to Red. It was a matter of seconds, and so easy I wondered if she had already linked to an animal before. The hawk gave an indignant snort.
“Your father will have your hide for this.” He pecked at my ear and Rylee sucked in a sharp breath.
“Is your bird talking?”
“I am not her bird.” He turned and I knew he’d be glaring at Rylee as only a predator can.
“That is fucking cool.”
He preened and even had the nerve to flutter his wings, and I knew it was a done deal. “Tell her about Shadow Walkers.” I kept my eyes to the walls and stone around us. Only one minion didn’t make sense, not if the Shadow Walker was truly trying to keep the kid for himself. Unless this was a trap? Hellfire, there was no way to know, either. Something strange was going on, that much was sure. I wished I could figure it out before whatever ‘it’ was happened.
“Shadow Walkers,” Red said, “are a strange creature. They look fairly human, but have the combined powers of a necromancer and a mage. Because of their powers, they can hide in plain sight, and rarely do they take an interest in the world around them. But if they do take an interest, you want to stay out of their way. There are not too many people who can stand up to their strength and come out in one piece.”
There was a pause and the sound of nothing but our footsteps for a good twenty seconds before she asked another question, and it was a good one. For some reason, I was proud of her for thinking as far ahead as she was.
“Weakness, strengths, what can they do, and what are they limited by?”
Red head butted me. “This is your department.”
I waved her up beside me. “Keep your eyes open and tell me if you see anything, even the slightest thing that doesn’t seem right. A stone that doesn’t look right, a shadow that gives your nerves a jangle, anything that catches your interest really.”
“Okay.”
Still doing my best to watch for a booby trap, I answered her earlier question. “Shadow walkers are not really alive, but not really dead either. They hover between the two so they are damn hard to kill. Before you ask, they aren’t like a vampire or a zombie. They are corporeal, more like a ghost gone very, very wrong. They are mages who gave up their mortal coil as a trade for power and become Shadow Walkers. It is through a series of spells and incantations they can even exist, so they are not something you can physically hit.”
I stopped as we rounded what turned out to be the last landing. In front of us was an open archway, but from our vantage point it wasn’t the archway that had my attention.
It was the labyrinth, laid out, beckoning us forward.
“Holy shit,” she whispered. “The kid is in the middle of that place.”
“You sure?”
Rylee snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure.”
A deep bellow reverberated through the maze, and even I had to admit my skin rippled with unease. If what awaited us was what I thought, this was going to be nearly impossible.
“What was that?” Red asked, fluttering his wings.
I blew out a slow breath before answering. “Minotaur.”
 









CHAPTER 9
Rylee
“I’M SORRY, DID you say Minotaur?” I must have heard wrong, because Giselle and I had just gone over this. Minotaurs were not real, one of the few creatures of myth that really didn’t exist. That was why when Dox mentioned the creature I had blown it off. I wished now I’d asked him more questions.
“Yes.”
Shit, I hated how she didn’t give any explanation. “And?”
“And what?” She frowned at me, her eyes narrowing.
“Explain this to me. If they don’t exist, how can there be one in the labyrinth, which by the way is painfully clichéd.”
Lark put her hands on her hips. “Listen, kid, you aren’t always going to understand the why and where of this supernatural world. Minotaurs can be created, and that’s what the Shadow Walker has done. He’s created a monster that can’t be killed, and is controlled only by its master. Even I can’t stop this nasty bastard and he’s part animal.”
I licked my lips. “Then how—”
“We run. The deal is the same as with all the old stories. If we get to the center of the labyrinth then we’re safe.”
My turn to shoot up an eyebrow at her. “Really?”
She shrugged. “There is no other choice if we’re going to get this kid the hell out of here.”
Hell, she had a point and I didn’t like it. I felt Jonathan, closer than ever, but I doubted I would be walking a straight line to him. At least he wasn’t afraid anymore and whatever injury he’d had was healed. For the moment, he was okay.
The archway that led into the labyrinth was over twice my height and the walls on both sides of us were at least that tall as well. Peering down one direction, I swallowed hard. The four walls were the same height as the barriers that made the maze itself. Everything in the maze was a good twelve feet tall and there was no discernable ceiling, the place was open to the sky (or in this case open to the black above us). The whole place was freaking intimidating. I put a hand to the stone and pushed against it, a ridiculous hope of causing a domino effect fluttering through me. Yeah, nothing happened.
“These are big, thick walls.” I spoke without meaning to and Lark snorted. I stared around us. “Big, thick walls to keep big, bad, uglies from escaping, I guess.”
I tried to find something good about the situation as Giselle would have wanted me too. At least the pathway was wide, enough for a car to get through. Then again, maybe that wasn’t a good thing. How big was a Minotaur, exactly?
I didn’t realize I’d whispered that until Red answered me.
“Very big, very broad, and always angry. They are not happy campers on a good day. Constant headaches from those massive horns they carry, I believe.”
Lark snorted. “That’s an understatement. Though I think the Shadow Walker could have chosen a less clichéd place to host us. Rylee is right, this is almost ridiculous. A labyrinth with a Minotaur under Caesar’s Palace? Seems a bit on the over dramatic side.”
“Left or right?” We stood in the opening of the archway with two choices.
“Red, fly up and see which direction we should go.” Lark rolled her shoulders sending the bird into the air.
“I don’t want to end up like Kit,” he yelled down. Still, he did as asked, coming back within ten seconds. “Left.”
Left, it was. Lark led the way and I followed tight on her heels. My hand gripped the sword, but no sweat dripped from my fingers, as I’d thought there should have been. Of course, it was early yet in the scheme of things. The walls were made up of what I guessed was marble, very light in color and veined with gold and threads of black. With my free hand, I reached out and touched it for a second time, tracing one of the gold veins.
“It feels like glass.” I don’t know if I’d expected Lark to answer, but she didn’t. Of course, it could have been me, or perhaps the sudden appearance of a goblin at the end of the path.
“Oh, that’s not good,” I whispered. There was no such thing as onegoblin. They ran in clusters and were nasty little fuckers. Knee height, sharp teeth, eyes like bugs with those freaky looking clusters that never blinked, and grasping, infection-causing claws. The one in front of us was pale gray, and barely stood out from the walls. It waved and grinned around a mouthful of shark teeth.
“All right, kid, let’s see what you can do.” Lark stepped back and urged me forward.
I didn’t wait for her to ask again, and if I was going to stop it from letting his friends know we were there, I had to do it fast.
Two strides and I leapt into the air, using my momentum to come down hard with the sword slicing the goblin from shoulder through to the hip on a diagonal. I might as well have been cutting through butter with the ease the sword sliced through bone, muscle, and flesh. The goblin wobbled and I yanked the sword free and lifted my boot to push the two halves of the goblin apart.
Then things got interesting.
A deep, bellowing roar echoed much closer than before and the sound shook the walls, putting cracks through the marble. If that wasn’t bad enough, the goblin I’d chopped in half, molded together. Like I’d never cut him.
“What the hell?” I snarled, taking another swing at him. He giggled and danced out of the way, then dove in and slashed my right calf, putting a gash in me. I bit down on my own bellow of anger and focused on a solid blow. Twice more I sliced into his side, and twice more he healed with a grin. I was really not liking the way this was going.
“Head—go for the head,” Lark called out and I adjusted my aim mid-slice. The goblin’s head bounced from his shoulders and rolled to the wall. But his body was still alive. “This is fucking nuts.”
“This is the Shadow Walker. All his creations are hard, if not impossible to kill. I’d hoped it would only be the Minotaur we’d face.” Lark strode past me and flicked her hand at the goblin. The ground around him swelled and sucked both body and head down.
I looked at the sword, not a drop of blood on it. “What about fire, would that work?”
Lark paused, slowly nodding. “Yes, fire is a cleanser; that should work like a hot damn. Good idea. You got any fire handy?”
That was a good point. But I did have another idea, one I thought was pretty damn smart.
“Can you lift me on your shoulders?”
She didn’t say anything, just walked over and picked me up like I was a child. Then benched me over her head. “Holy shit, you are strong.”
“Comes with the territory. Now, what are you looking for?”
I grabbed the edge of the wall, though I was barely able to reach it, and pulled myself up. “We use the top of the wall as our path; we can see where we’re going and avoid the Minotaur.”
Lark regarded me for a moment, and then ran straight at the wall, running part way up it and grabbing the top. I didn’t help pull her up. I didn’t want to offend her.
“This is an excellent idea.” Again, she led, but was jogging. I felt it too, the urgency to get in and out as fast as possible.
Crossing along the two-foot wide tops of the walls, we headed straight for the labyrinth center. We passed all sorts of shit. A water pit seething with snakes and alligators, the cluster of goblins, a whole section that looked frozen in liquid nitrogen, and even a short stretch that was on fire. But no Minotaur. That made me wonder if the creature existed, or if we were walking into an even bigger problem.
I was guessing it would be statement number two.
The bigger problem.
 
Lark
 
Rylee was going to be very good at Tracking one day. She was good at it now, but once she had some experience she would be even better. I saw the intelligence and strength in her, even behind the potty mouth. She hid behind her swearing, hid the smarts and natural leadership she carried with her, just Elle, the first Tracker I’d met had. I understood that, the hiding anyway.
Hopping across a small gap, I looked below us and wished I hadn’t. There was the big boy, coming straight for the wall we were on. Built like a tank on legs, the Minotaur was classic in design, curved horns and everything. With his head lowered and his powerful shoulders hunched, I knew exactly what he was going to do.
“Rylee, time to run as fast as you can.”
She glanced down, paled, and then we were running. The problem was, the tops of the walls were polished and slippery as snot on yogurt.
With a yelp, Rylee slipped and fell to the opposite side of the wall from the Minotaur. He didn’t slow for a second, just rammed his head into the barrier below me, bellowing his rage as I lost my balance too. Unfortunately, I ended up on his side of the wall.
I hit the dirt and rolled, coming to my feet but staying in a crouch. I beckoned the earth up and it obliged, wrapping itself around the Minotaur’s cloven feet, sucking him down to his hips. Flailing and roaring, he reached for me.
“That’s a good boy. Now. Stay.” I put my hand out slapping him on the nose, a grin stretching my lips. Much easier than I’d thought.
“Lark, you okay?” Rylee called from the other side.
“Yeah. Are you?”
“Please tell me there was only one Minotaur.” The sound of another roar and the clatter of hooves reached my ears.
Oh, holy hellfire. “Back up!” I scrambled, tapping into the earth and literally shoved the wall away between us. The marble broke and shattered, spraying shards all over the place. A few hit me and I saw one hit Rylee, but that wasn’t what I was worried about. I leapt through the hole in the wall to see three more Minotaurs charging.
“Time to go.” I grabbed Rylee’s non-sword arm and swung her up onto the top of the wall. Red flew up and circled above us.
“Lark, you coming?”
“Nope. Rylee, get the kid. I’ll distract these yahoos. Red, stay with her.”
The ‘yahoos’ didn’t like me calling them names, apparently. Bellowing, shaking the ground as they ran and throwing spit and snot left and right as their heads swung, I had one advantage.
They were dumb as a pile of rocks.
A split second before they reached me, I stepped to the side through the hole in the wall and they went rushing and skidding past me.
I glanced up. Rylee was gone, Red was gone.
And I had work to do. Cracking my knuckles I reached out to again tap into the earth. If this Shadow Walker thought he could take out me and Rylee, he was about to be royally surprised.
A smile slid over my face as I let my abilities pour upward, first time in twenty years, not holding back but instead racing through me, multiplying in strength with each heartbeat.
“Yeah, this is going to be good.”
 









CHAPTER 10
Rylee
THE TOP OF the wall was slick and though I wanted to run faster, I didn’t have someone to throw me back up if I fell to my ass again.
“Red, can you see how far to the center?”
“Another fifty yards.” He circled close to me, never straying far. Which was good; I liked him and didn’t want him to end up like the fox, eaten by darkness. But that meant I wasn’t really paying attention and when I jumped over the next short gap, I missed the other side completely. My fingers grazed the top of the wall, slipping off in a split second.
“Shit!” I fell, hitting the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of me. Rolling to my side, I fought to catch my breath, finally sucking in a gulp of air and dirt. Coughing, I stood and looked around. Same fucking walls, same height. No Minotaurs. Maybe I’d luck out and avoid… nope. The sound of hooves pounding toward me changed my mind.
I wasn’t going to luck out on this. Locking onto Jonathan’s threads, I ran in his directions, hoping like hell I was able to reach him with no backtracking shit.
“Run faster, Tracker,” Red called down. I turned on the juice, going as fast as I could as I skidded around corners with a sword gripped in one hand and a monster breathing down my neck.
Good times, good times.
I took a sharp, hairpin turn to the right and slammed to a stop. Not because I wanted to. But because there was a wall blocking my path. Dead. Fucking. End.
No choice now but to face what was coming my way.
“Rylee, you’ve got to get out of there!” Red screeched.
“And where would you like me to go?” I snapped. I was cornered and we both knew it.
I spun as the Minotaur came barreling around the corner. “Come on, bitch!” I yelled and he didn’t slow down, just dropped his chin and ran straight for me.
His breath was rank with old meat and overly fermented wine, and hot on my skin when I dropped to my belly. By some miracle he didn’t step on me. He slammed into the wall behind, me, his horns cracking under the pressure.
Groaning, he slid to his knees, dazed by the hit. Better though, was the break he put in the wall. I scrambled to my feet, hopped over his slumped body and slammed my shoulder into the wall. The marble crumbled and fell. The hole was just big enough for me to squeeze through.
Yee-freaking-haw.
A hand clamped around my ankle as I slid through. Covered in tawny fur, the fingers tightened, grinding my anklebones against one another. He held me so I hung from the wall, unable to use the ground as leverage. I twisted and brought the sword up. If I missed, I’d be taking my own foot with the Minotaur’s hand. But there was no choice. I had no one to save me.
Gritting my teeth, I sat up and drove the tip of the sword forward through the Minotaur’s wrist. His fingers popped open and I fell to the ground for the third time. “This is getting ridiculous,” I groaned, stumbled to my feet and looked back. The Minotaur was looking at me through the hole. Fury kindled in his big dark eyes, as snot dripped from his nose. He snorted, blowing chunks all over me.
“Fucking disgusting.”
Much as I wanted to cut into him, I had no time. I took a step, winced at the pain shooting from my squashed ankle and forced myself into a hobbling run.
Jonathan was so close, and I followed his threads, right up to the final archway where I saw him sitting at a desk, his head bowed and hands flying as he wrote.
Yet the archway made me pause, and I heeded Lark’s earlier advice to mention when things didn’t feel right. Something about it twanged my shit detector. “Red, what’s with this place?”
Before he answered, the ground rumbled, shaking hard enough to turn me around thinking I had a whole herd of Minotaurs on my ass. But there was no one behind us.
“Red, is that Lark?”
“Yes. She’s finally angry. I wouldn’t want to be the Shadow Walker.” Red swooped down and landed on my shoulder.
“So we ignore what she’s doing and keep going.”
“Probably best.”
Still, that didn’t help with the archway in front of me. Then again, I was an Immune so if there was a spell, I should be able to walk right through with no problem. Should.
“Red, I’ve got to do this on my own, I think the archway is protected by a spell.” In fact, I was sure of it, and didn’t want Red to fly through. For all I knew, the spell went up and over the walls too.
“Not a good idea.”
I glanced at him, frowning. “You want to be fried chicken because you don’t believe I can do this on my own?”
He leapt into the air, the tips of his wings brushing my face. “Fine. But you better tell Lark this was your choice, not mine.”
I strode forward, paused at the archway, and then stepped across the threshold. The tingle of a spell slid over my skin, cooling my temperature to the point I thought I’d been wrong. Maybe I wasn’t going to be Immune to this spell. But the sensation faded and I breathed evenly.
Jonathan turned and slowly looked up at me, his crossed eyes distant, his whole body shaking with whatever affected him.
“Your name is Rylee.”
Surprised, I nodded and walked toward him. “Yes, that’s me. I’ve come to take you home to your parents.”
He shook his head. “They don’t want me. I scare them. But you are in danger.”
I gave him a smile and crouched by his side. His hand was still writing even though he wasn’t looking at it, shaking with a force that made me think his hand had to be cramping up. Creepy. “I’m always in danger; that’s part of my job.”
His eyes latched onto mine, the intensity in them for such a young kid—unnerving.
“You’re going to die.”
What a great way to start introductions.
I did my best to ignore the grave chill of his words. “Listen. Everybody dies, but you have to come with me, right now. I’m here to take you somewhere safe.” I put a hand over his to stop the writing and he went still.
“I can’t go, the Shadow Walker won’t let me.”
Giving him a smile, I tugged him gently to his feet. “Don’t worry about the Shadow Walker, I have a friend helping me with him. Our job is to get you out of here. But we have to hurry.”
He let out a heavy breath and pointed at the book he was writing in. “I need to take this.”
“That’s fine.” I grabbed the book and flipped it shut. Thin with nearly see through paper, it was very light. The outside was bound in a rainbow of scales.
“That’s dragon skin,” Jonathan whispered, his finger tracing down the book.
“Great, let’s go.” Much as I wanted to rescue this kid, he was creeping the hell out of me. I grabbed his hand with mine and dragged him toward the archway.
“No, I can’t go through there it hurts!” He jerked and pulled me backward, shocking me with how strong he was. Damn.
“Well, how else can we get out?”
Red dropped down to my shoulder. “Lark is coming. Wait for her.”
“Yeah, we’ll wait for Lark.”
The small hand in mine began to shake. “Too late, we’re too late. The Shadow Walker is here.”
I turned slowly in the direction Jonathan stared.
A black liquid oozed from the marble walls, sliding downward into a puddle that looked like oil on the sand. “Stay behind me, Jonathan.”
“He won’t hurt me. But you, you he wants to kill.”
I dropped the dragon-skinned book at my feet and took up a defensive stance, my sword ready. Pulse hammering, blood singing in my veins, I couldn’t help the rush of excitement flooding me. I could prove I was strong enough to face down the biggest and baddest of the uglies out there. And now I had my chance.
“We’ll just see about that.”
 
Lark
 
All around me, the marble broke and crumbled. I didn’t hold anything back, just let the power of the Earth flow through me as I destroyed the Shadow Walker’s playground. His creations were buried under the rubble and where I could, I commanded the ground to suck them down and hold them deep below. Every step I took I matched with a flick of my hands, blasting through the material like the finest of silks meeting the katana I’d given Rylee.
After twenty years of pent up power, the flavor of the Earth poured like a heady wine that, instead of quenching my thirst, begged me to drink it down.
To let it loose.
To be the Destroyer as my abilities and temperament had branded me.
Twenty years ago, my world had come apart; everything I believed turned on its head, and every person I thought I could trust turned on me. All I had left was my connection to the Earth, and even that had been taken from me at one point in my past.
Screw. Them. All. I would take on every elemental to prove I was right.
The earth shook and groaned as my power pushed through it. Everything around me bowed to my whims.
The labyrinth cracked and buckled, the walls were materials of earth, and I pulled them apart like ripping seams from fabric. Each chunk I pulled fueled my anger, reminded me of everything that had been taken from me. Of the unjust punishment handed to me, of denying me everything that was rightfully mine, of my loves that had been stolen from my life.
That hurt the most which in turn only made me lash out more.
Emotions ran rampant through my body, surging forward and opening even more power. I felt like a stone crucible thrust under a waterfall to fill, the power spilling out of me, completely out of control like I’d never felt.
Like the Earth had its fill of injustice too. Like the mother goddess had finally given me full reins to take my revenge.
Child, I would never do that. Be wary of how much power you draw in, it will burn you out one day.
I ignored her voice.
The Shadow Walker would either give us the kid, or I would wipe him out like the insignificant bug he was. Next to me, he was nothing, a worm, shit under my boot heels. Distantly, a part of my brain struggled to remind me that while I might survive a total destruction of the Shadow Walker and his minions, Rylee wouldn’t.
Nor would the thousands of humans who walked above ground, oblivious to what lay beneath them.
I wasn’t sure I cared. This moment was a coming home, tasting all the power that was rightfully mine, knowing no one could hurt me. Not anymore. I could be hurt only if I let them.
A small, very small, part of me started to scream this was too much. All this power was not good when I had no way to contain it. The world around me was cracking and pulling apart. My emotions tangled in its raw intensity. With every last piece of strength I had, I fought the deadly seduction the power of the Earth spread through me, the warmth and sense of home, the desire to make things right. The power would take over my soul if I let it, leave me feeling invincible. Let me feel as though no matter what unintentional harm I did, it was justified because it was me.
Pulling back from the power left me feeling like sticky taffy stretched to its limit before breaking. I sucked in a sharp breath.
“Shit.” I gasped for air and slumped to my knees, my head spinning. Too much power, too little practice. But even that wasn’t quite true. This had been more power than I’d ever drawn in before.
Maybe more than any other elemental.
A major problem with so much of an element through your body, you lose yourself to the ecstasy running rampant along nerve endings and synapses.
I tentatively reached for that power again and got… nothing. This was not good. I ran a hand over my head. Burning out the elemental in me was a very bad idea. A tremor raced through me at the thought. Was that what I’d done—blown a fuse?
The earth rumbled lightly under my hand, like a soft laugh. No, I still had my connection to my element, but I sure as hell tapped into something I hadn’t expected. A new entity, one that was most definitely not the earth I knew.
A roar of a Minotaur snapped my head up, erasing all thoughts of the Earth and new entities.
Damn, I’d forgotten about Rylee and the kid. Forcing my legs to move, I focused on blasting a straight line to the center of the labyrinth. Sure, Rylee was strong, but if the Shadow Walker got her first, she wouldn’t stand a chance.
The center of the labyrinth reared up ahead of me and the archway was like a teenager flipping me off. Made of a hardened plastic I knew all too well, I couldn’t affect it the way I’d like. Which meant if I was going through, I’d suffer the pain etched into the arch. Or I could go deep and hope the spell didn’t extend too far underground. Worse though, in the center of the center, Rylee was squared off with the Shadow Walker. No time for niceties.
Going deep it was.
I let the ground soften and I sunk until I was completely covered. For anyone else, it would probably scare the shit out of them. But for me it was taking a dip in the ocean. No problem at all. I swam through the soil, felt the sizzle of the spell above me and then pushed toward the surface. I burst out about ten feet to the side of Rylee and the Shadow Walker.
“Okay, kids, time to shake hands and go our own ways.”
The Shadow Walker, a shadowy figure floating in and out of the corporeal, tipped his head toward me. Black, soulless eyes regarding me, then Rylee, and back to me. “Elemental, you have no jurisdiction here, yet you destroy my home, my creatures, and you come to help this one who would steal the child? A child I have kept safe from the demons that want him? A child who has no one else, so as such I can keep him if I like. He has proved most useful you know. I knew you would come. Just as I know you will die.”
Now that explained the ease of the labyrinth. The Shadow Walker believed he would prevail. He didn’t realize that prophecy, even when fresh, could ripple and shift. Change as people made different choices.
Besides, I had no intention of dying anytime soon.
“Kid doesn’t belong to you.” I stepped closer to Rylee, wanting her behind me.
The Shadow Walker tilted his head so his cheek pressed hard against his shoulder. Disturbing didn’t even begin to cover it.
“Possession is the law in our world, elemental. You know that.” His tongue flicked out. “Besides, the child is better protected here than anywhere else. His abilities are hidden, and there is no one to take advantage of him.”
I didn’t like how logical the walker was being. “Doesn’t matter.”
Yup, totally a good argument on my part.
Rylee shifted on her feet, the katana held in front of her. “He doesn’t seem so fucking tough for a supposed badass. Why are we standing here?”
Oh, that was not a good thing to say. Lesson number one: don’t egg on the guy who can kill you with barely lifting a finger. I lunged for Rylee as the Shadow Walker’s eyes flashed with anger.
But I wasn’t fast enough. His hand shot out and a ribbon of what I knew was black death erupted from his fingers. The magic slammed into Rylee, knocking her backward, and everything in me stilled. She couldn’t die; she was supposed to stand for the world against the demons. Without her, we were all doomed.
I rushed the Shadow Walker, jerking the earth underneath his feet and sending him tumbling to the side as he threw a spell at me, twin to what had taken out Rylee. Going corporeal, he floated above the ground. “Naughty elemental, you shouldn’t be using your powers like that, should you? Most decidedly, you are breaking the rules of your own kind.”
Snarling, I reached for the Earth’s power again this time pulling on the marble walls around us, breaking them up into tiny projectiles. With a flick of my wrist, I threw the small shards, a veritable blanket of armor piercing stone, at the Shadow Walker.
Laughing, he held his hands up in welcome as they flew through him, not doing a piddly-assed bit of damage.
A second spell spun from his hands, this one I didn’t recognize, but I’d heard of it. Draining spells stole magic from others to boost the Shadow Walker’s own abilities. “Shit,” I grunted as I spun on one heel and ran toward the far side of the room.
Rolling, I dodged the spell as it hit the wall, only I didn’t dodge it, not completely. The spell caught the edge of my right hand and bit in deep, drawing my powers like a leech drawing blood. Screaming, I fought to expel the magic, but there was no use to my flailing about. His power dug its claws in and gripped me hard, made me want to vomit. There was a way to break the spell, and it scared the shit out of me.
“Elemental, are you done?” the Shadow Walker called out.
I didn’t like going there, the dark side of me that held all the hurt and pain I’d been handed in my life, especially now that I’d discovered another realm of magic in me. But since he asked, I was bound to answer.
“You’re playing with the wrong elemental, Walker,” I bit out, my voice gritty and thick as I lifted my hands. This time I didn’t tap into just the earth, but something more primal. A side of me that caused so many problems in the past. A side I avoided whenever I could, but I was out of options. Rylee was at least hurt and most likely dead, and I had to get the boy to safety. No matter what the Shadow Walker said, he had his own agenda for the kid’s abilities that were anything but altruistic. The spell the Shadow Walker laid on me curled up and died under the onslaught of the new power surging through me, as if it had never been.
I gripped that dark power inside of me as tightly as I could, and stood, my knees shaking as I strode toward the Shadow Walker. I held the power of complete devastation, the ability to unbind the very essence of matter around me. “You think you are the biggest, baddest, and ugliest out there. But you’re wrong. There is always someone meaner. Someone stronger, and she is about todestroy you.”
His eyes widened as they flicked over me. “Destroyer. I didn’t know it was you.”
“Too late.”
I lifted my hand, and my hair floated around my face, strands tickling my cheeks.
The Shadow Walker bowed his head. “I would rather not face you.”
“Again, too late.” Of course, I thought he was being serious, which meant I didn’t see the shadow detach from the wall behind me. Didn’t see it stalk close.
As I reached out a hand to deal the death blow to the Walker, his minion tackled me from behind, the darkness of its body surrounding me. Taking away my ability to sense where and when I was.
A voice echoed through the black of the shadow holding me. “You dumb ass, you can’t kill her!”
I tried to spin, grabbing for anything solid, panic swallowing my ability to remember what I could do.
Magic rammed into my lungs and stole my air. Unable to breathe, I fell backward, arching my body as I fought to get just a simple lungful. All this for a child I didn’t know and a girl I’d just met. “Forgive me,” I whispered as the power in me readied to unleash. If I was going to die, then the rest were coming with me.
A hand touched my face and the spell, and darkness, dissipated in a single, sweet gulp of air.
Rylee grinned down at me and then winked. “I’ve got this.”
Wait, what the hell? I sat up as Rylee ran to the Shadow Walker, her blade out.
“Piece of shit, you and I have something to discuss.”
His eyes widened and swirled backward. “You are not just a Tracker. My spell, how could you survive?” The Shadow Walker seemed truly befuddled. It wasn’t often that a Walker was denied his ability to kill with the flick of a hand.
Rylee shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.” She lunged at him with the sword, the blade going through the corporeal form. He laughed and then stopped, his hand going to where the blade pierced him.
Lifting it away, blood dripped from his fingers. “Impossible.”
“Holy hell,” I whispered, he was right. That was impossible. Shadow Walkers didn’t have blood to be spilt. How could he be bleeding? Rylee didn’t know, of course, she stepped back and took another swing at him. He dodged the blow, but barely as he staggered to one side. Around us the world erupted in shadows as all his minions swarmed to their master’s aid. Three headed for the young Writer. The kid let out a moan and covered his head, knowing as I did he was done in.
I couldn’t get to him in time. This was turning into a mess of Pompeii proportions.
“Rylee, kill him quickly!” I yelled as I pushed to my feet, stumbling away from the shadow closest to me. It reached for me and I pulled the earth around me in a shower of dirt and rocks, breaking up the shadow’s form. It would work for a moment to keep me safe, but not long enough to get us out alive. I jerked the earth around the kid’s chair and rippled it in a wave, drawing him to me. I grabbed his waist and threw him over my shoulder. I could save the kid now. Maybe.
“Rylee, if you have an idea, now’s the time to implement it!” I yelled as I ran for her side.
She gave me a half grin over her shoulder. “You got it.”
With no more words, she sat on him. Like pinning down an unruly kid.
“How the hell do you think… .” I stopped and looked around. The shadows had faded back to the wall, and the Shadow Walker had gone very still underneath Rylee. Like he truly couldn’t move.
“We’re going to leave now, and we’re taking Jonathan with us. If you are good, I’ll let you have your power back.” She tapped him on the face and by the look in his eyes, she somehow blocked his ability to use magic.
But that wasn’t possible. Unless… unless she was an Immune. Understanding slid over me in a wash. That was why the siren couldn’t spell her the way he’d wanted, why the Shadow Walker’s death spell hadn’t killed her. I didn’t have long though for that realization to sink in.
Red let out a screech. “We have incoming elementals, Lark. You are running out of time.”
“Perfect,” I muttered, icy fear flowing down my back. I’d thought my leaving Death Valley would have gone unnoticed a bit longer. Or at least, I’d been hoping. If my father had sent several elementals after me, that was not good. Only thing worse would be if he’d come himself. Hells bells, I hoped that wasn’t the case, but I wasn’t sticking around to find out. “Rylee, we have to go right now and you have to trust me.”
She leapt off the Shadow Walker, ran to us, and grabbed the kid’s hand as I let him slide from my shoulder.
“My book, please, I can’t leave it behind.” His crossed eyes pleaded with us both. Rylee ran to the table, scooped up a book and then ran back to us.
I took her hand. “Hold your breath as long as you can.”
Rylee nodded and the kid closed his eyes. I held onto them both and prayed to the mother goddess that she would show all three of us mercy. I’d never tried to take anyone with me through the ground, but I needed to get them out and I needed to buy us time.
“Please, let us all get through this, Mother. She is the world’s only hope, and the child deserves a life outside this prison.” I whispered the words, then held my breath, waiting, hoping I truly wouldn’t be forsaken. The air around us tightened and I knew the elementals were close. Maybe we weren’t going to make it out after all.
The ground softened, and the last thing I saw was Rylee’s eyes widen a split second before they slammed shut.
And then earth swallowed us whole.
 









CHAPTER 11
Rylee
I WILL SAY that traveling underground, holding your breath while trying not to freak the fuck out is not as fun as it sounds. Jonathan tugged and pulled at my hand, and I clamped down, knowing I was hurting him. But no way was I letting go. Sand and grit pushed on my face, drove into my nose and ears, and about two seconds before I finally lost it, we burst upward onto a lawn of green grass.
Gasping and choking for air, I rolled to my side. Jonathan was on his knees, coughing and wiping his face, and Lark stood as if this was an every day occurrence. We were outside Caesar’s Palace once more, though I was happy to see we weren’t in the same area where Lark had put Caleb’s body.
“Remind me not to let you make the travel plans again,” I said as I pushed to my feet.
Her lips quirked. “We’ve got to move. The other elementals will be right behind us.”
“Are they hunting us?”
Jonathan grabbed my hand. “I need something to write on. Right now.”
I shook my head. “Not going to happen, kid. Bigger problems than—”
“Here.” Lark took the book out of my hands and gave it to him along with what looked like a piece of charcoal from her bag. He took the charcoal and bent at the waist, using his thighs as a desk.
“I thought we had to move?” I leaned on the tip of the sword, pushing it into the grass at my feet.
“We do. But he’s a writer of prophecy and all their ripples and deviations. When the mood strikes him, he needs to have the tools to write.” With far more patience than I had, she waited and the seconds ticked by. I tapped my foot against the sword, feeling the noose tighten around our necks. Jonathan scribbled words with such intensity his upper body shook, his grip on the charcoal squeezing to the point his fingers indented it. Even though I wanted to help him, he was a creepy, creepy little dude.
Finally, the kid eased off and straightened, a big sigh slipping from him. “Okay, we can go. We will all survive, you know.”
Lark didn’t waste any time. She scooped him up, tucked the dragon-skinned book into her bag, and then motioned with her head for me to follow her. We ran to the road, the traffic far heavier than when we’d gone in. Crossing to the other side, it was only a matter of minutes and we were on the back of a big truck speeding out of Las Vegas.
The wind pulled my words away, but Lark heard me. “What about Red?”
“He’ll be fine. He didn’t break any rules.”
“But you did.”
She nodded, her eyes hooded, and I thought maybe I saw a spark of fear. If Lark was afraid, that was not good. Not good at all.
Jonathan scooted across the deck on his butt, closer to Lark. “What are they going to do to you?”
She leaned against the cab of the truck and closed her eyes. “The oubliette awaits me.”
I didn’t know what that was, but by the way her voice cracked, the punishment was bad. “All because you helped a kid?”
“And ignored a demon. And ignored my boundaries. And used the full extent of my abilities. All of which are big no-nos in my world at the moment.”
I frowned, trying to understand. “But it was for the good. You didn’t hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it.”
She let out a bitter laugh. “Doesn’t work that way in my world, kid.”
I bristled. “I’m not a kid and fuck it all, it should work that way.”
“Life isn’t fair, Rylee. Especially not when you try to buck the system that wants to control you.” Her eyes opened slowly and she looked straight at me, as if seeing through me. “I’m betting that whoever they’ve sent after us will wipe your memory. But try to remember this. The world will beat the hell out of you if you let it, I know from experience. But I wouldn’t trade any of the choices I’ve made. Because in the end, I have to live with myself. Same as you have to live with yourself. Always follow your heart. No matter who tries to convince you otherwise.”
I swallowed hard, for some reason a lump formed in my throat. “They aren’t going to kill you, are they?”
Jonathan scooted closer to Lark until his head was on her shoulder. “No, they can’t kill her. She needs to be at the final battle too.”
His words trickled down my spine setting off a sense of déjà vu that I couldn’t shake. “What battle?”
“Don’t worry about it.” Lark tipped her head back and stared at the sky. “It’s a ways off yet. Years away.”
That didn’t really soothe me, didn’t make me feel better. Instead, the anxiety of the unknown only grew. Not that I could do a thing about it. Jonathan went to sleep against Lark and she seemed to be sleeping too, though I doubted she actually was. So I stood guard, watching for signs of something chasing us. Hoping that maybe we’d made it out without detection and knowing more than likely we were in deep shit.
Giselle was right, I shouldn’t have gone off on my own.
 
Lark
 
The truck took us to the outskirts of Death Valley, close enough that I knew Rylee and Jonathan could keep up, even with the scorching heat.
Rylee leaned down and popped one side of the trucks tires with the sword, forcing him to the side of the road. Beauty of the sword, it not only didn’t break, but it didn’t get pulled from her hand either despite the force of the pull on it. The three of us hopped off the flat deck, while the driver cursed and yelled, not even seeing us with the camouflage I wrapped around all of us. Last thing we needed was the local law enforcement to show up and put their noses into our business.
“You live here?” Jonathan squeaked out, already turning into the twelve-year-old he should have been, shedding the mantle of a Writer. At least for the moment. I looked around, trying to see the place as he would. Barren, desolate, a few scrub brushes here and there, bright blue sky and heat that sizzled off the ground in waves. Yeah, it wasn’t exactly what you’d call ‘homey’.
“Trust me,” I said, crossing onto the hard packed earth and off the pavement. “It wasn’t my idea.”
They followed me into the desert, and while neither complained, I saw they were having a hard time.
Not that it mattered to Rylee, she kept up her litany of questions as we walked.
“How many elementals are there?”
“A lot.”
She paused. “No, I mean how many variations?”
“Five.”
She kept pace with me, sweat dripping from her jaw line. “I get the four basics, earth, air, fire, water, but what’s the fifth?”
That was where things got tricky, I didn’t want to tell her too much. “Spirit.”
“What the hell can spirit do?”
Suddenly, I didn’t want to talk anymore, because for one thing, I knew in my heart she was going to get her memory wiped clean, but the other part was I didn’t think it was time yet for her to understand. Lucky for me, we were interrupted.
Or maybe, not so lucky.
The wind picked up at the same time the ground began to shake. Two barely visible figures appeared ahead of us. One was a solid form I knew all too well, his long beard and sad brown eyes flicking over me with a true sorrow only a parent could possess for a child gone wrong. The other was not so soft, at least not in temperament. A wind elemental I didn’t recognize and who was likely looking forward to pitting himself against me. Looking to build a reputation by taking down the ‘Destroyer’. Damn, there were days I really hated that title.
“Hang on.” I grabbed Jonathan, keeping him from falling to his knees. Rylee braced her legs and put a hand in front of her face to keep the sand from blowing in her eyes. I just stood and waited.
What I didn’t count on was Rylee, or her fierce loyalty. Though I shouldn’t have been surprised. Elle had been the same way. Trackers, for all their foul mouths, were as loyal as they came.
“You nasty fuckers, you can’t take Lark!” She fought to get in front of me, placing herself between me and them, the sword held up over her head, the blade glinting in the bright sunlight.
My father, King Ghobe, gave Rylee a nod. “I hear you, Blood of the Lost, but she has brought this on herself.”
Rylee shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. She was in the right. Where were you asshats when a kid needed to be saved?”
I put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t. Just don’t. You can’t save me from this.”
Her shoulder tensed and her muscles bunched as the wind elemental drew close. Without warning, she leapt, using the momentum of the storm they’d stirred and slashed out at the elemental. She caught him below his left knee, taking his leg.
The wind died and the elemental dropped to the ground, writhing in pain as blood pumped out of him. Shit, the weapon I’d given her was stronger than I realized if it could actually damage an elemental. My father went to his companion’s side and laid a hand on him, healing the wound. Or at least, closing it off.
“Larkspur, you are creating things you shouldn’t… again.” His eyes lifted to mine and again, I wilted. If he’d been angry, or raging, I could deal. But disappointment was the worst thing he could have offered me.
“She needs the sword. You know who she is,” I said softly, keeping a hand on Jonathan.
He strode forward, flicked his hand, and the earth swallowed Rylee in a gulp, right to her chin. “That as it may be,” he ignored her yelling at him, “she doesn’t need it right now. She doesn’t have the control; she has yet to face the trial that will ready her to be able to use it properly.”
Hellfire, he was right, but I didn’t like it; I changed the subject. “And the boy needs to be somewhere safe.”
“Already taken care of. The Sylphs, and Samara will protect him. They will train him.” He motioned toward the fallen elemental. “Channing will take him to his new home.”
Channing, the first elemental I’d ever known with a deformity (and even though I’d seen it happen, I was still stunned), stood and used the air to buffer himself.
“I should kill that human for this,” he snarled, waving at his missing leg.
It was my turn to stand in. I put myself between Channing and Rylee. “You really want to see which one of us is stronger? It’s out of respect for my father that I haven’t leveled you. Channing.” I couldn’t help the smirk on my face. No doubt he thought he could pass off ‘Channing’ as his given name and not some name he’d chosen in hopes of impressing ladies. What a douche.
His face slowly darkened and he lifted his hands. Seriously, he was going to pick a fight in front of my father? That was an air elemental for you.
But I welcomed it. I wanted to throw his ass into the ground and beat the smug superiority out of him. He flexed his fingers and the wind picked up again.
Oh yeah, now we were talking.
“Jonathan, get back.”
He pulled the dragon scale book out of my shoulder pack and ran to crouch beside Rylee where she had fought her way almost out of the earth, her arms and chest free of the hot sand. That in itself was impressive. “Kick his ass, Lark,” she growled.
“Oh, I plan to.”
Except, I should have taken into account that my father was standing right there. As good as I was, my father was more experienced and he knew how to stop me. My legs were incased in stone in a matter of seconds, and I never saw it coming. The material grew and wrapped around my entire lower body before the top burst into vines that wrapped my arms tightly and stopped me from moving.
“Larkspur. For breaking your conditions, you will be placed in an oubliette for an unknown quantity of time.” Again, the sorrow was heavy in his voice, but this time it just pissed me off.
“You know I did the right thing!” I yelled at him, fighting the bonds around me, but the Earth ignored me for my father.
This must happen, child. You are nor forsaken. The mother goddess whispered through my mind but it didn’t soften what was about to happen.
He was king, even if I was stronger than him. I’d forfeited my rights to take the throne and once again, I was paying the consequences.
“Right is not the question. You have disobeyed me. For the last time.” Now there was a bite to his words and it flared my own anger.
“Right is the question! This world would be in a better place if the elementals got off their asses and—” The rest of my words were choked off as the vine curled around my neck and mouth. I rolled my eyes to Rylee, saw the anger in her, the desire to strike out. I bit through the vines. “Find me, Rylee.”
And then the ground opened and took me.
 





 



CHAPTER 12
Rylee
“YOU CAN’T DO this,” I snarled, pulling myself the rest of the way out of the dirt and lifting my sword as the ground gave a final burp and Lark completely disappeared. Her words rang in my ears, settled into my bones. I would find her. I would Track her and get her out of whatever the hell the oubliette was.
Her father eyed me. “You have to leave now, Blood of the Lost. It is not your time.” He flicked his hand at me and the sword leapt from my fingers and raced toward him. He took it and tucked it to disappear under his shirt.
“What the hell?” I stood stunned at how fast things were going downhill.
“I will take the child as well. You can be assured he will be safe. He is no more human than you and does not belong in their world.”
“His parents are looking for him. They deserve closure.”
The elemental shook his head. “No, his parents are long dead, his foster parents are the ones he was taken from. They will not miss him seeing as they were trying to sell him.” My jaw dropped with that little revelation, as the elemental continued to stare at me. ‘’There are many forces that would use this child and his abilities. We must keep him as neutral as possible, unlike the Shadow Walker and others who would try to bend him to their will.”
It hit me that Caleb was likely one of those the elemental was talking about. In my gut, I knew he’d been using me to find Jonathan and I’d fallen for it. Probably for that fucking vampire he’d mentioned. Even so, that didn’t mean the kid had to go with the elemental, no matter how close I’d come to being the siren’s lackey.
Lark’s father started toward us, and I pushed Jonathan back, but he resisted.
“It’s okay, Rylee. I will go with them. I’ll see you again.” The kid stepped around me and walked toward the elementals. The one I’d cut the leg off scooped up Jonathan and was in the air before I could say or do anything.
And then it was just me and Lark’s father, the King.
“You shouldn’t punish her; she saved us both, you know.”
He let out a heavy sigh, his beard trembling. “She has the heart of a lion, but it is not for elementals to interfere. I have been lenient with her in the past because of the pain she’s been through. But I can’t afford to be lenient any longer.”
“She shouldn’t be punished.” I knew I sounded like a broken record, but nothing I could say would bring her back. I knew it and it already ate at me.
“One day, perhaps things will be different. But for now, this is how it must be. Go home, Tracker, Blood of the Lost, savior of the world. Go home and forget you were ever here, that you ever met Lark. That you ever heard of elementals.”
His words bounced around in my head like metal ping pongs and I dropped to my knees, the words slamming into my brain. My composure shattered as the pain spiked, driving deep into me, and I fought to keep at least something of Lark with me.
“I will find you,” I whispered. My knees ached, and I slowly lifted my head and lowered my hands from ears. Who was I supposed to find?
A small plant caught my eye, struggling to grow in the desert, though how it grew at all in Death Valley in that heat was beyond me. A deep, indigo blue stalk of flowers beckoned to me. In the center of each flower rested a pale splash that resembled a splotch of paint. I reached over and plucked one of the flowers from the stalk, the dainty petals drooped but it was still alive.
I frowned at it. I didn’t know flowers, or plants for that matter, but I knew what this was. “Larkspur.”
The name sunk into me and I tucked the flower behind one ear. “Larkspur.”
All around me was desert, but in the distance the sound of vehicles beckoned. How did I end up in Death Valley? I knew I’d come here for a reason, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. Was I going crazy?
Again, I put a hand to my head and let out a slow breath, trying to force my brain to tell me what I was missing. Only thing was, I couldn’t recall the last day at all. I’d come to Las Vegas, looking for a kid… the image of the missing child poster hit me hard and I Tracked Jonathan.
Nothing.
Like he never existed.
My shoulders slumped and I fought tears that welled up in me. I’d lost the kid. Giselle was right, I wasn’t ready to be out on my own.
Putting one foot in front of the other, I started toward where I heard vehicles. The heat seared the tears from my face as I trudged along the barren landscape.
But no matter how hard I tried to pull up the events of the last day, I got nothing. The last thing I remembered was walking down the Vegas strip with Caleb, Tracking Jonathan… after that, nothing. Damn it, what happened to me?
Finding a ride into Vegas was easy enough and I headed straight for the parking lot where we left Caleb’s motorbike. With the way my luck had been turning, I didn’t expect it to be there.
The bike, miraculously, was still there and I had an hour before the parking time was up on it. Of course, I vaguely recalled that Caleb paid something ridiculous like a full day. So had I been gone twenty four hours? I shook my head. No time to think about it, I had an hour to find Caleb.
I Tracked him, and like Jonathan, got nothing back. What the fuck was going on?
I started toward the historical Freemont Street. Maybe the ogre I’d met could fill me in. I found him on his break and when he saw me, the big blue dude scooped me up into a bear hug like I was a long lost friend. “Rylee, how did it go?”
As he set me down, I stared up at him. He really was nothing like what I’d been told ogres could be. “I was hoping you could help me. You hear anything in the pipeline about weird things happening?”
He tugged me out of the crowd that surged around us. “Heard something went down around Caesar’s Palace. Something with a siren and an elemental. Wouldn’t have anything to do with you? Siren was supposed to be a good looking guy helping out a Tracker.”
My jaw dropped. Caleb was a siren? “What happened to the siren?”
“Elemental wiped the floor with him. Of course, that’s just the rumor.”
Blinking, I tried to put the pieces together in my head, but even hearing them and knowing I was probably right there when it happened, I couldn’t remember a single fucking thing. Damn it.
I stayed with Dox for the hour remaining on the parking space, let his good nature and quick jokes soothe the raging frustration flowing in my veins. Not remembering things pissed me off to no end, and worse, I felt like I’d not only let the kid down, but someone else too. Someone who needed me.
“Larkspur,” I whispered, fingering the flower tucked behind my ear. Somehow it all came down to that damn flower. But how could a flower help me understand what I was missing?
It couldn’t, and that was the worst part. Reluctantly, I left Dox with a promise to visit him again.
“Rylee, you got enough money to get home?”
I shrugged and turned away, but he grabbed my arm. “Here, take my tips. They should get you most of the way back.” With a wink he slipped a wad of bills into my hand and then turned back to his customers.
Squeezing the money in my hand, I knew I’d found a good friend. I only hoped I would get the chance to make good on my promise and see him again.
That would be if Giselle didn’t kill me for doing exactly what she didn’t want me to—go on a salvage on my own, and royally screw it up. Sighing, I hopped on the bike and slid my helmet over my head.
I’d lost the kid, lost Caleb, and lost most of my hard earned money on a salvage that was a complete and total bust. Then there was that niggling urge to find someone else. Someone important.
A soft voice whispered up and around me, a breath on the wind.
Find me, Rylee.
If only I could. If only I knew who I was supposed to find.
 
Lark
 
The darkness was complete, the oubliette a total black out. The walls were made of plastic of all things, and it stuck to my bare skin as the sweat poured off me. Barely big enough for me to lie in a fetal position, the oubliette had been made especially for me. By the one person who knew my fears better than any other. The only solace I had was the fact I’d done the right thing. I knew I had. Even if it cost me my freedom and my ability to touch the deep powers in me.
The Writer was safe, the Tracker was on her way to becoming the person who would stand against the evil that was coming.
“Find me, Rylee,” I whispered into the dark, hoping Earth would take that final plea to her. “Find me.”
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