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CHAPTER 1
 
I USED TO KNOW myself. I was a Tracker, a finder of missing children, a righter of wrongs. I have battled demons, monsters, and Elementals in order to keep my family and friends, and even the world, safe. I have lost those I loved, all to keep this world intact and free of the darkness. 
I am feared for my fighting ability and my hair-trigger anger. 
And now . . .
“Get me a fucking diaper. I’m all out!” I yelled as I held the squirming baby ogre to the change table. His light blue legs kicked playfully as he giggled and laughed. One peek was all I needed to call for backup. His diaper was full of a bright green shit that I had no idea how he’d managed. How could it possibly be neon green? Even six months into caring for three ogre babies, I was still learning the ropes as to what to expect. For all I knew, neon green shit that smelled like death in an outdated tuna can was normal. 
They hadn’t eaten anything even remotely close to what I was seeing in his diaper, at least not in color. A waft of putrid fumes floated up my now extra-sensitive nose and I gagged to the side while still trying to hang onto the squealing little guy. He laughed harder with each gag, as though I were doing it on purpose. “Not funny, Kav,” I managed between dry heaves. 
Damn, this was one of the downsides to having senses keyed in overdrive. I shied away from those thoughts, away from the reality of what I was now. 
As long as I didn’t think about it too much, I could pretend nothing had changed. Sure, to the outside world I could say the words “I’m a daywalking vampire,” but to me, what I was really saying was “I’m officially a monster. A bad guy.” It didn’t really matter that Doran and Faris turned out to be good guys. I just couldn’t reconcile myself with the creature I was. 
“Kav . . .hold still . . .please.” I had to be careful how much pressure I had on him. I was still figuring out the limits of my strength, or lack thereof. The last thing I wanted was to hurt one of the babies because I made a quick grab to stop them from doing something. 
More and more, I’d been pulling back, keeping myself from helping as much even while I longed to hold them. 
What if I hurt one of them? Accident or not, I would never forgive myself. Perhaps it would have been better if I died in order to close the Veil with my life rather than Alex. The pain of watching my daughter and the children I’d adopted in my heart, not touching and holding them. . . it tore at my heart, tore at my soul. They’d been everything I fought for.
I had one hand on his hip, holding the diaper closed, seeing as he’d ripped off the tabs, and the other hand on one of his shoulders to keep him from squirming. What that really meant was his hands and feet were free to flail about, grabbing at anything and everything. The diaper cream, the baby powder, clean clothes stacked to one side. His reach was long enough to touch pretty much anything he spotted on the table. His fingers grabbed at the edge of the diaper, tugging it out from under his bum. Panic wrapped around me. I did not want to wipe neon green shit off the walls. Again. 
“Liam, hurry!”
Big blue eyes blinked up at me, as innocent and trusting as ever. He smiled, soft and gentle, and I saw his father’s smile, his father’s eyes. Ah, that hurt as much as anything. I so badly missed those we’d lost. Dox, Giselle, Erik, Milly, Blaz, and of course, Alex. That was only the start of the list of those who’d been snatched far too early from my life—at the time when I needed them more than ever as I navigated my new life. 
A diaper was thrust into my line of vision as Kav, a cheeky grin wrapping over his lips, ripped a chunk of his diaper off. 
“Here,” Liam said.
He grabbed the wipes, and pulled a few out, handing them to me as needed. More than the usual two or three as I fought to keep the worst of the shit from spreading. From the two cribs behind us the other four, yeah, four, babies gurgled and laughed. At least, they weren’t screaming. 
“Never thought this was how things would end up,” Liam said, his blue eyes twinkling, reminding me all too much of Faris. I drew a breath and instantly regretted it as I dry heaved and Kav giggled, reaching for a strand of my hair that dangled within his reach.
“Damn, what the hell have they been eating?” I grumbled.
“Whatever they want, you know that. It’s like they’re teenagers already.” Liam scooped Kav into his arms now that he was changed and clean, and held him on his hip. The ogre babe leaned his head on Liam’s chest, yawned and stuffed both thumbs in his mouth, sucking loudly. I wiped the last of the neon green poop from the changing table, the edge of the wall, and then washed my hands in the bathroom. 
Bam and Rut, the two violet ogres and remainder of the triplets, had curled up in their crib and babbled softly to one another. Liam lowered Kav to them and the three babies wound around one another. 
I took a blanket off the edge of the crib, one my grandmother made, and covered them. Each smiled up at me, but it was Kav who held my eyes the longest as he slowly fell asleep. Almost as if he couldn’t bear to not look at me, as if he wanted nothing more than to fall asleep with me there at the side of his crib. Little bugger knew how to tug at my heart strings already. No different than his father, Dox.
The thought of my friend sent another wave of sadness through me. He’d never meet his son, never hold him. My heart did a funny little twist, one of pain and gratitude all rolled into one unnamable emotion I didn’t want to overly examine.
“Look at you, all mushy, you big mean daywalker.” Liam kissed the side of my face and I leaned into him for a moment, letting my guard down. Times like this, I could hear the influence Faris had on Liam’s thought processes. The mockery was mild, and softened by Liam’s temperament. But he never would have even thought to tease me like that before. That was Faris’s department; push my buttons ‘til I wanted to strangle him. I didn’t mind, and I certainly never said anything to Liam. I wasn’t sure he wanted to know he’d changed as much as he had. 
I pulled away from him, maybe a little harder than I meant to. He frowned and opened his mouth to question me. I ignored him and stepped to the second crib. We’d tried separating all babies into their own beds, but that hadn’t gone well per the solid screaming beyond deafening. Ten minutes was all I’d been able to manage before I broke and put them together. They’d cooed up at me as if to ask how foolish I could be as to separate them. 
The three ogre babies got one oversized crib my grandfather John made by hand, and Marcella and Zane got a normal sized crib to share. 
I leaned over the edge of the second crib and brushed a hand over Zane’s head first. His dark brown hair had begun to curl at the bottom edges that all but begged to be touched. The silky strands were just like his mother’s. He sucked away happily on a bright green pacifier, his eyes closed as his breathing deepened into sleep. Marcella, on the other hand, reached for me. 
I bit my lower lip, my fangs brushing against the skin. 
“Rylee, it’s safe,” Liam said, and a spurt of anger snapped through me. 
“Don’t. Just don’t. You have no idea what I’m dealing with.”
Before I could change my mind, I scooped Marcella up and held her tightly to me as she wrapped tiny arms around my neck. At fourteen months, she wasn’t the youngest of the five, but she was the smallest. That being said, she’d already learned how to keep the boys from bowling her over and taking advantage of the fact she was so much smaller. 
A few well-placed bites, and hard shoves that spoke of her already growing strength had tumbled them ass over teakettles. Her defense had done the trick and the triplets all watched themselves around her, being careful not to be too rough. Zane, on the other hand, she tolerated with a degree that spoke of the tight bond they’d formed in their first year of life. From the beginning, they’d been together, a pair more like twins than mere siblings. 
“Mama,” she whispered and I closed my eyes, melting more than a little, drawing the smell of her hair into me. There was a hint of lilacs and spring air under the baby powder. They’d played outside all morning tuckering themselves out as they’d rolled in the grass and dug in the dirt. 
Tense as a high-strung wire, I kissed her gently, making sure my newly acquired fangs stayed well within my mouth. 
“Ella, time for a nap.” Liam held his hands out and I gave her to him. He kissed her and put her down with Zane, covering them both with a soft blanket. She curled up to her adopted brother and he slung an arm around her. 
We crept out of the room and shut the door behind us with a soft click.
“Good God, thank you for naptime.” Liam strode down the hall into the living room. His living room to be fair. We had set up at his house in Bismarck. This past six months after the battle had been about adjusting to life. But at the rate the triplets were growing, we wouldn’t be able to stay forever. There just wasn’t room for five small children, two adults, and one teenage witch. 
I cringed thinking of Pamela’s mood swings. Some of it was her age and some was the fact she was a witch. “Is it bad I’m glad Pam is out on a job with Marco?” They were scoping the country for other supernaturals that had survived, which to me was fairly safe. Between the decimation of the supernatural population and Pamela’s strength as a witch, I wasn’t worried about her. Okay, maybe a little, but that was habit more than anything. 
Liam shook his head. “You read my mind. And no, it’s not bad. She needs to be busy so she doesn’t get bogged down in her teenage angst.”
Liam flopped onto the couch, closed one eye and crooked a finger at me. 
I shook my head and rubbed my hands up and down my arms. “I think not.”
A lopsided grin rolled across his mouth and my eyes traced it, as my heart notched up more than a few beats. I wanted him, the way I’d always wanted him. But I was . . . afraid wasn’t the right word. 
Ashamed. Liam was my main donor, the one I drank from. Except I hadn’t allowed myself to bite him. We had a system where he used an IV and siphoned blood into a flask for me a few times a week. 
So far, I’d kept him at bay with the realities of being a new family. He was exhausted at the end of the day and I let him think I was too, even though that wasn’t the case. I could sleep, but I didn’t need much, and I didn’t get tired like I once had. I was afraid of the loss of control that came with passion. What if I hurt him? What if I lost my mind and tried to drain him dry? There was no Faris, a well-controlled vampire, living inside my head with me. Just me and all these new and terrifying urges.
I forced myself to crawl onto the couch beside him, wading through the anxiety. He tugged me close and I stretched out next to him so we were chest to chest. I couldn’t even look at him. He tucked a finger under my chin and tipped my face up. “Talk to me. You’ve been avoiding me, avoiding touching the babies and it’s getting worse day by day. What’s going on inside that head of yours?”
The words stuck in my throat because I wasn’t sure of them myself. Like they were words that weren’t really me. Weren’t mine. But they were at the same time. How . . . how did I live knowing I was a vampire, that I needed others to sustain my life? Unlike humans, it wasn’t like I could decide to become vegetarian. It was human blood, supernatural blood, or nothing at all. Not exactly a lot of options out there. 
“I was there, Rylee. I was with Faris when he fed. I know the desires running through you and the conflict that goes with them.”
I jerked in his arms and he held onto me, pinning me to him. He did a quick roll so I was under him, his face right in mine. Damn him. Like always, he saw through me, saw through to the core of the problem.
“Let me go,” I bit out.
“No, not until you talk to me.”
“There’s nothing to say. I am what I am and it’s going to cost me.” There. I’d said it. 
He frowned and tipped his head to one side. “What do you mean? Cost you?”
I clamped my lips shut and looked away as the fear and frustration built in my chest. How did I get him to understand it wasn’t just the feeding? It was the darkness that had begun to build around me, the anger becoming wildly unpredictable. The terror that I was becoming a creature I’d always fought in the past. That whatever made me a vampire was taking me from who I truly was. 
That I was losing myself. I struggled to get away from him, but his strength matched mine. As a Guardian, he was harder to kill than I was.
“Did you decide if you are going to help that family?” His change of subject slowed my struggles. 
I frowned, thinking. “I want to.” 
“I hear a but.”
“I’m not a Tracker anymore. That last girl, she was an easy salvage. Her dad already knew where she’d been headed and we knew her boyfriend had been talking about the two of them running away. If the dad had picked up the phone and called a friend or two of hers, he’d have found them without me.” 
I shifted and sunk unintentionally deeper into the couch. I wanted so badly to tuck my head against his shoulder, to have that comfort I’d had in the past. But what if I hurt him? “Fuck, I want to help. But what happens when I say I’ll help, only to find myself at a dead end? I’m not a cop, Liam. I’ve not been trained to find missing people, to dig out clues and follow the damn breadcrumb trail. I cheated and skipped the bread crumbs. I can’t do that now.”
He ran a hand over my head to the back of my neck where he tried to massage some of the tension away. “You haven’t slept since you were asked. And you’ve been moody as hell.”
“I’m always moody,” I snapped. 
“Moodier,” he amended with a wink. “I think you have to try. I know you want to.”
I didn’t like where this was going. The conversation felt like he was trying to subtly get rid of me. That maybe he didn’t want me around the babies either. Did he think I would hurt them? My heart pounded. I didn’t want to leave them. But what if that was best? 
“And the babies? You think you can handle five on your own?” I was stalling. We both knew it.
“I can get Daisy to help. She loves Marcella and Zane as if they were her own.” He was right. She was half human, half troll, and had been Marcella’s wet nurse while I’d gone into battle with Orion and his demon army. It had been sheer luck we’d found her after everything had settled, and of course, we’d brought her to Bismarck to be close. Just in case. Liam pressed his head to mine so our noses brushed one another. “Am I wrong? Do you not want to go?”
I closed my eyes, listening to my gut. My instincts had never turned me the wrong direction and this time, they were all but screaming at me. 
Run the fuck away, Rylee. Run away so you don’t hurt them. Use the salvage as a way out. As a way to protect those I loved the most from the danger closest to me.
Which was why I’d been doing my best to ignore my instincts in the vain hope they’d shut the fuck up and leave me alone for once. I lied to him, for the first time in a long time, I kept the truth to myself.
“This kid is calling to me. The others,” and there had been other requests for Rylee Adamson, rescuer of children, to help, “they didn’t need me. This one does.”
He kissed me, and I tensed at first. But if I was truly leaving . . . and this was my last kiss with him . . .I let myself fall into his love, the one place I’d always been safe. The one place I’d always belonged. He broke it off, grunting as he put a tongue to his lip . . . where I’d pierced him with a fang. A drop of blood beaded and I fought not to lean forward and lick it off. My jaw tightened and I wriggled out from under him.
He sat up. “Then go. We’ll be okay here. You know that.”
I got off the couch, turned to walk away, but he took my hand, caressing it between his. “Find yourself, Rylee.”
His words stunned me into stillness, and I shook under the knowledge that he knew me perhaps better than I knew myself. I still asked, though. “What do you mean?”
“You lost a piece of yourself in the battle, and it wasn’t just Alex or your lineage. Something . . . only you can find. I think this is your chance to do that. And when you do, come home. But make it quick,” he stood and kissed me again, a fierce demanding kiss I couldn’t deny, “because I want to hold you in my arms, in our bed, and know you are happy there. That you want to be there with me.”
I turned from him. I couldn’t hold back the tears as I strode away. “I will always want to be with you.” 
He was right. Something was missing in me. But unlike him, I didn’t have much hope I would find it. I worried instead I would find that dark side of me swelling up, taking over what and who I was piece by piece until I was nothing but a blood sucking demon. 
There was no arguing with me on that either. Doran had tried. I pointed out that he hadn’t stayed with his family when he’d been newly turned, that he hadn’t had to learn his control while he had his hands on those he loved. That had shut him up. 
It was hard to have hope when such a large piece of my heart had been ripped away when I’d lost so much. “Let’s get my shit together, and then get Daisy over here. Snack time is in less than an hour and then you’re going to be wishing I’d stayed.” I said the words I was supposed to but didn’t really feel them. Liam was right, I wanted to run away, to escape the feeling I was not good enough. That I didn’t fit in this family, this pack, anymore. 
In a matter of minutes, I had a bag put together. The process kept my mind from dwelling on the things that drove me. Nothing extraordinary, just the usual weapons, a few spell bombs Pamela had been working on, an extra set of clothes, a flask full of Liam’s blood. I swallowed hard as the saliva worked up in my mouth at the thought of his blood, the distinct flavor that gave me a high, an almost orgasmic experience every time I put it on my tongue. 
I struggled to get past the sudden gag reflex; that was the old me, revolted at the thought of drinking down my husband. Blood as a source of energy wasn’t really something I was cool with. I could still eat food and drink normal things. But it was blood that gave me the boost, strength, and power of a vampire. The blood that allowed me to do all sorts of freaky assed things like climb buildings and use influence on people. (That’s the charm shit that vampires did, but no one outside of vampires and daywalkers was supposed to know the term). 
Worse though was that it was beyond addictive. I could pretend all I wanted, but the desire for blood was something I couldn’t get away from. I’d not told Doran. What would I say? I love blood and fucking can’t stop wanting it? And he’d say welcome to being a vampire.
I snorted and finished packing my bag. I grabbed a picture of the eight of us taken a short time before. Liam, Pamela, me, and the five babies. We were smiling, all of us, but I could see it in my face. Fighting for control.
I stuffed the picture into my bag, then walked down the hall. I peeked in on the babies, ran a hand over each tiny head, pressing my fingers to my lips and then theirs. A year ago, there was no way I would’ve believed I’d be raising not only my own child, but four more. And that I’d love each of them as if I’d given birth to them. I told myself I would be back. That I wasn’t leaving them. 
But I was so afraid I was lying to myself, hiding from the truth that the darkness would take me, and I would hurt those I love in a fit of blood lust. That I would drain them and wake satiated next to their tiny lifeless bodies. The image was all too real and terrifying to me.
I backed out as Kav opened his eyes. Blue eyes, blue as a summer sky and just as bright, watched me go. He raised a hand and wiggled his fingers at me before he cuddled deeper into his brothers’ arms. I would not cry. I wouldn’t.
I headed to the kitchen, looking for my keys. On the fridge was a piece of paper with an address and name on it. The address is what I focused on. Burnside was across town. I pulled the paper off and tucked it into my jacket. “Where are my keys?”
Liam tossed me a set I didn’t recognize at first. “Try not to wreck it.”
I frowned at him. “It’s mine. I’ll do what I like to it.”
He rolled his eyes and ran a hand through his short blond hair. “Try. It’s brand new. I’d like to keep it that way for a while.”
I grimaced, grabbed my swords from where they hung at the back door and slid the sheath over my head. Liam helped me settle it on and handed me my weapons. I didn’t slide them into the sheaths, not for driving. 
“I love you, Rylee. No matter what you are, no matter where you go, this will always be home.”
“Yeah, you have to say that. Married, remember?”
He grabbed me and tugged me in tightly for a hard kiss that left me breathless. Which is saying something for a daywalker.
“Go find that kid. Find what you need to find for yourself. And get home to the babies and me. I don’t want you gone a minute longer than you have to.”
The banter between us was as familiar as ever and made it easier to pretend I wasn’t running away.
“Maybe I’ll go for a longer trip. You’ll appreciate me more,” I called over my shoulder. 
His laughter followed me. “And let you have all the fun? I think not.”
All the fun. Yeah, there was that aspect of the life we led. Even I could admit it. Though how we lived, was at times, hard and death defying, and we’d lost friends and loved ones. There was an element of something else, too. 
A sense of excitement that caught hold of me even in my deepest moments of fear, even in my moment of uncertainty about the future. I gripped the edge of my jacket with one hand and my bag with the other. 
 “I’m coming for you, kid,” I whispered, a sense of déjà vu settling over me. “Hang on.”
 
 





CHAPTER 2
 
MY NEW RIDE was . . . wait for it . . . a Jeep. I ran my hands over the slick dark blue metal. The newest model, all the bells and whistles, right down to the GPS tracking program I could tap into if I got lost or was in an accident. I slid into the leather driver’s seat and clipped on the seatbelt. There wasn’t a single scratch on the Jeep, inside or out. Liam had it delivered the day before. I’d not even had a chance to drive it, yet. 
I didn’t ask where he’d gotten the money for the vehicle, and really it didn’t matter. I trusted he hadn’t stolen the money. No matter how much of Faris he carried around inside his head, he would never be anything other than a good guy. Always the cop out to see justice served and make sure the bad guys were taken care of. He just didn’t have it in him to go to the dark side. 
I winced. One more reason I didn’t share with him my thoughts. He’d survived his stint with Faris, of all people, influencing him. 
I put the key in the ignition. Nothing happened, the engine didn’t even try to turn over. I twisted the key again and the lights on the dash flickered once, twice, and then went out. “Motherfucker.” I slapped the steering wheel and got out, disappointed and irritated at the same time. This was the problem with a newer vehicle. Too many electronics for my supernatural aura to mess around with and make things decide just to fuck off in the middle of working. 
“Test drive next time, Liam,” I grumbled. “Always test drive.” He was still learning the ropes. I couldn’t be that upset. 
I walked over to a vehicle with a bright blue tarp thrown over it. I grabbed one edge and yanked it off. My Jeep, the one I’d had for years. The black paint was scuffed and sides dented, the back windshield was gone, the front was cracked like a spider’s web on speed. The door screeched in protest as I slid into the driver’s side. The scent of wet wolf hit my nose as if Alex were still sitting with me, staring at me with big golden eyes and his tongue hanging out. 
If that were the case, maybe I’d not be where I was. I knew Alex was a huge part of my heart. He’d helped me find the softness I’d needed no matter how bad things seemed.
Then again, maybe he was with me. The thought gave me pause. The Veil was closed to the seventh level, to where the demons were kept. But that didn’t mean Alex was trapped there. 
“I wish you were here, buddy.”
I almost thought I heard a soft woof in response. Almost. 
I jammed my key in the ignition a little harder than necessary and backed the Jeep out of the driveway, spinning the wheel fast in one direction to get turned around. 
I wanted to believe that the sooner I left, I would be back. I stared at the house and saw Liam in the window, Marcella in his arms. I could see her eyes focus on me, so dark, just like her father’s had been when I first met him. He lifted a hand and she mimicked him. 
Liam was right. I had to find myself, to find my place in this world, whatever it took. That sense of purpose rolled through me and I straightened in my seat. “I will come back. Somehow. I promise you.”
With my foot to the floor on the pedal, I sped through town toward the house of the missing girl. Unlike when I’d been a Tracker, I was having to start at the beginning now, right where the kid first disappeared. I had to see if I could find details and clues left behind, see if there was something the police missed. Maybe it was a supernatural case and there were things the police wouldn’t have understood as being clues. 
My muscles tightened at the thought of screwing up a salvage because I no longer was a Tracker. Of not bringing home the girl because I didn’t really have it in me anymore to do the only job I’d ever known. I stared straight ahead, my mind whirling with a million things, like lightning bugs dancing in the sky, dodging my grasp. 
Around me, the world flicked by in images and snapshots. People walking on the street, driving the other direction, going about their lives, not seeing the supernatural right in front of their eyes. Like the two brownies I saw step out of the bakery. Yeah, bad combination, brownies and all, walking out of a bakery. I smiled and lifted a hand. I recognized Charlie, my friend and protector of Zane. When I’d needed him the most, Charlie had been there to stand with me, right down to the battle against Orion. 
He waved at me to pull over and I slid the Jeep to the curb. I leaned across the ripped pleather seat and opened the passenger side door. Charlie grinned up at me, his face lit with pleasure and a fair smear of some sort of jelly on his cheek. Whatever he’d been eating, it looked like he’d at least enjoyed it. 
“How the feck are you, Rylee girly?”
“Not too fecking bad.” I smiled at him. “What are you doing out here?”
He held up a paper bag. “Best damn pastries I done ever hads. But you,” he pointed at the bag on the seat beside me, and put a finger to it exposing some of the items, “you look you be doing a salvage.”
I gave him a quick nod. “Yeah. I am.”
His bushy brows raised and he tapped his wooden leg on the bottom edge of the Jeep. “And? You weren’t going to ask me to field calls anymore?”
“This is a one-off, Charlie. I’m not a Tracker anymore. I’m just doing this one.” I leaned away from him, not wanting him to see anything in my eyes that would give me away.
“But that don’t change your heart, do it? Not a Tracker don’t mean shit. Yous still wants to be out there, finding kids. I know yous.” He pointed a finger at me. “I’ll get the word out that you be taking cases on heres and theres. Specialty cases.” 
“Don’t do that. I’m not sure—”
He pulled a chocolate chip cookie out of his bag and handed it to me. “Here, eat this and stop talking. Yous knows I bees right.”
I took the cookie with a laugh. “Thanks, Charlie. You’re kind of a shit when you want to be, aren’t you?”
With a grin, he flourished his hand out in front of him like an old-time knight at court. “And if you need me help, you knows where to finds me. ”
I saluted him with the cookie and he slammed the door shut. I put the cookie on the console beside me and picked up the piece of paper with the address on it: 4872 Burnside. Family name, Johnson, kid’s name Belinda, father’s name Daryl. 
Holding the paper between two fingers I wove my way through a tiny subdivision and ended up in a cul-de-sac. The home of the kid was two stories with a good sized attic in the peak if the window above the second floor was any indication. That was what drew my attention more than anything else. Like I was just waiting for a little pair of tiny hands to press against the glass, begging to be saved. I shivered. The house itself was normal, nothing special. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that it held secrets waiting to be uncovered. I didn’t like it one fucking bit.
There was a compact red car in the driveway I parked behind it, blocking it in. Just on principle. What the principle was, I’m not sure, and that made me smile.
Leaving the majority of my weapons in the Jeep, I headed to the front door. I made myself take a deep breath and try to identify the smells around me. Fresh paint, some sort of cleaner that irritated my nose, the scent of at least two different cats and a bird. No supernatural smells that I could pick up on. A piece of me uncoiled, looking for any hint of blood. I forced it down and raised my hand to knock on the door. 
The sound of feet thumping toward me made me think the person was closer than they were. The reality was they took a long time to get to me. I just could hear them coming way the fuck off now. 
I tried not to hunch my shoulders. These were my abilities now. I had to get used to using them. I had to learn to make them work for me instead of feeling like a fraud when they showed me something I wouldn’t have otherwise seen or heard. And I had to get them under control, so I didn’t end up hurting anyone. I would not do that. Not to those I loved.
The door cracked open and a man with a raggedy head of brown and gray hair that was far too long and obviously unwashed looked at me through fatigue-rimmed eyes. A burn on the side of his face gave him a dark and scarred look. The mark wasn’t new, but it wasn’t years old either. “I ain’t buying your shit.”
Pleasant. “I ain’t selling you shit. You want help finding your kid or not? You are Daryl, aren’t you?”
He blinked several times and looked me up and down. “You a cop?”
My jaw ticked. “Did you or did you not ask for help finding your kid?”
“Cops said she ran the fuck away. That she’s a little whore. And I agree. She’s just like her mom. Blood runs true, you know. Whore to whore. Slut to slut.” His eyes glanced at someone inside behind the door. “Won’t be surprised when this little bastard here starts knocking girls up. Then again, I think he might like dick over pussy.” He started to shut the door, but another set of hands grabbed the edge and a new face peered out. A boy, young man maybe was a better age guess based on the fact his sister was sixteen and he was apparently the older of the two.
“Rylee Adamson?” He breathed my name.
Here we go. So daddy dearest wasn’t the one who’d called me. Great. “O’Shea now, but yeah. That’s me. You the one who called?”
The kid pushed past his father, nodding. He had the same brown hair as his dad, but his eyes were pale hazel, almost a gold. Which made me think of Alex. Damn it, it was like the werewolf was with me wherever I went. 
“Yeah, I called. I . . . my sister didn’t run away. I know she didn’t. Not this time.”
“This time?” Shit. So she was a perpetual runaway. No wonder the cops weren’t giving her any time. They didn’t have the resources to chase down kids known to them as runaways. Not when there were legitimate cases that needed their attention and energy. 
I made eye contact with him. “What’s your name?” 
“Levi. I . . . my sister wouldn’t run away. Not this time. I know it.” His lips trembled and his eyes filled with tears. 
Behind him, his dad snorted. “Fucking pussy. Grow the fuck up and find your balls. Your sister isn’t your friend.” And then he hit his kid in the back of the head, hard. The thump sounded like he’d hit him with a club, and the distance Levi flew was enough to send him into my arms. I caught him easily, the force of his fall spinning us sideways.
“Oh, that is not cool.” I sat Levi so he leaned against the porch railing. “You wait here. Your dad and I are going to have a little chat.”
Levi’s eyes rolled as he passed out. All the better. I didn’t really want a witness for what I was about to do. The dark side of me flickered to life as I strode forward. Not dark like kick ass. Dark like tear throats out and bathe in the blood.
Daryl saw me coming and shut the door in my face. I lifted one foot and slammed it into the knob, busting the door open wide. The edge caught the side of his face and sent him backward. Blood burst from where the door hit him. 
“I’m calling the police, you psycho bitch!” he screamed. I leapt toward him, over underestimating my ability. I sailed past him, landing ten feet on the other side of his prone form. Crouched inside his kitchen, pressed against a food-splattered cupboard, I snarled at him and shot forward. Control, I had no control over what I was doing, my body seemingly powered by something else. 
He screamed a high-pitched scream that resembled a small girl being teased on the playground. I slapped my hand over his mouth and grabbed his neck with the other hand. He pawed at me, his hands slapping at my leather jacket and jeans. I took a long slow breath as I struggled to calm my desire to pull his head right the fuck off.
“You and I are going to come to an understanding. Right. Fucking. Now.” I smiled down at him. “I don’t give a flying monkey shit about you. But if you strike either of your kids again, I will notice you. And you don’t want me to notice you. Capiche?” I smiled wide enough for my fangs to be visible. He blanched and the scent of urine floated around me. I pushed off him, my lip curling. “You’re fucking disgusting.”
He scrabbled back from me. “You aren’t going to drink my blood?”
“You’re stoned or drunk or both. I’m not interested in your blood, you piece of shit.” I dusted off my clothes, proud of myself. Sure, it had been close, but I’d pulled back, I’d reined it in. “I suggest you leave, though. Before I change my mind.”
My mistake was believing he was afraid. I turned my back on him, heard the click of the gun’s hammer, the report and the slam of a bullet into my lower back, all within the space of half a heartbeat. 
First thought in my head was what the actual fuck? How was it that this time the gun decided to work around me? The second thought was far simpler. I was going to kill him. Blood lust roared through me, and I snarled, unable to keep the sound back. 
I spun on my knees as the ping of the bullet falling from my back bounced on the floor, my body pushing it out so it could heal. “Big. Fucking. Mistake.”
He fired again, and this time, the bullet went wide. “I’ll kill you!”
I’ll admit, I laughed, the sound rolling from me, deep and sonorous. A perfect villain’s laugh. “Not the first time someone’s said that.”
I pulled a knife from my side holster, flipped it up into my hands and threw it. End over end, it flew true. The blade burrowed into his forehead, pinning the stunned look on his face for eternity. 
The gun fell from his fingers and he rocked back on his heels, falling to the ground. “Damn it. This was not how things were supposed to start on this salvage.”
A groan from the front porch drew me around. “Levi.” 
His eyes slowly blinked up at me. “Did you kill him?”
No point in lying now. “Yes.”
“Good. He was raping her. I tried to stop him and he locked me out of the house. No one believed her because she slept around.” 
My stomach clenched and I suddenly wished I’d drawn out Daryl’s death. “Your sister, you mean he raped your sister?”
Levi nodded. “Yes. I just found out.” He looked up at me, his eyes far older than his physical age. “What do we do with the body?”
I crooked a finger. “Come inside.” He wobbled in and shut the door, as best it would with the busted up knob. 
I went to the kitchen and picked up the phone, dialing Charlie.
“Sees, I knew yous would bees needing me.” Charlie laughed. 
“I’ve got a body I need to get rid of. Asshole was raping his daughter and shot me in the back.”
“No, he fucking didn’t!” Charlie yelped. The line went dead and seconds later the brownie stepped out of the bathroom. That was a nifty trick of brownies. They could travel from place to place via doors and windows. How the hell he knew exactly where I was whenever I called him, I still had yet to figure out. 
“What are yous thinking?” Charlie poked at the body with his peg leg. 
“I’m thinking a hungry critter is about to get a meal,” I said. “You got anything in mind?”
Charlie squinted one eye shut and nodded. “Yup. I do. I’ll get a clean-up crew here by tonight. Think you can keep things quiet until then?”
I glanced at Levi who was staring at Charlie. “Kid, you think anyone will notice your dad missing the next bit?”
He shook his head. “No. He doesn’t have a job and no family besides me and Belly.”
“Belly?”
He shrugged. “Belinda, Belly is her nickname. Only I use it.”
I moved into the living room, looking for a blanket. One hung over the back of the couch, and I pulled it off and flipped it over Daryl’s body, leaving his head exposed. I pulled my blade, wiped it on the blanket, and then put it in its sheath. “Charlie. Thanks.”
“Just find the girl. Yous know that’s the only thing matterin’ to me,” Charlie said. 
“Levi,” I pointed at the staircase that led to the second floor, “is her room up there?”
“Yeah, but the cops didn’t find anything. I thought you had other ways to find her.” He rubbed the back of his head with a wince. 
“Show me anyway.” I ignored the second bit. No point in telling him I had at one time had other ways to find his sister.
He skirted the edge of his father’s feet and I wondered if at some point he’d realize, like really understand his father had been killed only steps away from him. If it would haunt him. Or if it would make him feel vindicated.
“He’s angry at your sister for running away because he couldn’t use her anymore, isn’t he?” I asked.
“Yes. That’s why she’s always run away in the past. I just didn’t know it. She finally told me and we made plans to go together this time. That’s how I know she didn’t run. She wouldn’t have left without me.” He glanced back, the pain in his eyes I was sure had nothing to do with the injury to the back of his head and everything to do with his sister’s disappearance. 
He stopped in front of a plain white door. What struck me was the fact that there was no poster, no paint, no name engraved on it. Girls liked to decorate what was theirs, marking their territory with glitter and stuffed animals, makeup and feather boas. Pamela’s room already had her mark on it, books and pictures cut out of magazines of clothes, even though we knew we might not be there much longer.
I pushed the door open and stared around. The room was sparse. As if it were a barracks and not a little girl’s room. I frowned as I did a slow spin, taking it in. The closet was open, a few clothes hung, and two pairs of shoes sat on the floor. That was it. “Did they clean it out?”
“No, this is how she kept it.” He stepped to the side and I went in. I was going to have to scent for her, to get the smell imprinted on my brain. I took a deep breath and held it in my mouth, slowly blowing it out over my tongue. There was a hint of perfume, body wash with some sort of berry I couldn’t quite identify, and tears. And something else. Semen. 
Fuck me sideways, the anger that rose in me had a life all its own. I froze as if I were the prey and my anger the predator searching for me. I didn’t want to smell the truth of her father raping her night after night. My jaw ticked as I struggled with the anger that lit up every nerve ending, the slow burning rage as I thought of my babies being hurt like Belinda had been. 
I put both hands to my eyes and held my breath as long as I could.
I made myself step farther into the room and breathed in all the scents. There was something else, now, like something had been burned. A cigarette maybe? I grabbed the edge of the bed sheets and pulled them off. The mattress bounced and the sheets came free, and under them was a tiny burn mark, similar to the shape on her father’s face. Almost like a finger imprint. “Did the police see this?”
“Yes. They said it was from her lighting a joint.”
“Did she smoke weed?” I didn’t look over my shoulder at him. The burn was way too big and oddly shaped. Not unlike the shape on Daryl’s face. I didn’t need to see Levi’s face to tell if he was lying. The pause was enough. Something wasn’t adding up. The burns on Daryl’s face and the burns in the mattress being nearly identical? Neither mentioned by the cops? That was odd, to say the least. More likely it had to do with whatever supernatural I was dealing with. “Never mind, I’ll figure it out.”
“Look, she isn’t a bad person. She smoked weed because it made things bearable. It took her away from this shit,” he blurted. 
“It’s okay, kid. I’m going to find her.” The words escaped me before I could catch them. Fuck. That was the last thing I needed to be promising. I didn’t even know where to start with her. There was nothing here, no hint, no clue to go on. A dead end if I ever saw one.
A gust of air blew out of him. “Thank you.”
I ransacked the room, breathing in everything, tasting the air over and over. Identifying everything I could. Perfume and soap, sex and that faint burn were at the front of everything. 
What I needed was Alex, with his nose pressed to the floorboards. The image hit me and I knew what I had to do, no matter how humiliating. When it came to finding kids, I had no pride. I would use everything I had at my disposal to find her, even if it meant dipping into the dark vampire blood in my veins. 
I dropped to my knees and stretched out on the floor ‘til I was as close as I could get. I drew in a breath and there it was . . . something out of place. I army crawled across the floor to the boards directly under the window. The edge was raised ever so slightly, maybe an eighth of an inch. I pulled a small knife from my boot and stuffed it into the edge, prying it loose by working it back and forth. 
The board lifted with a creak and the smell I’d picked up on grew stronger. I settled into a crouch and pulled items out of the small space under the floor. A set of keys, a roll of money, a plastic bag of weed. But that wasn’t what caught my nose. 
I pulled out a slim piece of shiny stretchy material attached to a business card. I held the material close to my face and drew in a deep breath, holding it in my lungs. An image flickered in front of my face. That of a supernatural I’d dealt with before. Or at least the same kind of supernatural. 
A incubus. Eater of energy via sex, and in the last case, the girl taken had been Alex’s little sister. I looked at Levi, and the sincerity in his eyes. The awkward limbs, the desire to protect his family. The asshole father. I shivered. I didn’t like when things started to look like old cases. That made me nervous. 
The last time that happened, I started a journey that led me to battle a demon horde for the salvation of the world. So, yeah, this was not looking good. 
“When did she go missing?” There was a time limit involved here, too. A incubus wouldn’t keep Belinda around forever. He’d drain her and move onto the next girl. 
“Two months.” 
I fought the cringe. Two months? She was dead. I didn’t have to be a Tracker to know it. “Levi. This is bad. I don’t think she’s alive and I need you to understand that before we go further.” I turned and faced him. His eyes welled with tears as I went on. “Two months with the monster I think she’s with and the chances of her surviving are zero to none. Do you understand? I may not even be able to bring her home.”
Gods, that was the first time I’d ever said that. The first time I ever admitted I might fail at a salvage. 
His chest heaved as he nodded. “But I . . . can you try to bring her home?”
I bit the inside of my lip before I answered. “Yes, I can do that much for you. I’ll do what I can. But I can’t promise it.”
Levi’s shoulders slumped and tears dripped to the floor. “I took too long. I should have come for you sooner.”
It was only then that I realized he was taking this all rather well when I spoke of a monster. I stepped closer to him, close enough that my face was almost in the crook of his neck. I drew in a big breath, as deep as I could. Nothing but human. “How much do you know about the supernatural world?”
I stepped back and he lifted his head. “More than I want to. Mom was . . . what he said. She liked guys and one of them she brought home when her and dad were broken up once. He was magic. He could do things. He knew things.” The words tumbled out of him like a wound finally opened to drain.
I put a hand on his arm, squeezed it once. “Forget everything he told you, Levi. And stay away from that world. Humans don’t survive in it.”
“That’s why Belly died. Because she’s human?” He wrapped his arms around his chest. 
I didn’t like candy coating things. “Yes.”
I gripped the material in one hand, the staples that held it to the business card digging into my palm. I had a store to visit, even if it made no sense as to why this would be where a incubus lair would be. I’d seen a lot of weird things and this was up there.
I hurried down the steps, nodded at Charlie who stood guard over the body, and stepped onto the front porch. I suspected it said something about me that I could kill Daryl without feeling bad, but more likely, it was the simple fact that I’d learned things the hard way. Kill or be killed. Fight or die. The vampire I’d become took that to a new level, a level I didn’t like. 
Then again, when someone shoots you in the fucking back, you make sure they don’t ever do it again. I rubbed at the already healed spot on my lower back. The bullet would have made a good memento if I’d thought to grab it. Not too often you survived a direct hit like that. 
In my Jeep and on the road, I placed the business card on the dashboard. Bismarck was turning into a veritable hotbed for supernaturals doing business, but I would never have suspected the place I was headed to. 
What self-respecting bad guy worked out of a flower shop?
Seriously.
 
 








CHAPTER 3
 
I PULLED INTO THE parking lot of the flower store and turned off the Jeep’s engine. I stared at the front plate glass windows. So this was the bad guy’s lair? A baddie who lived, owned or worked at a freaking flower shop did not have one ounce of respect from me. Then again, I didn’t really care as long as I could find the kid and bring her home. A bad guy who didn’t chop me into little pieces or live in some dank cold cave was actually a nice change for once. 
“No complaining,” I said to myself.
Reaching into my bag, I mulled over my options but settled on my favorites. I tugged out my long leather whip, the strands woven with silver filament for maximum pain on supernaturals of a variety of flavors, and looped it so it hung from my left hip. I grabbed my two swords, and as I stepped out of the Jeep, I put them in the sheaths that crisscrossed my back. 
I’d had two new swords made and Pamela had spelled them to cut deeply and be stronger than any man-made steel. They were as good, maybe even better than, my old weapons lost in the battle. That being said, I still missed my old blades. 
The door of the flower shop was glass and inside I could see an older woman putting together some sort of floral arrangement. I pushed the door and a tiny bell dinged over my head. The place was hot, steaming almost as though it were a lush, exotic paradise. The soft titter of a bird somewhere overhead beckoned but I didn’t dare take my eyes from the woman at the counter. Never assume a little old lady is just a little old lady. Not when hunting a incubus.
“Hello, welcome to Magic with Flowers. Can I help you with something in particular?”
I held up the card stapled to the long piece of stretchy material. Material that looked like it was used in the floral arrangements by the looks of things. “I want to talk to the owner.”
She adjusted her glasses on the edge of her nose. “Mr. Camos is not in today, but I’m sure I can help you. We have a variety of flowers, right now. A fresh shipment came in this morning.”
“I doubt you can help me. I need to speak to him. Now.” I did my best to refrain from saying fuck. I was getting better at curbing the bad language, especially around the babies and old ladies. Well, except for the neon green shit explosions the last few days. Those had deserved a few cuss words. Maybe all of them.
“Again, I’m sorry, but he isn’t here.” She gave me a smile tight around the edges like I was stupid for being stubborn. I took a few steps toward her and she didn’t back up. Her eyes flicked to mine and I knew what she was looking for. The telltale swirl of three colors that would mark me as the Tracker. But my eyes were normal now. Or normalish. I drew a breath and picked up a hint of Troll that made the hair on the back of my neck rise. 
I bared my teeth, no longer worried about playing nice. I knew what she was. “Where the fuck is Camos?”
She wrinkled up her mouth and spit a gob of green mucus that reminded me of the shit I’d already cleaned up. “Get the hell out of here, fang face. We don’t serve your kind.”
I burst out laughing. “Wait, does that really work for you?” I pulled a sword from my back and her eyes widened. 
“Tracker.” She breathed out the title. I grinned. 
“No. I’m much nastier now.” I pointed the sword at her, holding the tip steady on the fat end of her nose. “Camos. Get him here now.”
The door dinged behind me and I grabbed my second sword and swung it out to point at whoever it was without looking. 
A strangled squeak erupted from whoever it was and the door dinged as they ran out. I didn’t take my eyes off Adelaide, per her tag, but I doubted it was her real name. “Dial the phone.”
She reached across the counter without moving her head. “He will suck you dry, you stupid bitch. You should have stayed dead.”
I raised an eyebrow, doing my best to defy her without saying a word. Because the truth was, the last time I’d faced a incubus, I’d gone down without a whimper. Alex was the only thing that saved me. 
And I had no Alex with me this time. “Stay close to me, buddy,” I whispered. For a moment, I felt pressure against my thigh, as though a large warm furry body was supporting me. I didn’t dare glance down. But I could have sworn I caught movement, a shadow of a ghost. The darkness around me receded a little. 
The troll dialed the phone. I pressed my sword a little harder. “No tipping him off. Just get him here.”
“Mr. Camos. I need you to come to the shop. It’s urgent. They sent the flowers you hate again.” Adelaide glared at me, the skin around her eyes sagging as her human covering slipped. Whatever magic she used to keep it tight was not holding up under her anger. 
I heard him on the other end of the line. “The flowers I hate? I don’t hate any flowers, you know that . . .Oh my gods. You mean the Tracker, don’t you?”
“Yes, those flowers. The ones you have always hated. You know the ones your brother choked on when he tried to eat them.”
I rolled my eyes and flicked my second blade through the curled phone cord. “Subtle, you fucking aren’t.”
She snarled and jerked back, the tip of my blade cutting off the end of her human nose. What I didn’t expect was a blast of magic to curl off her hands. I recognized the spell, one that would glue my arms to my sides as though I was bound with ropes. I didn’t even duck. I was Immune and the spell would bounce right off. 
Except I was no longer Immune. I’d lost that along with my ability to Track. Which meant I was banded the instant the spell hit me, my hands slamming to my sides, and the only thing able to move was my wrists. Lucky for me, I still had a sword in each hand. 
“You aren’t so tough.” She sidled around the counter, pulling her human skin off her face to reveal a pale green, wrinkled reality. Her eyes were cloudy gray, as though they’d been scrambled, and her mouth protruded like a proboscis. I turned, keeping her on my right side. She kept peeling her layers off, showing off her troll skin. All of her was wrinkly. 
“You know, you should get yourself a face lift. Actually, a whole body lift would smooth that shit out for you.” I tipped my chin at her and she snarled. 
“I’m going to kill you!”
“Seems to be the phrase of the day, but I’m doubting it will happen.” I stepped away from her, then lurched to the side. Even though my arms were still pinned, I was able to flick the swords up by twisting my wrists and then driving them into her belly. 
She screeched, and I spun as I rolled my left wrist with my second blade, bringing it perpendicular. The momentum drove the blade through her upper thigh and femur in her right leg, cutting it in half, the spelled blade sliding through with a wicked ease. “See, even with both hands tied, I can still kick your ass.”
The troll fell to the floor, one hand on her belly, the other on her rapidly bleeding-out stump. The second her heart stopped pumping, the bands that held my hands to my side evaporated. The color of the blood fascinated me, the deep purple glinting up like flickering jewels. I shook my head, breaking my line of vision.
I took several steps back and went to the glass door. I flipped the sign to closed. No need to have more humans wandering in. 
But the real question was would Camos come? If he was the brother of the incubus I’d dealt with before, he already had a reason to hate me and want me dead. With Alex’s help, we’d killed the incubus who’d stolen Alex’s sister. So, was this guy coming here to avenge his brother? Probably. Adelaide certainly wasn’t above taking me on, so I assumed Camos would do the same.
I had no illusions about how it was going to go. He’d try and use his charms on me in order to put me under his power so he could do what he wanted to me. Such was the way with an incubus or a incubus. They didn’t tend to stray from their patterns. All and all, it meant I needed to kill him as soon as I felt a niggling of persuasion off him. I walked across the room and hopped up on the cashier’s counter, grabbed a stack of paper towels and cleaned my blades while I waited. The scent of the troll blood made my eyes flutter and I drew in a deep breath, tasting the flavors unique to Adelaide. Killing her had been . . .
I froze in the middle of cleaning the blades, horror flickering through me as my eyes popped open wide. Never in my life had I thought of blood, or killing someone, as being pleasant. 
I swallowed hard and slid off the counter. Another thought rumbled through me in defiance. She was trying to kill me. What I’d done was self-defense, and in the midst of it, I hadn’t been happy. It wasn’t like I’d wanted to kill her. I just hadn’t wanted to die. That made me feel marginally better. 
I couldn’t make myself upset by the smell of blood and death, no matter how I tried. I liked it too much to be distressed. And that in itself bothered the shit out of me, and confirmed I was not safe to be around. Hunching my shoulders, I moved across the room to stand next to the humming refrigerator, which partially hid me from view. The cold air that slipped out of the sliding glass door kept the space around me clear of the smell of blood.
“You have to get your shit together,” I said. “You have to if you want to be with your babies.”
A sleek red corvette pulled into the parking lot, halting my pep talk. A slim, tall man stepped out of the car. His hair was white with a streak of blue through the side. Very punk rocker if not for his business suit. Though his tie matched his blue streak, I arched an eyebrow. Succubi, they had a thing for fashion. Not necessarily good fashion, either. Though, what would I know? I wore the same brand of jeans and cut of leather jacket for the last ten years. 
He paused at the door, looking at the closed sign, and then pushed his way in, bell dinging over his head. Camos lurched to a stop as his eyes found his dead employee. “Well, that does not bode in my favor.”
His voice curled around me, made me want to beg his forgiveness. I clenched my teeth, digging my fangs into the inside of my cheek and drawing blood. The sweet coppery tang snapped my mind into focus. 
“What doesn’t bode well is you snatching little girls off the street.” I stepped out from where I’d been and Camos smiled at me. He could have been in a tooth whitening commercial, his smile was so perfect, white and straight. Damn, there was almost a sparkle to them even.
“I didn’t do anything wrong,” he purred. “You don’t want to hurt me.”
His words reverberated through me as if trying to find a tuning fork to bring me into line with him. When I’d faced his brother, the spell had woven through me so fast I was under before I’d realized what was going on. 
This time, I found myself able to stand and resist him as if there was a filter inside me that allowed his words to pass through, but not the power behind them. About damn time things went my way. And while I wouldn’t admit it out loud, I knew it was the vampire in me protecting me from his powers of persuasion.
I slowly lifted both my swords, pointing them at him. “I fucking well doubt that. What did you do with her body?”
“Whose body?” He arched both brows, his eyes as innocent as any child’s. I opened my mouth and all that came out was a hard snarl that ended like the pissed off growl of a cat. 
His eyes widened and he repeated, “You don’t want to hurt me.”
“Oh, I fucking well do.” I took a step toward him, swords at the ready.
“Shit.” His whisper was under his breath, but I heard him. He spun and tried to run for the door. I dropped one sword and leapt at him, propelling myself through the air with a single burst of muscle. I slammed into his back and rode him to the ground while he screamed for me to stop.
“I didn’t hurt anyone! I learned my lesson when you killed my brother. I only take willing victims, I promise! I don’t take people against their will!”
I held him to the ground, face down while my heart raced and the blood in my veins pounded out a beat. Kill him. Drain him. Finish him off. Drink him down and taste the sweet life in his veins.
I struggled to get a hold of my innate desires. Breathing hard, I gritted the words out. “What did you do with her after you drained her?”
“I . . . I didn’t drain anyone.”
“Wrong answer.” I pressed my sword to the back of his neck. 
He whimpered. “I don’t know who you mean.”
I leaned closer. “Belinda.”
“I sold her.”
His words stunned me. “Is she alive?”
“Yes, as far as I know.” He tried to lift but I pressed the edge of my blade harder against his neck. 
“Oh no, we aren’t done yet.” I sat, thinking while he held very still under me. Smart for a incubus. My mind raced as I tried to figure out the angle. He didn’t keep the kid, he sold her. “Is that what this is then, a cover for some sort of kidnapping ring?”
“I don’t think I want to answer any more questions while you have a knife to me. You aren’t exactly known for your ability to hold back, and that proves I’m right.” He made a tiny gesture to the body behind us. 
He had a point. 
I got off him but kept a hand on his neck. Propelling him ahead of me, I pushed him toward the back of the shop. He slipped in the troll’s dark purple blood and left a series of footprints on the floor that looked as though a kid had been messing around with paints. 
Camos stopped at a worktable and I let him go. He turned and faced me, but I didn’t take my sword far from his face. 
He held up both hands in surrender. I lowered the blade. For the moment.
A relieved sigh slid out of him. “Look, you don’t know what you’re dabbling in. This isn’t supernatural anymore. It’s not human either.” He hunched his back, and whatever glamor he’d been using to make me think he looked handsome was gone. He looked fucking pitiful. “I don’t even like girls, you understand? I prefer men, young men, but men, nonetheless. My brother was an asshole, and I agree with what you did to him. He deserved it.”
“Yes,” I said. “But right now I don’t think much of you, either.”
“Please don’t kill me,” he whimpered. “I’m trying to fight the worst of my nature.”
I didn’t like that his words so closely resembled my own struggle. 
I smiled, knowing it was far from comforting, feeling the hard lines of my lips. “Then I suggest you help me. You tell me everything you know, every last bit of information and I may let you go. If I find out you held anything back, I will find you and I will fucking slice your balls off in sections, and then kill you. If I’m feeling merciful.”
He blanched and I knew there was no doubt in his mind I would do exactly that. His eyes flicked to mine and then away. “It’s a deal.” He paused and then started talking. 
“I have a contact. I can give you his name, but that’s all I have. Once a month, he checks in here to see if I have any kids for him. I bring them, the kids, here. I have rooms below the shop.” I glared at him and he held up his hands. “I treat them well. They get food and water. They have a safe place to sleep. Most of them are grateful because most are runaways. Always the runaways. The street kids who are used to being used. They are happy to be safe, you understand?”
I didn’t nod, just kept my eyes on him.
He swallowed hard and then went on without having to be prompted. “They have marks on them, something that signifies they are different, you understand?”
I frowned, my mind picking up speed. “What kind of marks? You mean like a tattoo?” 
He cleared his throat, paused and I made a flicking motion with the tip of one blade. “Show me.”
“Right,” he said, “I’ll draw them for you. They aren’t tattoos, more like birthmarks. But even that isn’t quite right. They are always at the back of the neck, usually under the hair and very faint. A stamp of bloodlines, I think, one they’re born with. I think if you didn’t know what you were looking for, you would never notice them.” 
Camos turned, grabbed a pencil and a sheet of paper for wrapping flowers, and started sketching on the blank side. I stepped up to the left of him, not too close, but enough so I could see what he was drawing. 
“Four marks in total, well, five, but I’ll get to that. Humans can’t see them, and they’re faint, even to a supernatural.” His hand flowed over the paper, the pencil quickly sketching four distinct symbols. I’d never seen them. A set of six lines intersecting in a stack of three, a trio of spirals, a spiral inside four jagged peaks, and a series of ovals put together like a six-pronged leaf springing from the ground. Without having to be told, I knew the lines and curves dictated four elements. Water, wind, fire, and earth. 
“And the fifth?” I asked even though I already suspected. 
“I’ve never seen it on a kid.” He bent over the paper again and quickly sketched something like a reverse spiral with three points curling outward. He glanced at me. “I was told if I ever found a kid with this,” he tapped his pencil on the image, “they would be worth a hundred of any others.”
I pointed at the first four symbols. “How much do you get for these kids?”
“Half a mil.” He said without hesitation. Holy shit. Half a million dollars per kid for him to hand off to whatever trafficker it was he dealt with. Fifty million for what I suspected was someone like Lark--a Spirit Elemental. Fuck me sideways and call me royally screwed. The elemental world was not something I wanted to dabble in. I knew how dangerous they were. 
Then again, if that’s where Belinda was, I was going in headfirst. 
“When is the next pick up?”
“Just happened a few weeks ago, so it will be another week or two, at least. He missed the last few months for some reason.” His eyes widened and he held his hands up. “Not that I had any kids that long. Only the one girl who I picked up two months back.”
I picked the paper up and stared at it. Kids who had the four elements marked on the back of their necks at birth. I wished I could talk to Lark and ask her what the hell it all meant. Were they elementals? If they were, why weren’t they living within the four families? 
Were elementals somehow stealing kids? And why the fuck would they want human kids with elemental marks? I couldn’t get my brain wrapped around it. But I did know somewhere I could go, somewhere I could get answers if I were careful. Lark might not have a phone, but that didn’t mean I didn’t know where to find her. 
“Your contact, is he human?” I folded the paper and slid it into the pocket inside my leather coat. 
“Yes.”
Well, damn, that blew my theory out of the water like a hippo doing a belly flop. “You’re sure?”
Camos rolled his eyes. “I know my supernaturals, and he isn’t one. He’s plain, ordinary, not a single thing about him that even hints he’s working for someone less than human either.”
Double damn, this was not making any sense. He didn’t say anything about his contact’s smell. Which meant Camos could be missing something. “Describe him to me.”
Camos twisted his mouth to one side. “About your height, lean, middle-aged. He has really dark hair, not black but a deep auburn. Darker hazel eyes, Japanese bloodlines if I were to guess based on his features.”
Japanese. What the hell did that have to do with anything? “That doesn’t help me much. Does he have a name?”
The incubus shook his head. “I don’t know if it’s really his name or not. But he goes by Ito. No check, either, to trace, just straight up cash in a bag. Sometimes gold in payment.”
I folded my arms and stared hard at him. “So you have a pickup date, and he shows for whatever kids you’ve stashed away—”
“I’m telling you, I only take runaways. Kids on the street who are happy to have a place to crash and sleep without being molested.”
My eyes narrowed and my muscles tensed with that last word. “Until your contact picks them up. You don’t know what the fuck they are being subjected to, do you? Do you?”
He shook his head, and his eyes seemed to shake with the movement. “I’ve told you everything I know. I always thought their life was better, at least being of value to someone. People don’t drop half a million on kids they’re going to treat like shit.”
I lifted one sword and pointed it at his right eye. “You’d better be right, or you and I are going to have a problem. One where you won’t like the end solution.”
He swallowed hard, his throat bobbing with the effort. “Understood.”
I lowered my sword. “Keep picking up the kids.” 
“What?” His eyes about fell out of his head. “You want me to keep bringing them in?”
“Yes. But you work for me now. Bring them in, take care of them, and keep them safe. I want to see if I can figure out what the hell is going on and why someone would pay so much for a runaway.”
Camos shook his head. “Where do I get a hold of you?”
I slid my two swords into their sheaths. “You won’t. I’ll drop in and check on you periodically. If I don’t like what I see, you aren’t going to like what I do.”
He gripped the edge of the table. “Got it. Boss.”
I turned my back on him and walked through the store and out the front door. I had a direction, a place to start. 
Time to revisit the Redwoods.
 
 








CHAPTER 4
 
I LEFT MAGIC WITH FLOWERS and continued on out of Bismarck. My farm was about two hours outside the main city, and even though the house had been destroyed, the fields razed, and the ground saturated in blood, it would always be the place I thought of as home. 
Not to mention the two remaining Harpies, Eve and Marco, had set up residence inside the barn, which remarkably still stood. As the last two remaining Harpies, at least that we knew of, it was important they were somewhere safe. And the farm with all it had been through was one of the places I felt safe. 
Hell, it was in shit shape and we’d had to do serious patching, but it was here, and that counted for something in my mind.
As I drove, I mulled over the possibilities of what was really going on with the salvage. The most obvious answer was human trafficking, and while there was something to be said for that, it didn’t feel quite right. The situation didn’t feel like these runaways were being taken in to become someone’s sex slave. I hated to admit that Camos was right, but with the high cost, the kids would be treated well. There was a good chance I could bring home more than just Belinda. 
A beat of hope swelled in me. Maybe this was the right case to take on after all.
I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel as I pulled into the long driveway. The flat lands of North Dakota meant I could see the barn in the distance even though it was a good mile away. There was no movement, but I wasn’t surprised. Eve didn’t tend to hang outside the barn unless she was flying. 
I pulled up next to the barn a few minutes later and slid out of the Jeep. 
“Eve, you home?”
There was no answering squawk, so I peeked into the barn. The interior had been gutted of all unnecessary walls and the Harpies had set up a nest of hay and feathers that filled the majority of the floor space. A nest big enough for two. I couldn’t help myself, I grinned as I snuck close and looked in. No eggs. Though, I suspected that was in the works. 
Ophelia was on the farm too, though out farther, closer to the badlands. She was guarding her eggs with the ferocity only a mother had. There was no way she would leave them in the state they were in. So pretty much, she was out in terms of helping me this time around. 
I backed out of the barn and stepped into the sunshine. I held a hand to my eyes, took a breath, and hollered, “EVE!”
Not exactly what I would call subtle, but without the ability to Track, I couldn’t do much more than yell and hope she was close enough to hear. 
The flutter of wings in the distance spun me around. Walking quickly, I headed toward the burnt out ground of the farmhouse, deliberately turning away as I drew close enough to see the remains of the sacrificial alter. I didn’t need to be reminded how close things had come, about those we’d lost that day. Not today. 
With my back to the farmhouse, I shaded my eyes and looked past the barn. Eve winged toward me, her tawny and gold feathers catching the light here and there. A hair-raising screech ripped out of her as she dropped from the sky, landing with several hops in front of me. Her large golden eyes sparkled with pleasure. “Rylee! I didn’t know you were coming out today.”
“I hadn’t planned on it. Any word from Marco and Pam?” When the two of them were out on their own mission, Marco had a way to chat with Eve even over a distance. A Harpy secret she wouldn’t share, but that was okay with me. 
“Nothing today. Yesterday they were on the East Coast and both were fine.” She fluffed her feathers. 
“And you? Are you happy you stayed this time?” We both knew the reason why. Just in case she had eggs ready. Okay, I assumed eggs, I assumed that was how Harpies had babies. She blinked and looked away. “It’s fine. Maybe next year.”
My turn to blink. “Next year?” Every time I thought I knew everything about the supernatural I was surprised again. 
“I’m probably too young yet, despite everything I’ve been through. I may be mature in my mind but my body is not ready. . .” She fluffed her feathers again. “But that isn’t why you came out here, is it?” 
I shook my head. “No. I’m on a salvage. You want to come?”
She bobbed her head and clacked her beak with excitement. “Yes! Do we leave now?”
“Just let me grab the harness. Is it still in the barn?”
She walked with me. “Of course.”
Once more in the barn, I found the leather harness hanging to the left of the door, hidden by shadows. Under it was a small pile of armor and weapons that had been gathered up after the battle. I grabbed the flying harness and pulled it outside. Eve dropped her head and I slid the first part over and settled it in front of her shoulders. From there I set up each strap tightening it to where she was comfortable. “You’re growing again, we’re going to need to add to this sooner rather than later.”
She stretched one leg behind her, then the other to help settle into the harness. “Good. I don’t want to be a puny chicken.”
I laughed as I grabbed my bag and swords from the Jeep. The swords went into their sheaths and then I settled the backpack on my shoulders. 
“Ready?” I asked as I set my foot into the leather loop that acted as a stirrup that rested against her side, then pulled myself onto her back.
“I’m always ready, Rylee. You know that.” She winked a big gold eye back at me, the same way Alex used to. 
 I looked away and strapped my thighs into the harness. “We’re headed to the West Coast. The Redwoods.”
Eve crouched and then leapt straight into the air, her wings powering us up with a monster push of muscle and strength. The wind ripped around my face, and I closed my eyes, allowing myself to relax into the beat of her wings. To feel free of all that was chasing me, nothing but my own demons this time. 
“Rylee, I thought you weren’t doing salvages anymore?” Eve tipped her head to speak to me. 
“Never say never.” I buried my hands into her soft feathers. “This kid needs our help, so I’m going to do what I can. Even if I can’t Track anymore.”
“If anyone can find her, you can.”
Eve’s faith was heartwarming even if it was more than a bit misplaced. I wasn’t so sure. Even with the name of the trafficker, without a direction of where the kid might have been taken, I didn’t have anything to go on. Which was why I needed to talk to Lark, to find out if she had any information that would help clear up the mystery of these kids with elemental symbols stamped onto their necks. 
We flew straight west until night fell. Eve spiraled out of the sky somewhere along the Canadian border to sleep. The field she chose to land in was full of canola, and it was easy enough to flatten and have a makeshift bed. She nestled down while I flipped off my jacket. 
From my back, I pulled my two swords and began my nightly ritual. Parry, thrust, down to my knees, fight from there, back to my feet, drop one sword, tuck and roll, grab the handle and then through the whole series again several times. I no longer sweat like I once had, a bonus of being a daywalking vampire, but my muscles burned with the need for blood and my energy level dropped. 
I drove both sword tips into the soil and strode to where my bag lay. Digging around in it, I found the flask. I unscrewed the cap and tipped it to my mouth with my eyes closed, holding my breath. I did not want to enjoy this. But even as I thought it, the blood hit my tongue and the pleasure center in my brain lit up like a New Year’s Eve fireworks display. I fought not to groan as I gulped it back. Every sinew and muscle in me relaxed, recharging on the strength of Liam’s heart. 
I lowered the flask and put the cap on. I could feel Eve’s eyes on me and I glanced at her. “What?”
“Nothing. You just . . . looked like you didn’t want to like it. Then you did. It was odd to see.”
I tossed the flask into the bag and sat beside her. I leaned back against her side. “This is my life now.” And I felt like I was slowly dying.
She was quiet a moment. “Rylee, do you really think it’s over? That the world is safe?”
Her question was the same one I’d mulled over more than one sleepless night the last six months. “I hope so.”
“But you don’t know for sure?”
I tipped my head so I could look her in the eyes. “No. I don’t know for sure. I doubt things are as simple as they seem. Really, why would the assholes suddenly stop shitting on the world once the fear had passed? Sure they clenched their bung holes up for a bit, but the shit will flow once more. Of that, I am sure.” 
All I had to do was look at Camos. He was a perfect example.
She settled deeper into the canola, plucking at a few of the bright yellow flowers with her beak. “Then we will stop them.”
Her words made me smile. She was young, but she’d seen a lot, fought for her family and her friends. “We will do what we can.”
I closed my eyes and relaxed. For now, we were on a salvage and while I didn’t know how I would find the kid, the basics were there. A simple salvage, no saving the world, no stopping demons. Find the kid, return her home, go back to my own babies . . .if I could learn to control myself.
There was a charm in believing my life would be so straightforward. I dozed off, and found someone waiting for me in my dreams. 
Blond hair tipped with green this time, a glittering silver ring through a bottom lip, and bright green eyes that flashed when he smiled. 
He grinned. “Decided to leave the wolf yet?”
I swatted at him, though there wasn’t much effort to it. “Go away, Doran. I’m tired and I never actually rest when we have these chats.”
“Cry me a river.” He grinned, but the smile faltered. “We have to talk. There are rumors flying that can’t be ignored. And Liam phoned me today.”
I hunched my back as if that would stop him from talking. “I don’t want to play in rumors and prophecy anymore. Didn’t turn out so well for me last time. And Liam should learn when not to talk about me.”
He tugged on the ring in the side of his lip with one hand. “Wow. Two sentences without a cuss word? I’m impressed.”
“Fuck off,” I snapped. 
“Ah, there you are. For a moment, I thought I was visiting the wrong woman.” 
I rolled my eyes. “Fine, spit it out. What rumors?”
“World war.”
I frowned. “Do you mean the humans?”
“Yes.”
“Bad?”
“Worse. They look like they are going to use the weapons they all agreed not to. If they manage it, they’ll wipe the world out.”
“What a bunch of fuck ups,” I spit out and rubbed at my face. “How close are they to actually doing it?”
He closed his eyes, and I recognized he was using his shaman abilities to see into the near future. “Months at the most. Rylee, I’m not sure we can stop them. This is politics, not a single person being an asshole like Orion that we can assassinate and call it done.”
“Then why are you telling me this?”
“Because there is someone who might be able to stop things from getting out of hand. They don’t call her the Destroyer for nothing.”
Lark. He meant Lark. “Handy, I’m headed her way, right now. So you want me to send her to you?”
“I want you to see if she can do something. This isn’t prophecy, Rylee. This is happening unless we can break the humans up and stop their madness. The elementals are powerful, and they have it in them if they work together to stop what is happening. And they all trust Lark. We saw that in battle.”
He was right. The elementals from all four families had come to fight at Lark’s request and they had been the reason we’d held the demons off long enough for me to seal them back within the Veil. 
“Okay, Dad.” I grinned at him as he grimaced. Doran’s blood had turned me into a daywalking vampire, so in vampire terms, he was my sire. My father. It chaffed him to no end seeing as our previous relationship had more than a hefty dose of sexual undertones. Not that you’d ever hear me admit that out loud. 
“Knock it off,” he grumbled. I laughed and then stopped mid-chuckle. 
“I’m on a salvage.”
His eyebrows went up. “And?”
“Think you can help?” I batted my eyes. “Dad?”
“Seriously, knock it the hell off.” He shook his head. “What can you tell me about the salvage?”
“Belinda, brother calls her Belly. Went missing two months ago from Bismarck. Police marked it as a runaway.” I thought about the one picture I’d seen of her. “Her hair is dyed bright pink right now, and she’s got freckles across her cheeks. Blue gray eyes. And maybe some sort of mark on the back of her neck.”
Doran frowned. “What do you mean?”
I told him about the symbols, about Camos, and what he’d been doing. Doran let out a low whistle. “Underbelly of the elemental world, I think. That’s what you’re touching on. If the guy who picks them up is as the incubus says, I think you’re dealing with a lizard.”
“What kind of lizard, like a shape shifter?”
He shook his head. “No, you were on the right track, but I’m not sure you want to keep on it. You’re looking for a Salamander. A fire elemental. Though what he’s doing snatching kids is beyond me. Please recall that your new supernatural designation makes you rather flammable.”
I hadn’t wanted to be right about my hunch. “Thanks, Doran.”
He reached out and touched my cheek. “You know me, a sucker for a pretty girl.” He brought his other hand up and cupped my face, his green eyes serious. “Liam’s worried, and he’s right to let you run for a bit. I can’t help you in this, Rylee. You have to find your own balance with the beast inside, the desire for blood, the instincts. This is your proving ground, and no one can show you how to accept it.”
I swallowed hard. “And the vampires who didn’t learn to accept themselves?”
“They are the ones we kill. They aren’t safe. Don’t make me do it, Rylee.” His hands slipped away and I knew exactly what he was saying. He would end my life if I turned out to be unable to control myself. No matter how much he cared for me, he wouldn’t let me hurt those I loved. A weird sense of comfort rolled through me. I smiled at him.
“Thank you.”
He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Don’t thank me. If you lose yourself, we all lose you. And we’ve fought too hard to keep you with us.”
The dream faded, which meant I couldn’t tell him that it meant something to know I had someone who would end things if they had to. That was a friend. I know. I’d had to end it for Milly. Some people say there is no greater love than to lay your life down for a friend. But I knew how much love it took to end a friend’s life when there was no other way. 
The morning sun filtered through the canola giving the world a foggy look. I sat up and rubbed at my face. I didn’t feel as though I’d slept at all. “Damn you, Doran.”
Eve grumbled and stretched her wings. “Kept you talking all night again?”
“I wouldn’t mind so much if it actually took all night. The conversation lasts a measly few minutes and I wake up fucking exhausted.” I scrubbed at the back of my head and stood. 
Eve followed suit, flexing her wings. “We should be there by midday if the headwind isn’t too strong.”
“Good, then let’s go. The sooner we’re there, the sooner we’re back looking for the kid.”
I mounted up, and once more we were in the air, flying southwest as we angled away from the border. The Redwoods were the home of the Terralings, Elementals tied to the earth of which Lark was one. 
Though I hadn’t slept much, I didn’t doze as we flew. Something in the air had me keyed up, a sense we weren’t alone. I could see nothing around us but the feeling didn’t dissipate. “Keep as high as you can, Eve.”
She didn’t question me. With a tip of her wings, we climbed into the clouds until the air was thin and cold, beading moisture on my face like a false sweat. 
“High enough?” she called over her shoulder. 
“Should be.”
“What do you think is going on?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. I just . . . something is off.” I couldn’t put my finger on it, couldn’t say what it was that had me on edge, and that made me strung tighter than a two dollar ukulele about ready to bust in half. Lucky for me, I didn’t have long to wait. 
Something streaked below us, followed by a shining flash of metal and the burst of a rocket’s tail. 
“What the fuck?” I whispered. A boom rocked behind us. I spun in the harness and stared through the clouds. A bright light, flames, and explosions cut through the high cloud. 
Eve shuddered. “It’s the humans, isn’t it?”
Fuck, I did not want Doran to be right. 
Another rocket shot past us, close enough that it clipped Eve’s wing. She cried out and tucked her wings in tightly. We dropped from the sky, the momentum pulling me back to the edge of the harness. I leaned forward and tucked my head in close to her neck. “Eve, how bad?”
“I don’t know. I need to land.” Her wings trembled as she held them out and slowed us down. The right one was crimped at the end, as though maybe the tip had been broken. 
I glanced over the side of her body as shrapnel fell from the sky, slicing through the air with wicked precision. “Fuck me, what the hell are they fighting over now?” Although I knew the humans had no idea just how close they’d come to being slaves to a demon infestation, I was pissed they would fight like this so soon after the battle that saved them. 
I stared up as a huge chunk of spinning steel flew toward us. “Eve, bank!”
She banked to the left, cried out and we spun head over tail feathers as she tucked her wounded wing in. Seconds later she righted us, but I knew the cost was high, her whole body shook and trembled and her eyes were squinted shut with the pain. 
“Ten feet,” I yelled. She spread her wings further, trusting me.
We landed a split second later and her legs buckled, flinging us to the side. I fell with her, still strapped in the harness. My head smashed into the ground, but I barely felt it. I stared up at the plane that fell from the sky, right over our heads. Seriously? 
I ripped the harness, freeing myself. “Eve, move!”
She didn’t respond, her eyes were closed and her breathing shallow. Shit, this was not the time to be knocked out. 
I didn’t think, just moved. I raced around to her feet, grabbed a single hooked talon from each foot and pulled with all I had. Her wings streamed out behind her as I ran, dragging her with me. I glanced up. It was going to be damn fucking close. I put everything I had into my legs, driving hard with each step. “Come on, come on!”
With a thunderous roar, the plane made a last attempt to pull up. The nose arched into the air, and the wings shook as they fought gravity one last time. It slowed as the tail and wingtips caught on the trees. With a spin, it whipped through the air. No longer crashing, more in mid-fall. The belly hit the ground and slid toward us, sending a wave of dirt, rocks and chunks of metal into the air. 
“Fuck.”
It wasn’t slowing and I wasn’t sure I could get Eve out of the way. I stopped looking back and stared into the trees and brush, focusing on where I was going. Not where I’d been. The screech of metal and rocks colliding as the plane ripped through the earth drove me. I put everything I had into keeping ahead of the hunk of metal chasing us.
The plane stopped with a thump. What was left of the wings jammed against two large trees, one on each side. 
I stopped pulling Eve and stared at the mangled wreckage. Somewhere under it was my bag and the only picture I had of my family. My heart hurt more with that loss than the near death we’d just escaped from the crash. 
“Holy fucking hell,” I snapped. “What the shit is wrong with you all?” As if someone would answer me. 
The plane rumbled, and through the smoke I could see the cockpit and the pilot still sitting in it, his head slumped forward. 
“Damn.” Flammable I may be, but the plane wasn’t actually on fire. Yet. I hurried across the short distance and climbed onto the plane. I knocked on the clear thick plastic. This was no plane, this was a fighter jet. My heart clenched at the thought of Marcella, Zane, and the triplets growing up in a world at war, or a world that had been destroyed. I tried to lift the plastic hood, but there was nothing to hang onto. It had to be opened from the inside. I drew back a fist and drove it through the plastic close to the base. I reached through and fiddled around until I found a latch and was able to open the hood. 
The pilot’s heartbeat wasn’t strong, but it was there, fighting to keep going. I cut his straps and hauled him from the cockpit as the fuel caught fire with a spurt of flames. 
This day could not get any worse. 
Wrong again, Rylee. 
Wrong again.
 
 








CHAPTER 5
 
YOU’D THINK BY now, I’d know better than to even think things like that. But the truth was I always hoped I was wrong. I hated being right so much of the time when it came to bad shit going down. Or in this case, blowing up. 
The crashed fighter jet exploded, sending the pilot and me sailing through the air, head over ass. I clung to the front of his flight jacket, rolling so he would land on me instead of the other way around. I’d survive a bad fall. I wasn’t so sure he’d survive anything more than the next few minutes. 
My back slammed into the hard packed earth, knocking the wind out of me. The pilot ooffed onto my chest as we slid backward through the underbrush. He let out a groan, and I rolled him off me. I sat up, and for once, I was glad I was now as tough as I was. In the past, I’d have broken ribs, probably an arm and there was no way I’d have been able to save Eve. 
As a Tracker, this would have been an exceptionally bad situation. As a daywalking vampire, I was doing okay. I pushed that aside as I assessed the scene.
The plane burned out of control, but it was at least far enough away we were out of the worst of it; the heat could be felt, but wasn’t scorching. I knew the pilot’s buddies would look for him. The sound of another plane flying low caught my ears. Time to get moving. 
I pulled the pilot’s helmet off and moved him a little farther away in case of a second explosion. Blood trickled from both ears, but other than that, I couldn’t see any injuries. I didn’t look over my shoulder as I called to her. “Eve, can you walk?”
“Yes. And I think my wing will be okay.”
I nodded, relief flowing through me. “Good. Let’s go.” I stood and turned away. 
A hand clamped on my ankle, spinning me around. The pilot stared up at me, big brown eyes foggy with pain and confusion. “Did I crash?”
“Spectacularly.”
He coughed and grimaced. I leaned forward. “What are you fighting about?”
“I can’t tell you. Top secret.”
I swallowed hard. While it wasn’t essential, I wanted to know if Doran was right. Time to see what I could really do with this vampire mind control shit. With my heart pounding, I leaned closer so all he could see were my eyes. I put my will behind the words as Doran had taught me. “Tell me what the fight is about.”
He never looked away his eyes locked on mine in a glassy stare. “Assassination mission, top secret.”
“Who are you trying to kill?”
“The new president,” he said. I had to think for a minute. Lots had happened in the last six months, I’d almost forgotten about the election.
“The one with the shitty hair?”
“Yes.” He grimaced. 
I looked at the plane and the flag painted on it. The stars and stripes were clear as day.
“But you are US Air Force, aren’t you?”
He blinked once. “Yes.”
Holy fucking shit balls. 
I let go of him and he closed his eyes. “I shouldn’t have told you that.”
“I won’t tell anyone. Who would believe me? Besides, it’s not like your plane hides its allegiance.” I backed away, mind whirling. Not that I’d doubted Doran, but I had really hoped he was wrong. This did not help matters. If the humans were warring this much, it was only bound to get worse. 
Fucking idiots.
I hurried to where Eve waited and we walked away from the burning wreckage. The harness on her was slashed, and I’d lost my bag under the burning plane wreckage. I had my swords, my whip, and a few knives. But nothing else. Even the flask of Liam’s blood was lost, and that caused more than a small amount of panic to claw its way up my throat. That had been my lifeline, my ability to pretend I wasn’t a monster because I wasn’t taking blood directly from anyone. It was just a flask. And now it was gone. A shuddering sigh escaped me. So much for being prepared. 
Eve and I walked until we were well clear of the crash before I stopped. “Your wing, do you want me to look at it?”
She flicked her head, indicating to her right wing. “I think if you pull the pinion feathers that are bent, the nerves will settle down. I won’t have as much control in my turns, but I will be able to get us back in the air.” She stretched her wing out so I could see the damage. 
Four feathers at the tip had been shattered and blood dripped from them. “Why didn’t you have me do this sooner?”
“I wasn’t sure.” She clacked her beak once. “No need to pull feathers if we don’t have to. But that pain will ease. This is ongoing and I think it will not go away without doing something.”
Before she could change her mind I grabbed the first feather and yanked it out. Eve shrieked and pulled away from me, hopping on one foot then the other. “Oh, gods, that hurts!”
“Then let’s get it over with.” I approached her and she tentatively held her wing out. 
“Do all three at once,” she said. 
“You sure?”
A quick bob of her head and I had my hands on the three remaining feathers again before she could change her mind. I pulled them out, the pop of them releasing from her wing sounded like a foot being pulled out of a thick mud patch. A slurp. She screeched, her head thrown back.
I took a few steps to the side just in case she lost her mind with the pain. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d gone mental; that was a Harpy for you. Not that I could point fingers anymore. I barely held my shit together. She bobbed and hopped, slowing down as the minutes passed. 
“You done?”
“You have no idea how much that hurts,” she grumped at me. I shrugged. 
“You’re right I don’t. But it looks like our timeline just got pushed up. I don’t want to be away from home while a fucking war is being started in our air space. If you can fly, we need to go.” Damn, I sounded like a hard-ass bitch. But if war was coming, we really didn’t have time to baby ourselves. 
Even if it meant I lived only on the outskirts of those I loved, keeping my family safe from a distance. I wouldn’t let them face any of this on their own.
Her eyes cleared. She nodded. “Agreed. Pain is just weakness leaving the body. Let’s go.”
I laughed as I leapt onto her back, of course, with no harness this time. Hopefully, there were no more wild maneuvers that would require me to be upside down in midair. “Eve, you are as badass as they come.”
“I know,” she crowed to me. She got us airborne, though it took more than her normal single hop and downward push with her wings. She bounced a half dozen times, getting momentum with each before we were up once more. 
“That’s how the young ones start,” she explained, “When we are learning to fly.”
I kept my legs clamped tight around her. “Makes sense.”
She was quiet for a moment, then she looked back. “You saved my life. I couldn’t move, Rylee. The pain was so intense in the tips of my wing it numbed me. I have broken feathers before, they have never hurt me like this.”
I put a hand on her. “I’m glad I could save your life. Why was the pain so bad this time do you think?”
She shook her head. “It’s like everything in me is over sensitized.”
Oh shit.
I swallowed hard remembering my own reaction to being pregnant. The smells, the feelings, the way my skin had changed in sensitivity. “How . . . did you know you weren’t going to give birth exactly?”
“Oh. Well, the time passed. June is the only month for delivery.”
“You sure about that?” The harness had been tight, particularly in her belly straps. 
“Yes, of course. I’m not carrying anything, Rylee.” She looked away, hurt in her eyes. As the last two Harpies, it was up to her and Marco to revitalize their species. No pressure at all. 
I wasn’t so sure about there not being an egg in her belly, but I kept my mouth shut. No matter what happened, I would do my best to keep her safe as I always had. But even more so now with the thought of a baby coming along for the ride; if I was right. 
Suddenly I knew how Liam must have felt when he’d known I was pregnant and hadn’t been able to tell me. How he’d fretted and fought to keep me safe while I threw myself into danger. I smiled, thinking of him. Of me, then.
A few hours later we swept over the tops of the redwoods. I pointed to the outskirts of the Rim where we’d landed previously. The small clearing was as good a place as any. “There.”
She spiraled out of the sky, landing a little harder than normal with the missing feathers.
I slid from her back, did a quick check of my weapons and headed toward the Rim. “Eve, rest. I won’t be long.”
“Are you sure you don’t want me to come?” 
I ignored the pleading in her voice. “I’m sure. I’ve no doubt we’ll have a good flight ahead of us. Rest. This is friendly territory. I’m not worried.” 
She was obviously not happy, but stayed where she was, tucking her head under one wing. I picked up my speed, striding through the forest. The birds stopped singing as I passed by. 
“Fuck you, too,” I grumbled right back at them. Being a predator, and viewed as such by even the birds bothered me. Probably always would. 
The redwoods towered over me as I made my way, the branches waving in a slight breeze the only noise besides the sounds of my feet on the spongy ground. I stepped around a particularly large tree and found myself face to face with a Terraling. Or at least, I was assuming. 
Standing a little shorter than me, he was dressed in a leather vest and dusky brown pants tied off just above his ankle. A helmet hid his face, leaving me to guess at his age. The guard swung a sword around slowly, his voice cracking as though he’d just stepped onto this side of puberty. “You are not welcome here, human.”
I took a step back and pulled my own sword. “I’m not human.”
“Even more reason for you to leave. Your kind is trouble.”
I barked a sharp laugh. “You aren’t telling me something I don’t already know, dumb ass. I came to speak with Lark. Larkspur,” I amended. Probably wasn’t a bad idea to use her full name. 
He shifted his weight and glanced over his shoulder. Stupid move, if I’d been so inclined, it was the perfect opening to cut him down without a single cry from his lips. I tried not to think about the direction his blood would spurt.
With one hand, he pulled off his helmet revealing a shock of dark hair that was squished to his head on one side and sticking up on the other. Deep dark brown eyes with enough innocence in them that even without the puberty stricken voice I would have seen how young he was. 
“I don’t think she’s left yet. If you hurry, you might catch her.”
“Suddenly you don’t mind me coming in?” I lifted an eyebrow.
He smiled. “If you’re looking for the Destroyer, you’re either a friend or a stupid enemy. Either way, I’m not worried.”
I put my sword back in its sheath. “Thanks.” I gave him a wide berth in case he changed his mind about a fight. That seemed to amuse him. 
“I’m not trained well enough to take you, either.”
I didn’t slow, but called over my shoulder. “You shouldn’t admit things like that out loud.”
“Lark is going to train me.”
That did slow my feet. “She said that?”
He shrugged, a grin on his face. “She said she would start the Enders again. And I could be one of them.”
I shook my head and broke into a jog. “Be careful what you ask for.”
A few minutes, and several large trees later, I stepped out of the forest and into the Rim. The place was set in an oval clearing that stretched beyond what I could see end to end. At the center was the Spiral, a tree made of many trees that twisted around one another in what its named implied—a spiral that rose along with the redwoods. The Spiral was the seat of power and home of the royal family of which Lark was a part. I headed straight for it, ignoring the looks I got from Terralings I passed. Some of them would recognize me since they had been at the battle with Orion. 
“Rylee?”
I spun as I was called by a voice I knew all too well. “Cactus. What are you doing here?”
“Ah, it’s my home.” The red headed elemental strode toward me. His nose was swollen as though it had been broken and his normally sparkling green eyes were dull with pain that I wasn’t so sure was all due to his nose. 
“What happened? Why aren’t you with Lark?”
He slowed and closed his eyes. “It’s a bit of a story. I . . . don’t really want to get into it.”
I narrowed my eyes, suspicion rolling through me. “Is she okay?”
He grunted. “Yeah. She’s fine. She always comes out on top, you know. Thanks for asking how I am by the way.” He gestured at his nose as if I could have missed it.
Gods, Cactus could be such a whiner. But I could use his help. So I made the next words come out no matter how they wanted to stick in my throat. “I’m sorry. Are you okay?”
“I’ve had better days. But yeah, I’m okay.”
Great, now the pleasantries were out of the way. “Lark isn’t here, but maybe you can help me.”
He shook his head. “I have to go. I’m headed out on a mission for her. I should have left already.”
I put a hand on his arm, stopping him. “Just a question, Cactus. I’m not asking you to physically help me.”
He sighed and beckoned for me to follow him. “Come on, then. We can at least sit, my face is throbbing.” Rubbing the back of his head, he walked away. I fell into step behind him, wondering if he and Lark had a falling out. Why did I get a feeling she was the reason his nose was broken? Call it a hunch, but I knew how I would have reacted to Cactus treating me the way he treated Lark. I’d seen how he’d pressured her, how he’d tried to get her to let him control her decisions.
A punch in the face would have been the least of the damage I did if he’d tried that shit with me.
“Here,” Cactus pointed to a small building set off to one side of a redwood. It looked as though it had actually been grown out of the tree, and for a moment, I thought that wasn’t possible. Who was I kidding? This was the world of elementals, they could swing pretty much anything when it came to trees and dirt and stuff like that. 
Cactus stepped through the door and again I followed. 
The interior wasn’t as dim as I’d thought it would be. Light streamed through the glassless windows on the three sides of the room making it downright cheery.
Cactus slumped into a chair. “I’ll give you five minutes and then I have to leave.”
I didn’t sit. There was no point in beating around a bush that was already on fire. “How does one of your Salamander bastards travel?”
He leaned back in his chair as his eyebrows climbed to his hairline. “Say again?”
“Don’t make me fucking well repeat myself, you heard me.” I put my hands on my hips. “You don’t have time and neither do I. How do you travel?”
Cactus squinted one eye and his lips twisted. “Delta, usually.”
“What?” 
“Don’t make me repeat myself,” he parroted at me. My jaw twitched. 
“You mean the airline then?”
He smiled and snorted. “That would be the one. Seattle usually is where they head out of and land. Elementals don’t have the same vibrational issues you supernaturals do.” He rolled his eyes and smirked at me. “In simple, small words. Technology isn’t bothered by us.”
Oh, he did not just pick a fight with me. Too bad for him, I was the queen of insults. “You know, Cactus. I can see why Lark left you to rot in Tian Shan for all those years. I wouldn’t have bothered with your sorry excuse for a set of balls either.”
His jaw dropped. I wiggled my fingers at him. “Toodles.”
I left him sitting, spluttering in a vain attempt to find a decent comeback. 
Halfway back to Eve, Cactus caught up to me. I heard him coming and chose not to look back, his heartbeat giving him away. “Wait, Rylee. Please wait. I’m sorry.”
I didn’t slow. “Fine. Go away.”
“No, look, I can help you. If you’re looking for a Salamander they’re going to have serious firepower. You’re a vampire now—”
“Daywalking vampire,” I corrected. 
“Right, but still rather flammable, correct?”
Now that did slow me down. I put a hand to one of my swords. “You threatening me?”
“Mother goddess, no! I’m an idiot at times, but I’m not suicidal.” He walked beside me. “Lark has me tied in knots. I’m not myself.”
“I noticed,” I said. “But what was your point about being fucking flammable?”
Cactus ran a hand through his hair, catching on several tangles with a wince. “You’re going to Seattle, I presume, looking for a Salamander for some reason.”
“Yes.”
“I need to get to Seattle, too,” he said.
I put a hand on his shoulder and shoved him sideways and right into a dense patch of ferns. “You apologized to me so you can catch a ride? Piss off, asshole.”
“Hey,” he called from somewhere in the bushes, “you needed my help and now I need yours. A fair trade!” 
I strode away from him, fuming. What the hell Lark ever saw in him I would never know. In a battle, he did good work seeing he could manipulate fire and earth. But he seemed to be less and less stable the longer he was out of Tian Shan, the sanctuary where I’d met him. Where he’d been my friend and truly one of the nicest people I’d known. 
“Damn it,” I muttered as I made my way around a medium sized tree. Eve was sound asleep and the fact that she didn’t wake up as I approached told me all I needed to know. She had to rest; even if she didn’t realize it, I knew it in my gut.
 If I could go on without her, I would. But the reality was I didn’t have that choice. Unless . . .
I backed up until I bumped into Cactus coming the other direction. He caught my shoulders in his hands and then peered around me. “Is she not with you?” 
“She is,” I kept backing until we were out of earshot. “And I’m not sure I want her with me the rest of this trip.”
“Why? Wouldn’t she be the fastest way to get to Seattle?”
“Of course, she would,” I snapped. I didn’t think he needed to know that Eve was carrying an egg. Or eggs. “She’s not 100 percent, and if I can find a way to leave her behind for the next leg of the journey, I will.”
Cactus grimaced. “So what do you want to do?” 
What I wanted to do was not take him with me. But unfortunately, the prick made some good points. I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes, thinking. Realistically, Eve would not be in any danger. She could fly me, us, as it was looking, to Seattle and there was no reason I should worry. Except that it was a salvage we were on, and I had no doubt there would be more danger ahead. Really, if I were honest with myself, this was the reality of any salvage that involved supernaturals. Or in this case, Elementals. Even I knew I was stalling, there was no other option. 
“Once we’re at the airport, I’ll leave you to your own route,” Cactus said. 
“That’s not the entire issue,” I snapped at him again, unable to contain my frustration. Damn it all. I could feel the clock ticking down, almost as if I could still Track. As if I could still feel Belinda on the ends of the threads that would lead me directly to her. 
And I could feel the growing need to feed, and Cactus was starting to look good. 
That was all it took to push me into a decision. “Come on. Eve can take us to Seattle.”
 
 








CHAPTER 6
 
WE FLEW UP the coastline, veering only once as we approached the territory that had previously belonged to the ogre tribes. They were all gone now, wiped out completely in the war with the demons. Except for the three babies. Kav, Rut, and Bam. They were the last.
The forest was coming back from the lava flows, and the site of Blaz’s burial was a testament to his life, a flowering oasis with a few giant thorn trees tossed in for good measure. I lifted a hand in salute and Eve let out a screech. Movement in the trees caught my attention, a flash of black I couldn’t be sure of and then it was gone. I narrowed my eyes and breathed in deeply. Even at our height, I caught a whiff of musk. Wolves. 
Cactus was behind me on Eve, his hands rested lightly on my hips for balance. “You see what that was?”
I glanced at him. “You caught it, too?”
“Yeah, looked bigger than a bear to me.”
I twisted back to stare into the oasis and the surrounding area. “I smell wolves.”
“Big ass wolves then.”
I shrugged. “I’ve seen them big enough to dwarf a horse.”
He grunted as if I’d punched him. 
“You know,” I said, just as a black-fletched arrow shot between Cactus and me, “Fuck, go high, Eve!”
She didn’t waste time in answering with anything more than powerful strokes of her wings that sent us climbing. Three more arrows shot toward us. Cactus flung a hand out and three basketball size rounds of fire shot in succession at the arrows. “We can take them, Rylee. I only saw three.”
“Three what?” I asked.
“Ogres,” he said. “I’m sure of it.”
Damn. If he was right, then the babies were not the last of their kind. Of course, if he was right, that didn’t necessarily make it a good thing that we’d found the remainder of the ogres. 
Eve twisted her head. “If he is right, three on three we could take them.”
Everything in me rebelled at what came out of my mouth, but I knew the words I spoke were right, down to the marrow in my bones. “Leave them. We have a mission, we are on a salvage. They won’t follow us. They aren’t a part of this.”
“You’re turning away from a fight?” Cactus spit out. “Why?”
I half spun as we climbed and put a hand to his throat before he could say anything else. “I learned something from Lark, Cactus. There is a time and a place for everything. The ogres are not in our way. They have nothing to do with the girl. You, on the other hand, are a Salamander. And I’m hunting lizards. Got it?”
He paled. “I thought we were friends.”
“We are.” I smiled. “And that’s why I’m not pushing you off Eve’s back right now or digging my fangs into your neck.”
Funny enough, he didn’t put his hands back on my hips for balance but kept them instead on Eve. The rest of the flight to Seattle was quiet. We stayed high enough that any other surprises from the ground would be nullified by distance. On the other hand, we saw three more fighter jets whip by. 
Eve shuddered as the third one passed, close enough to feel the ripple of the air it displaced like a wave from the passing of an ocean liner. “I don’t like it, Rylee. Human war . . . I know enough about it to know it won’t go well for anyone.”
I put a hand on her. “I doubt it will get that bad, Eve. They aren’t so stupid. No matter what Doran thinks he sees.”
Cactus startled. “What Doran sees?”
I shrugged and filled him on what Doran thought was coming. “He’s been wrong before.” And then I thought about what I’d said. Maybe that wasn’t exactly correct. I couldn’t remember a time Doran had been wrong. Things didn’t always pan out exactly the way I thought they would, but that didn’t mean he’d ever been wrong. 
Eve brought us down in a big green space in the middle of Seattle. Kerry Park by the sign we passed. I jumped off her back and landed in a crouch. I looked over my shoulder at her, “Eve—”
“Yeah, I know. Stay here. I’ll wait for you.” 
I reached up and touched her side. “If I’m not back by sundown, go home. It means I’m catching a flight out of here. Understand?” 
She nodded and moved in a small copse of trees and tucked her head under her wing once more. I stood, feeling bad that I had to leave her behind again, but I knew it was for the best. She needed rest. More than anything, right now, I had to make sure she would be okay. If I worried about her, I wouldn’t be focusing on finding Belinda. 
I did a quick check of weapons, touching them all, going over in my head what I might need. “Cactus, you coming?”
“Yes, Mother,” he snipped. 
Fuck, I would be glad when he was on his own. I did feel like his mother. The mother of a mouthy assed teenage boy who thought he was all that and a bag of potato chips. Idiot. 
He caught up to me and we moved quickly through the park until we stood outside the green space, cars zipping by. “Left or right?”
“Right. That takes us in the direction of the airport.” He turned and started down the road, which meant I was following him whether I wanted to or not. I refused to hurry and catch up. He could lead. Maybe he’d get mowed down by the next big bad ugly that wanted a piece of me. That thought made me smile. 
Although after Orion was through with the supernatural world, I had to admit there weren’t that many big bad anythings left to deal with.
Cactus flagged down a cab. He got in and looked back at me. “You coming?”
With a nod, I slid into the cab and held my breath. The bright yellow cab coughed, the engine spluttered and then rumbled loudly again. I let myself relax into the seat, doing my best to keep my weapons out of sight. Which was kind of a joke. Then again, the cabbie didn’t seem to notice, which was fine by me. 
Cactus kept up a running commentary with the driver that became nothing more than white noise to me. He was from Canada, making his way south and then east, looking for family members. Young guy, big and bulky like a body builder. 
Cactus leaned forward and they chatted through the glass. I closed my eyes, thinking about what was ahead of us. Elementals stealing human children. Why? It didn’t make sense. Maybe Cactus would be of more use than I thought if I could get more info out of him. 
The cab slowed to a stop and Cactus hopped out. I pulled money from my jacket pocket and slid it through the glass. “Thanks.”
The cabbie grinned and gave me a wink. “Anytime.”
I glanced at his nametag. Ivan. “Do I know you?”
He shook his head. “Nope, just willing to help one of my own.”
I drew in a breath. Wolf. He was a werewolf. Damn, I was getting sloppy that I didn’t pick up on that. “Thanks. I think.”
Once out of the cab, the airport sprawled in front of me. The only thing to do was start smelling the air, seeing if I could pick up on the kid. “Where do we start, Cactus?”
“Anything going to Japan. I wasn’t kidding about Delta, though. We use them the most.”
I pushed my way in through the main doors. The crush of people, the smell of so many bodies, perfumes, food, unwashed clothes, nearly took my legs out from under me. 
I was caught between wanting to run out, and wanting to dive into them, biting and drinking them down. Shaking, I held my breath for a moment to get my bearings. I could do this, I had to if I was to continue salvages. If I was going to live a life where I could be with my family. That thought strengthened my resolve. Fuck it all, I would do this if it killed me.
I looked up and away from the crush of bodies. 
The big screen in front of me flickered with flight numbers, destinations, and time of arrival and departure. I scanned the destinations, found Okinawa, and underneath it, New York. A thought rumbled through me. A plan as it formed seemed to me like it might just work. I turned to the left, heading for the nearest ticket counter. 
“How are you going to get through?” Cactus asked. 
“I’m going to buy a ticket, idiot.” I made my way to the counter for the airline flying into New York. In a matter of minutes, I had a ticket. 
“And the weapons?” Cactus whispered in my ear. He had bought himself a ticket and was in the security line with me. I was next to go and I had to restrain myself from reaching back and smacking him. It was almost as if he was trying to get me into trouble. 
“Ticket.” The agent said to me, waving me forward. He was older than me, maybe in his fifties if his short, shorn, gray hair was any indication. With a hard lined face and steely blue eyes, I was betting he’d either been at this job a long time, or he’d moved in from being a beat cop. Great, I had to get the hard ass. 
I handed him my ticket. He glanced over it, then up at me, eyes narrowing as they took in my leather jacket and the slight bulges of my hidden weapons. “Business or pleasure?”
Here we go, time to embrace my new strengths. For a salvage, I would do it, I would use everything I had at my disposal. “Pleasure.” I all but purred the word at him. His eyes fluttered and he swallowed hard. “How long?”
I weighed every word with as much oomph as I could. Doran had said to be careful with how I used my influence but I didn’t think I had time for careful, I needed it to work. “A very . . . very long time.” 
His face pinked up and he swallowed again. “Go through the—”
“I’d rather you patted me down.” I smiled up at him and went so far as to bat my eyelashes. 
He nodded. “That is your decision, of course.”
“In private,” I added.
I didn’t think his face could go many more shades of pink, but I was wrong. He motioned for me to follow him, his face a brilliant shade of red that could not be healthy for his heart. I obediently did as he asked, of course. The officer led me into a small room with no window. I shut the door behind me and leaned against it. 
“You are going to let me go without patting me down. I’m an FBI agent with special clearance.” Damn, I should have brought Liam’s old badge. It could have helped with the story.
“Excuse me?” 
Shit. 
Maybe I wasn’t so good at the mind mojo after all. I didn’t wait for him to ask again. I leapt at him, his eyes widened and I pinned him to the wall. I didn’t mean to do what happened next. All my reflexes kicked into overdrive. 
Without thought, I buried my fangs into his neck and drank down the warm pulsing life. He tasted like whiskey and prime rib. I groaned and drew in another mouthful even though I knew I had to let go if I didn’t want to kill him. And I didn’t. 
But this was one of only a handful of times I’d taken blood directly from a vein and there was far more pleasure in it than drinking from a flask.
With great effort, I pulled back before I’d taken too much to weaken him to the point where he wouldn’t be able to function. I licked my lips and stared into his eyes. “You are going to let me go without patting me down. I’m an FBI agent with special clearance.”
“Of course,” he mumbled, slurring his words. “Special clearance.”
“You got something I can wear that allows me clearance for weapons?”
His head bobbled as he stood, wobbled as he walked, and went to the only desk in the room. He pulled out a badge on a lanyard. He gave it to me, his eyes glazed as though he wasn’t really seeing anything. 
“You’re going to stay in here and rest for a bit.” I pressed a hand on his shoulder, pushing him down into a chair. 
He laid his head on the table and closed his eyes. “Good idea, I’m tired.”
I didn’t want to push my luck. I backed out of the door and strode away as if I belonged. A few of the other TSA agents eyeballed me but I held up the badge. “Special clearance.”
They were busy enough that after two of them took a close look at it, I was allowed to go. Cactus, on the other hand, was still stuck in line. Being patted down by an older woman who looked like she was completely enjoying herself as she slid her hands over his ass. I couldn’t help myself. I stopped one of the agents. “That red head, he was talking about people dying in the plane he’s booked on. I’d check him out thoroughly.”
They swarmed him as I left, laughing to myself. The last thing I saw of him a pair of tight lips and pissed off eyes as they dragged him away to some tiny room. Sure, he could blow holes in the walls with fireballs, but that wouldn’t get him on a plane.
Then again, he’d been trying to get me into trouble back there, turnabout was fair play. 
Shit. I forgot he said he was supposed to be helping Lark. I paused then shook my head. I’d go back for him in a bit. Right now, I needed to see if there was any trace of the kid. 
The area that flew into Okinawa was sparse. Must be between flights. All the better for me to pick up Belinda’s unique scent. I wove my way around the waiting area at each departure gate. Back and forth, back and forth. Nothing, over and over, nothing. 
“Fuck it all to hell,” I bit out as a teeny tiny white-haired granny who slumped with age, passed me. 
“Language, dearie. Only say fuck when you really mean it.” She smiled at me, her whole face wrinkling. 
I smiled right back. “Oh, I always mean it.”
“Well, I guess it’s all right then.”
She toddled off, and a flood of new passengers worked their way toward me. Shit, I was going to have to hurry if I was going to—there it was. Belinda. I spun around, following my nose. I pushed between a couple much to their yelping displeasure, but I couldn’t do anything about it. My nose was leading and I couldn’t slow my feet; I was like a hound who’d finally caught the scent of its prey. 
I hopped over several seats, people grumped and I flashed my ill-gotten badge which shut them up fast enough. I followed Belinda’s trail all the way to the gate I presumed she’d left on. The problem was I couldn’t tell if it was recent or not. In my head, I compared the smell from Belinda’s room and here. The gate was newer, of course, but not fresh. Damn it. How long since she’d passed through? 
The ticket agent stared at me. “Can I help you?’
I didn’t miss a beat. I held up my badge. “When did the last flight out of this gate leave?”
“Last night,” her fingers flew over her keyboard. “Midnight, actually.”
Almost twenty-four hours then. “And they fly out how often?”
“Daily.”
If Camos was telling the truth, Belinda came through here weeks ago, and the faded scent confirmed that. I rapped my knuckles on the desk. Damn. Starting my search in Okinawa was going to be a bitch of epic proportions. “Do you have a phone I can use?”
She nodded, her eyes darting to my badge several times. “Do you need a private line?”
“That would be best.” I needed to get me one of these badges for everyday use. Suddenly the airport wasn’t a total and complete pain in my ass. Betsy, per her nametag, pointed at a door across the way. “Swipe your badge, down the hall to the left is a conference room you can use.”
I gave her a thumbs up and headed the way she pointed. I swiped my badge over the card reader and the piece of shit blinked red at me. “Mother—”
“Miss me?” Cactus breathed into my ear. I spun with an elbow, driving it hard into his solar plexus before I could stop myself. 
“Fuck off, man! Don’t sneak up on me.”
He doubled over as he tried to catch his breath. I slipped off my badge and shoved it into his hand. “Make yourself useful.”
Slowly he straightened and pushed the badge against the reader. It blinked green and I grabbed the handle before it could change its mind and shoved the door open. Cactus stumbled after me. “I begin to see why you have so few friends.”
“My friends don’t talk down to me, Cactus. They don’t try to make themselves feel big by making someone else look dumb. We reserve that for people we don’t like.” I snatched my badge from him and went looking for the conference room. I found it, second door on the left and this time, it wasn’t locked. I went in and shut the door, leaving Cactus to thump on the barrier. 
I grabbed the phone and lifted it to my ear, hoping that I would at least get a dial tone. 
The steady beep was as welcome as a heartbeat. I dialed Liam’s house—I still thought of it as his, even though I lived there too. He picked up on the third ring. 
“Hey.”
“Did you know it was going to be me?”
He chuckled. “Not too many other people are calling here.”
I smiled, missing him and the babies fiercely in that moment. “Everyone is good?” Liam hesitated and my heart sank and I struggled not to grip the phone receiver too hard. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know. The triplets aren’t doing great. They’re hardly eating, they’re sleeping lots. No rough housing since you left.”
“Did you call Louisa?”
“She’s on her way. She didn’t seem worried, so don’t worry. We’ve got this. Any leads on the girl?”
I knew he was trying to make me feel better and redirect me, but I couldn’t slow the pounding of my heart or the speed at which fear chased through my veins. “Liam, do I need to come home?”
“Nothing you can do that hasn’t been done. Find the kid, Rylee. You said it yourself, this is important for some reason. And the other thing too. That’s even more important to me.”
I closed my eyes. “Tell them I love them. All of them.”
“I do. And I will again. How about me, though?”
“I will always love you,” I whispered. “That will never change.”
“You can do this, my love. You can find the balance. And then I’m going to have my way with you until you can’t walk straight.” 
I laughed. Definitely some of Faris’s charm still rolled around in his head. Not that I minded. That vampire had taught me that love was not always where we expected it, or with who we wanted. 
If he could find balance, and not be a total psycho, I had to believe I could too.
I hung the phone up and let myself out of the room. Cactus leaned against the far wall. 
“What now?” he asked. As though I hadn’t thumped him in the chest, as if I hadn’t had him strip-searched and probed. Something was up with him, but I didn’t have time to figure it out. As long as he didn’t slow me down, I didn’t really care what emotional upheaval he was going through. Cold, but it was the truth. He wasn’t a child, I expected he could take care of himself. 
He followed me into the waiting area. I waved at the stewardess who’d helped me. She waved back. Everybody was a friend. 
Except this guy. He brushed passed me, his shoulder bumping into mine, the mid-sized dog cage slamming into my right shin. 
“Fuck off, dude,” I stepped back so I could get a good glare going his way. 
“Wish he’d listened when I’d told him to fuck off,” came a grumble in reply. I blinked and stared at the small cage. Two bright gold eyes stared back out at me. Gold eyes. 
Just like Alex.
 
 








CHAPTER 7
 
“ALEX?” I WHISPERED his name knowing he would hear me. How he got out of the veil I didn’t care, only that he was here, and I could have him back in my life.
Those golden eyes swung my way. “Lady, if you are screwing with me I will scratch your blasted eyes out and shit in the holes.”
The man holding the cage gave it a shake. “Shut up, Nigel. If I have to tell you again I’ll cut your tongue out.”
Not Alex in the cage. Of course, it wasn’t. But still . . . It was obvious that whatever kind of creature was attached to the golden eyes needed help. I caught up to the man holding the cage and took his arm. “Sir, I need to speak with you.”
“I’ve got all my paperwork.” He calmly produced and flapped a sheaf of papers in my face. He had dark auburn hair, so dark it almost was black in the shadows. Japanese features smiled at me. I forced a smile back. I would bet my last knife this was Ito. Lady luck was finally on my side. 
“This way.”
He put on the brakes as I dragged him toward the door Cactus and I had just exited from. “You aren’t a TSA agent.”
“Special clearance.” I flicked my badge and continued to drag him. He could dig his heels in all he liked, he was coming with me one way or another. And I was betting he didn’t want a scene in public. He relaxed and let me propel him forward. Bingo. 
I handed Cactus the badge and he opened the door, suddenly on my side. He even held the door open for me. I pushed the passenger through ahead of me, hard enough that he stumbled, but he never complained, unlike most people would have. Of course, he was trying to fly, literally, under the radar. 
Cactus whispered as I went by.
“Lizard.”
I didn’t slow my feet. I’d already come to that very conclusion. “I know.”
Simply put, the smell on him was faint but the hint of smoke and charred things could only mean one thing—Salamander. This was Ito. I was sure of it. The description fit and combined with what I was picking up, it could only be him. Camos was obviously an idiot. Or he had no sense of smell.
The guy I thought was Ito glanced back. I smiled at him but kept my lips shut tightly. No need to tip him off to what I was. I continued to push him ahead of me and then to the left into the conference room. 
“I really don’t see why this is necessary. I have all the paperwork for me and my dog.” 
“I’m not a dog, you douche waffle. I’m going to bite your balls off and eat them for breakfast when I get out of here,” snapped the creature from the cage--Nigel, if what the Salamander had said earlier was correct.
The man’s pale yellow eyes set into an olive skinned face watched me carefully. But he didn’t seem particularly worried. I didn’t smell a single drop of fear rolling from him. Any human would have been shaking in their boots even if they had nothing to hide. And I was quite sure this lizard had something to hide. I pointed to a chair. 
“Sit.”
Cactus came in behind me and the Salamander glanced at him, looked down and then his eyes snapped back up. “Cactus?”
“Ito?” Cactus breathed out. “I thought you were banished?” 
Ohh, now we were getting somewhere.
Ito’s mouth thinned to a hard line. “And I thought you were banished too. Apparently, we were both wrong.”
“What I want to know,” I moved so I blocked the view between the two men, “is what you have in that cage there, and why you are holding him against his will.”
Ito smiled, oozing charm. “Beautiful lady, I am bringing my sole companion with me. Who happens to be a dog, that is the whole story, I promise you.”
I smiled back at him. “Bullshit. Now tell me the truth or I’ll let him out and he can eat your balls with my blessing.” 
Ito’s face paled. “You can hear him? You aren’t an Elemental.”
My grin widened until I was sure he could see my fangs. “No, I’m a special snowflake, sweetheart. ”
He scrambled back and I was across the table, not really thinking, just chasing the prey that moved to escape me. My predatory instincts took over and it was all I could do not to sink my teeth into him. The whole chase and eat thing was a bit much, but that’s what I had to learn to fight.
Ito’s hands flew toward my face, the color in them looking distinctly like an open flame. Not a good thing for me on any day. I flipped him over and shoved both his hands under his crotch. “There we go, fire away. Now. What’s in the cage?”
“I could answer that for you.” 
With Ito pinned to the floor, I turned to look at the creature. “All right then. What are you?’
“I’m a familiar.”
I shrugged. “That could mean a whole hell of a lot of things. Are you a dog?”
“No,” he yipped. 
“Fox?”
“I’m not a blinking fox, fang face!”
“Why are you making me guess then?” I yelled at him. “Just spit it the fuck out!”
The golden eyes narrowed. “I’m a black-backed jackal.”
I leaned off Ito and he used it against me. With a thrust of his hips, he threw me off. Damn Elementals and their strength; they could match a vampire any day.
“FUCK.” I crashed into the wall, landing with one hand twisted hard under me. The bone snapped and pain soared through me, momentarily blinding me. I rolled and put the bone back in place. The pain eased and in seconds the injury was healing. 
Score another one for being a vampire with super healing abilities.
“Not so tough, are you?”
I blinked to see Ito standing over me. Cactus was against the far wall, shaking his head. 
“Cactus—”
“I want to help, something is stopping me.” His hands were on his head as though he was indeed struggling with something. Shit, his timing to suddenly go on the fritz couldn’t have been worse. 
“I can help.” This from the creature in the cage. Right beside my head. 
Why did I get a feeling this was a bad idea? No time to second-guess, though. I rolled as Ito fired a ball of flame where I’d lain. I grabbed the cage with both hands and ripped it open, the plastic cracking under my fingers as if it were nothing. Out streaked a tan and black dog, its body no bigger than an average sized mutt. The blur launched itself at Ito and the Salamander shrieked as he went down under the snapping and snarling of the really not very big animal. 
“Nigel, off. Down. Whatever you need, just stop. I need to talk to him.” I pushed to my feet but Nigel the mutt did not listen. 
“You son of a dirty bitch! I’m going to kill you!” Nigel snarled, latching onto Ito’s crotch.
Ito squealed like a stuck pig. I grabbed the long bushy tail that belonged to Nigel and pulled him upward before he could get a good hold on the Salamander. He swung around and clamped his teeth on my upper thigh. 
I grunted but refused to scream. “Let go, or I’ll remove you from my leg like I released you from that cage, you ungrateful little fucker.”
Those golden eyes glittered with hatred, and I glared right back. “Now.”
His mouth popped open. “Pushy wench, put me down.”
I held him over Ito and finally looked down at the trembling fire Elemental. “Should I put him down?”
“No, no. Keep him off me,” he whimpered, his hands over his crotch.
I didn’t take my eyes from him. “Cactus? How are you feeling?”
“I don’t know.”
Great. Some help he was. “Okay, here’s how it’s going to go. Ito, you’re going to tell me what you know about the trafficking of human girls into your world,” Cactus sucked in a breath as if I’d sucker punched him again, “and also about this wild creature here and just why you were dognapping him.”
“I’m not a dog, you stupid blood sucker!”
I kept Nigel aloft and at the far end of my reach, which also placed him right over Ito’s head. Ito swallowed hard. Blood fell in steady drops from the bite marks on his face and neck. I realized how close it had been when I saw the imprints of canine teeth near his jugular. And how hard I sucked in the air to get a taste of what he was made of. “Hurry it up, or I’ll let him at your balls while I take your throat.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ito said, swallowing hard. 
I lowered Nigel, and someone banged on the door. Fuck, the timing today seriously couldn’t be worse. 
“We’re in a meeting,” I yelled without taking my eyes from Ito. 
The sounds of three sets of boots busted through the door. I was betting on TSA agents. “We heard screaming . . .” one of them said. 
I really looked at the scene, the blood, the man on the floor, the crazed dog hanging by its tail. There was no way they were going to believe it, but I tired anyway.
“It’s not what it looks like,” I said. Cactus laughed, but there was a hollow echo in it. I had to admit, it wasn’t the best line I’d ever had. 
Maybe I could smooth things over. “Look, he’s resisting arrest and trafficking animals.”
Then again, maybe not. All three agents pulled their weapons. I had a split second to decide what the fuck I was going to do. 
I dropped Nigel who landed on Ito with a great grin on his canine muzzle. “So we meet again, Ito.”
I leapt across the table with my arms spread wide as if I were trying to fly. The move effectively took down all three of them in a single blow, like bowling for law enforcement. They hit the ground, yelling and scrabbling to get back to their feet. I grabbed Cactus. “Nigel, you coming?”
“Shit, I don’t have a choice, do I?” He leapt onto the table and looked around.
“Not really.” 
I bolted down the carpeted hall, away from the main exit that would take us into the airport proper.
“Wrong way!” Cactus said. 
“No, I don’t want to go that way.” I jerked him with me, keeping his feet moving.
“Why?”
I pointed at the bright red EXIT sign over the door we approached. “Emergency hallways almost always have an exit straight outside at some point.” At least that was what I was hoping. I hit the door hard, and it flung open as an alarm went off. The screeching alarm made me grit my teeth. It felt like sticks piercing my eardrums, it was so loud. 
We were in a concrete hallway. I raced through it, knowing that if I just kept heading for the exit signs, eventually we would be out of the main building. Down two flights of stairs, I stopped in front of another door. “Fingers crossed this is it.”
I pushed the bar on the door with the Exit sign above it. 
A snap of fresh air gusted through the door. Damn, I was good. “We’re out,” I said.
Kind of. We were in an underground garage half full of cars. Nigel shot past me. “Sayonara, losers.”
That’s what he thought. I reached out as he passed me and grabbed his tail, swinging him into the air one more time. “I don’t think so. I lost Ito and still need answers. Which means you’re up to bat, dog.”
He swung around and his teeth sunk into my forearm with a growl. “I’m not a bat dog. I’m a jackal.” At least that’s what I think he said around a mouthful of my arm. 
I bared my teeth at him as I lifted him to eye level. “You think the good agents behind us want to capture you or shoot you? And darling, when it comes to teeth, I win hands down, so I suggest you stop biting me unless you want me to make you my next meal.”
He muffled something around my arm and then let go. “I think I might hate you.”
I dropped him and he glared up at me, his gold eyes crackling with emotion.
 “You’re with us until we get out of here,” I said. “I’ll get my answers then you can pee on whatever fire hydrant you want.”
“I don’t pee on fire hydrants,” he said. 
“Whatever, you get my point.”
I looked around, trying to figure out which way was out. Damn underground parking lots where like a labyrinth made to keep people trapped in their cars for years. Never mind being on foot. “Come on, we don’t have a lot of time before we’ve got uglies on our asses.”
The thing was, I really expected TSA agents to follow us. They didn’t which probably wasn’t good for them. 
However, Ito did follow us, and he was royally pissed if the size of his fire he threw at us was any indication. The heavy steel door behind us blew off its hinges, and a curl of flame wrapped out in an impressive twenty-foot arc that kissed the back of my heels. The door skidded like a giant sled across the cement, rattling and humming.
I dove forward, somersaulting twice before I was up and running again. Fireballs flew to my left and right, effectively driving me toward a dead end. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” 
Being flammable had never been such an issue before, not that being hit with fire as a Tracker would have been that much better. But now my skin was as flammable as any piece of paper. Not a good combo when I was being corralled with that shit.
 I had no desire to find out just how quickly I’d go up in flames. 
A fireball shot past my left leg, and my jean pant leg caught on fire. I didn’t even think, I just slapped at the flames with my bare hands. The pain was instant and as intense as if I’d pressed my palm against a hot stove element and held it there. “Shit bitches!” I dove to the ground and rolled, which put the flames out. From my back, I watch as a wave of flame crackled through the air swimming toward me in an undulating movement, like an ocean wave. 
Three feet across and two feet deep it curved and shimmered as though it were alive. I stared, horrified as a pair of eyes stared back at me. A triangular head emerged from the flame and a long tongue flicked out between fangs easily twelve inches long. Fire snake . . . was it an apparition or an actual creature? Fucked if I knew.
Nigel slammed into me from one side, stumbling and falling into my lap so he was on his back looking up at me. I glanced in the direction he’d come from. A second fire snake hovered in the air, hissing as it shimmered. Two for the price of one. Just fucking awesome. 
“I suggest we work together,” he panted. “Until we get out of here.”
I snorted as I glanced around for Cactus. Where the hell was he anyway? “Suddenly friends?”
“The enemy of my enemy is a friend. Or something like that.” He twisted out of my lap and we both backed as the snakes advanced. “Only way to stop them is to put Ito out of commission.”
De-limbing or beheading had always been an effective way to slow people down. I didn’t see a reason why it wouldn’t work this time around either. But getting close to the Salamander was going to be the issue. A plan formed, fast and not completely thought through, but it was all I had. 
“Think you can get both snakes following you?”
Nigel let out a yip and bolted forward at the one snake. It lunged toward him and he veered hard to the right, barely avoiding it as he ran in the direction of the second snake. They shot at him at the same time and I took the opening, running through the pocket he’d created. 
I pulled one sword as I ran, my other hand still throbbed like a son of a bitch in heat. My footsteps echoed in the underground parking lot and I cringed. I could soften them, but I had to concentrate on what I was doing. I slowed and made myself ease the placement of each foot until the sound was gone, then again picked up speed while still being silent as a stealthy ninja.
I ran from pillar to pillar, looking around each before going to the next. Voices rising in anger in the distance called to me. Cactus and Ito having a chat by the sounds of it.
The way the words bounced in the underground parking lot, I almost went right past them, thinking they were further away than they actually were. 
I closed the gap between us until twenty feet away. I leaned into the pillar and waited for the right moment to make my presence noticed. 
“You messed up, Cactus. You should never have left,” Ito growled. “Fiametta was going to train you to be a thief like me. You could have had everything you ever wanted. But you had to side with that dirt girl, Lark.”
Cactus groaned and I snuck a look. He was propped up against a pillar just like mine, bent at the waist. Injured? But was that possible with—
Ito held a gun up, a silencer on the tip. “Pity, I thought you might take over my route. I’m getting tired of transporting shits like Nigel.” He rubbed at his neck and the marks there as he pointed the gun at Cactus with his other hand, aiming right between his eyes. Now or never. 
I raced forward, putting all the effort I could into my speed. The world blurred and before I could blink, I was behind Ito, swinging my sword at his one leg. Except the force took my blade, not through one, but both limbs. De-limbing at its best. 
For a split second, he hovered in the air, legs missing from mid-thigh down before gravity caught up to my speed and he crashed to the ground, blood pouring from the wounds. The smell caught me off guard and I dropped to my knees, mouth open and saliva washing over my tongue. It took everything I had to not lay down and roll in the blood, to lap it up as though I were a wolf dying of thirst at a river’s edge. “Cactus . . .” I managed to bite the words out, “cauterize his legs before I drain him.”
Cactus went to his knees beside me and put a hand on each stump. “This is going to hurt; when we burn it ain’t nice, Rylee.”
“Do it, or he’ll die and we need him for answers.”
Ito was unconscious already, I doubted that would change. Apparently I was wrong about that tiny fact.
Cactus’s hands glowed bright red and Ito sat up, screaming. I was on him in a flash, clamping my hand over his mouth. Not that I thought we couldn’t handle a human or two, but we’d already been pushing the limits with this underground battle. His scream heated my good hand and for a second, I thought maybe he could spit fire. I hoped to hell that wasn’t the case. 
“All done.” Cactus withdrew his hands and pressed one to his side. “I can’t believe it, he shot me.”
Ito slumped, truly out this time and I took a look at his stumps for legs. They were charred and black, cut off just above the knee, but there really wasn’t that much blood. Or at least not enough that he would die. Again, I was hoping, but I had no real idea. 
I spared Cactus a glance. “In the side?”
He grimaced and gave me a nod. “Yeah. It hurts, bad.”
I leaned over and pulled up is shirt while I held my breath against yet more fresh blood. “You were grazed, the skin and muscle were the only things hit. You were lucky. Another inch to the right, he would have had your liver leaking all over the floor, and I’m not sure even you could heal from that kind of a wound.”
He paled and sat back. “Shit.”
I didn’t wait for Ito to wake. I flipped him over so he was face down and pulled his hands back. A soft yip turned my head around. “Nigel, you okay?”
“Better than him,” he grumped as he trotted, limping, up to my other side. A portion of the fur on his right side where the tan hair was had been charred as black as the stripe on his back. He sat down beside me. “You want to use something metallic and magic to bind his hands. My cage would do the trick.”
I frowned. “Your cage is—”
“Right over there. He brought it with him. Probably thought he’d get me back in there, stupid idiot that he is.” Nigel yawned, his jaws cracking wide and I got a waft of doggy breath. Gross. 
I turned away and looked at the cage. Just how was I going to use his cage as a form of restraint? Though I’d cut both Ito’s legs off, I wasn’t sure he’d fit in the cage. Then again, it might be worth trying . . . I stood and walked to the door that had been blown off. No alarms were sounding, the one that we’d set to raging had stopped somewhere in the middle of the fight. Which was odd. 
The hair along the back of my neck prickled. No alarms? Humans loved their alarms, loved the blaring noise to indicate something was wrong. Blowing a door clean away from its hinges was about as wrong as you could get when it came to their world. And it had happened a good ten minutes before, plenty of time to get more TSA agents down to the underground parking lot.
I bent and grabbed the cage and took it back with me, jogging the whole way. I tossed it to Cactus. “Here, you carry this. It’ll take your mind off the pain.”
Nigel yawned again, stood and shook his whole body. “Well, it was nice knowing you.”
I removed my belt and looped my whip over my shoulder. Cactus gave me a cheeky grin, even though there was still pain in his eyes. “Striptease?”
“In your dreams.” I bent and bound Ito’s hands behind his back. 
Nigel barked at me. “I told you that wouldn’t work. Are you deaf or just damn stupid, blood sucker?”
“Neither, mutt,” I said and Nigel spluttered but I ignored his protests. “I can’t interrogate him here. Something is wrong. No alarm, no humans. Probably means only one thing.”
Cactus groaned. “Don’t say it. Please tell me you aren’t going to say it.”
I smiled, but even I knew it was anything but comforting. “Trouble is on its way.”
 
 








CHAPTER 8
 
WE RAN THROUGH the underground parking lot and out into the bright sunshine. I blinked, my eyes watering as they adjusted, and for a minute, I thought maybe I was seeing things. Because really, how could I be seeing what I was seeing? They were all supposed to be dead. 
Then again, I’d been wrong before.
Five black skinned ogres ranged in front of us. Five of the toughest, meanest, most bloodthirsty of all the ogre tribes blocked our path. The tribes of black skinned ogres were bar none the worst to deal with. Moody, angry, and prone to violence. Kinda sounded like me, actually. 
“Shit,” I muttered. 
The biggest of the ogres, who stood easily nine feet tall and three feet across the shoulders, stepped forward. “You’re in our territory. Trespassers are killed on sight.”
“Fuck off, your territory is south. Portland,” I snapped, wishing I’d left Ito’s lame ass behind, he was going to slow us down. I had him tucked under one arm, like an oversized football. Not exactly agile for maneuvering. 
He pointed to his chest. “Pic is my name. Our tribe has held the Seattle area for three hundred years. We do not associate with the southern ogres.” 
“What, are they the white trash cousins everyone is embarrassed to see show up for Thanksgiving dinner?” I grinned, unable to help myself. 
His lips twitched, and for a second, I thought I might have won him over. “They are weak, cowardly, and stupid.”
“Can’t disagree with that. I’ve killed my fair share of them,” I said. Anything to get us out of here in one piece.
With his free hand, he swept out a broadsword easily four-feet long, but the real feature was the split in the blade. As if two swords had been welded at the hilt and part way up the blade was then allowed to spread north and south. The other four ogres nodded in agreement. I noted there was no foul language flowing from him. Maybe that meant he was more civilized? Somehow I doubted my theory.
“You understand then that they are weak if they are able to be killed by a puny girl like you,” he said.
“Puny girl. That’s a new one,” I said, and normally I’d tell him to take his puny sword and shove it up his asshole, but I was trying to play nice. Kinda. 
“Well, we’re leaving, so no offense, but I didn’t know it was your territory.”
He pointed his blade at me, and eight humans in TSA uniforms stepped out from behind us, guns raised, aimed at . . . not the ogres, but me. Seriously? What the fuck was going on? I slowly put Ito down. He was about to be on his own. He groaned but didn’t open his eyes as I lowered him. 
Pic smiled. “We learned that a few well-placed humans were integral to survival in this world.”
“No way I can talk you out of this?” I tried one last time. Because I was pretty sure I couldn’t kill them all. And then there were the triplets at home. What if they had some sort of weird ogre sickness? What if we needed blood from one of these douchebags?
“Cactus, you can help out this time, I hope?”
“You got it, puny girl.” The laughter in his voice almost made me smile. Almost.
Pic tipped his head to one side. “You think a plant can help you?”
“A plant that breathes fire,” I said. 
Cactus flung his hands and three fireballs shot at the ogres. They fell to the side. I grabbed Cactus around the waist and ran forward. The ogres roared as we ran through their ranks, dodging the reaching hands. The humans opened fire with their stupid guns, and I didn’t bother to zigzag. With this much supernatural vibration throwing things off, we should be okay, or so I thought until a bullet slammed into my left shoulder, spinning us around completely.
I stumbled, got my feet under me and kept running. “Cover us, Cactus!”
He flung a hand back and threw several fireballs at random. 
“How did you manage to piss off so many people in such a short time?” Nigel asked as he ran at my side, keeping up with ease. 
“Talent,” I breathed back. We slid to a stop at as we reached a main road. I didn’t even know which one. I just raised my hand and flagged a cab down. My luck turned, and a cab pulled over in seconds. I pushed Cactus in and Nigel leapt in next. 
“Kerry Park,” I said as I slammed the door. “And hurry.”
The cabbie grinned at me and I groaned. “Seriously?” What the hell kind of karma was happening with me lately? 
“I’m hurrying, don’t worry,” Ivan said. How was it that he managed to be our cabbie twice in a row? Was he stalking us? Somehow I didn’t think so. I ducked my head down and tried to keep a low profile as the cab zipped in and out of traffic. I had no doubt the ogres would pursue us. I just didn’t know how exactly that was going to happen if they would be on foot or have some sort of vehicles of their own. I was betting on foot. Maybe hoping was a better word.
A thought hit me. I tapped on the glass. “Wolf, any local supe knowledge in that brain of yours?”
Ivan glanced back at me once and then his eyes were back on the road. “Depends. What are we talking?”
“Ogres. Black skinned, one of them goes by Pic.”
Ivan cringed. Wonderful—when a werewolf cringed, things were going down the poop chute faster than a greasy burger. 
I tapped the glass again. “Spill.” 
“Avoid him from now on out if you can. He’s not altogether there. Thinks himself a king, and has even pulled in some humans as slaves last I heard.” He glanced in the mirror again. “By the look on your face, your first introduction to him didn’t go well, did it?”
“Fuck no,” I muttered. “That’s the understatement of the day.”
Of course, I would end up dealing with an ogre with an egomaniac problem. “I got firsthand contact with that shit. How big is the tribe he runs?”
Ivan took a hard right, barely slowing the cab. “Bigger than most. Close to thirty was what I heard through the grapevine.”
I leaned back in my seat, my heart racing for a different reason now. Eve was in Kerry Park all on her own. “And their home base?”
Not Kerry Park, not Kerry Park. The mantra rolled through my mind as I begged whatever gods would listen to my pleas.
Ivan glanced in the rearview mirror. “You’re headed there.”
Of course, we were. Fucking hell, this day was going to push me to my limits. 
I reached over and put a hand on Cactus’s arm. My hand throbbed where the burn was, but it was healing, slower than the break in my arm for sure. “When we get there, we’re going to run for Eve. Understand? Full speed.”
Cactus nodded, but his face was pale. I slapped him with my less burned hand, just hard enough to put some color in his cheeks. “Snap out of it. You’ve got a fucking flesh wound, you aren’t missing a limb or bleeding out you fucking pansy ass.”
He didn’t get angry which surprised me. “It’s not the wound, Rylee. It’s what’s in my head.” He tapped a hand through his wild red hair. “I’m trying to fight it, but it’s getting harder, like a voice I can’t deny. Sometimes it sounds like me, other times I know it’s not, but the line between them is blurring.”
I grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him close enough that I could have kissed him if I’d been inclined, which I most certainly was not. This was not the time for mental breakdowns. 
“I don’t care what is going on in your head. Get your shit together. Eve is out there. She is our way out of this mess, not to mention a part of my family. We are going to move our asses. We are going to get to her and the three of us are getting the fuck out of this city. Got it?”
He nodded, his whole body stiff. “Yeah, I got it. Thanks for the pep talk.”
Fucking passive aggressive shit. I hated it on anyone. But there was no more time for slapping the sense into him.
Ivan pulled the cab over. “Here we are. Good luck.”
I noticed that Nigel said nothing until we were out of the cab. “Now that was a mutt.”
“Cactus, time to go,” I said. 
He nodded and we took off into the park. Nigel stuck close, but for the most part kept his mouth shut. Maybe he could help me yet, answer the questions I would never have the chance to ask Ito. One could hope. 
We raced through the manicured park, disturbing more than one young couple walking hand in hand, and one pair that were more than hand in hand. Nigel ducked in and bit the guy on his bare ass in mid thrust. Even I had to laugh as the guy screeched and completely lost his rhythm. Maybe Nigel fit in better than I thought. It was the sort of stunt Alex would have pulled in mid battle. 
Cactus straightened as we ran, as though he gained strength from where we were. Which could have been possible. He was an elemental after all. I didn’t know all their secrets, though it looked like I was going to need to. 
Running side by side, we were well matched in speed, though I knew I could take it up a notch. I couldn’t leave him behind and that was all that held me back; whatever thing Lark had asked him to do was important too. Leaving him behind wasn’t an option. 
Around us, the trees shivered and flashes of color caught my eyes here and there. But it was the smells and the sounds that made me doubt if we were going to make it in time. 
The sound of multiple hearts beating as they ran to either side of us, the scent of blood and steel, of adrenaline and lust; all of it was a heady mix for the vampire in me. Ogres were if nothing else consistent. They loved only two things in the world. 
Fucking and fighting. And not always one without the other. 
A guttural roar exploded from the right of us. Cactus flicked his fingers and the trees bent and swept toward the ogre before he had time to launch himself at us. 
“Good move,” I said. 
He grunted, and kept an eye on his side of the trees. I recognized where we were and knew we were close to where we’d left Eve, close enough she would hear me if I called out. “Eve, incoming! Fly!”
She screeched in response and the sound of wings lit the air up. I gritted my teeth as we burst through the last bit of trees. Eve was in the middle of the small clearing, ogres on all sides of her. Shit toast, this was going downhill faster than I’d thought possible. 
Pic was not there, but he didn’t need to be for us to be in shit neck deep. There were enough ogres to take us out three times over without breaking a sweat. I didn’t slow my feet for a single stride. “Eve, go!”
She leapt into the air, the ogres cried out as they launched toward her. This was going to be close. I wasn’t getting a second chance at this. Time to push the limits of my abilities and see what I could really do. Until now, there’d been no need. I could pretend I was still normal, still more human than not. Faris and Doran had done pretty amazing things with their vampire strength and abilities. So surely I could too. Hell, I knew I could. I held my arm out to Nigel and he leapt up without me having to say a word. 
Cactus, on the other hand, was a bit thicker. I grabbed him and swung him around so he was on my back, riding piggyback style. “Rylee, you can’t—”
“Watch me.” I put all my energy into the run, almost flying us across the clearing. The sound of weapons being drawn, bows being pulled taut, the curses rising in the air as they missed us. At the last second, I leapt up, pushing off as hard as I could and Eve swooped down. There was a moment where I thought maybe I’d miscalculated and we’d fall into the tribe of ogres as thick as one of the bramble patches we’d passed. But Eve was there, and she caught us at the height of my jump. Her talons wrapped around us, pinning the three of us against one another. 
Shrieking she swept us over the tree tops. She swept in a circle once so we were looking down on the group of ogres staring up at us. She dropped a rather large shit as we passed over them. I saw it hit, a splatter that was not going to endear them to us in any way, shape, or form. The ogres cried out and Eve laughed. “That’ll teach them to mess with us. Eat my shit, losers!”
Nigel laughed. “I like her.”
Cactus waved a hand in front of his face. “What the hell? Did you save that up for the last month?”
I held my breath, not needing to add Harpy shit to the things I’d smelled up close and personal as a vampire with super sensitive receptors. I let a full minute pass before I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Eve, go north, we’ll find a spot, stop, and regroup.”
“You got it,” she called back. 
Nigel squirmed in my arms. “You can put me down wherever.”
“No, I think not,” I said. “Why was Ito taking you to the Pit?”
Nigel rolled his eyes. “Because I’m a familiar. The queen suddenly got it in her head she needed a new familiar so she sent that idiot Ito after me. I’m famous, you know. Even legendary when it comes to familiars. There’s only one close to me in age and she has a habit of her charges dying.”
I frowned at him, thinking I knew who he meant. But I wasn’t going to tell him I knew Peta. “Keep talking.”
He sighed. “I don’t know much more than that. Ito is one of her regular thieves, as you saw, kind of an ass. He is always out on a job and happened to stumble on me when I was asleep.”
That caught my attention. “Explain that last bit. About him being a regular thief.”
Nigel grunted. “It won’t do you any good. As soon as some strong elemental gets a hold of you and realizes you know too much they’ll wipe your memory. It’s how they do things.”
My turn to grunt. “Where have you been the last six months? Hiding under a rock? Elementals are no longer the myth they once were.”
He bared his teeth at me. “And if I was under a rock?”
“You missed out on a hell of a lot of shit that went down.” I filled him in on Orion, the demons, and the major battle that had been rather close to ending the world as we knew it. The Elementals and how they’d helped out at the last battle, and most importantly, Lark and her role in everything. 
His eyes never twitched, he never gasped. At the end, he nodded. “Not surprised. That was coming for a good long time. So Elementals have been outed then? Supernaturals know all about them?”
“I suppose the supernaturals who are left know about them. At least they suspect.” I realized then there was no real reason for anyone to think the Elementals were anything but amazingly powerful witches. Except for those in my closest circle who knew Lark and what she was, no one else had a clue as to what actually went down. It must have shown on my face because Nigel laughed. 
“See, even now you realize they hid from the rest. So maybe you know, and can even claim them as friends, but they’re good at keeping a low profile. They don’t want you to know about them and that isn’t going to change. It’s programmed into them to stay out of sight and under the radar.”
I tightened my hold on him. “None of that matters right now. Explain to me about these thieves and how they operate.”
Nigel rolled his eyes and his big, cupped ears twitched back and forth a few times. “Every elemental family has at least two thieves. Usually they have some other job so they look normal, or they’ve been ‘banished’ so they aren’t expected to survive like Ito. Consider them the undercover cops of the Elemental world. Except they aren’t the good guys. They do the dirty work no one likes to think about. And they are rewarded for it.”
He paused and seemed to be gathering his thoughts. “They search out whatever it is their king or queen wants.”
“I thought that’s what the Enders did,” I said and from behind me, I felt Cactus nod.
Nigel sighed. “Yes, the Enders hunt down criminals, that’s true. But the thieves are hunting other things. Things that the average Elemental knows nothing about. The majority of their work circles around bringing in partlings.” 
That was a new one on me.
“What the hell are partlings?” I looked over my shoulder at Cactus who shook his head, a frown creasing his face. 
“Don’t look at me, I have no idea what he’s talking about.” He grunted.
Nigel barked. “Of course, you don’t. No one does. I do only because I’ve been around as long as I have. Partlings are children of children of children of elementals. Someone with a miniscule amount of elemental blood coursing through them. Not enough to manifest into something supernatural as you’d get with a breeding closer to the root of things.” 
I frowned, as I ran his explanation through my head. “I’m not sure I’m following.”
Again he sighed and pointed a paw at Cactus. “Like if Cactus, here, knocked up a human girl, they’d probably give birth to a witch. Someone with extra power in the area of fire and earth. As an example. But,” he paused, “if that girl had a baby with a human, and that child then had a child with a human, the elemental blood is diluted. To the point where there is nothing but a whisper of elemental in them. Those are partlings. The blood is there, but faintly to the point that without any training, it may never show up.”
His words made sense, and yet, they still buzzed in my ears. I thought about the burns in Belinda’s bed and the matching burn on her father’s face. Could she be one of these partlings, with a connection to fire as her element? 
“Okay, so partlings. Almost human, fraction of elemental blood in them, got it. Why would these thieves go after them?” I asked. 
Nigel locked eyes with me. “Slaves. They can withstand whatever element their home is with some training. They are hardier than humans, and by the way, the rules don’t say much against taking them, because technically, they are still more human than Elemental. The rulers say it’s so they can train them to use their powers. It’s a loophole essentially.”
“When in reality they are nothing more than chattel,” Cactus said and then he slowly whistled. “Holy shit.”
Nigel nodded. “Right. Long-lived, hardy slaves that don’t actually exist as far as the rest of the Elemental world is concerned. If they don’t exist, then nothing wrong is being done. Right?”
I mulled over Nigel’s words, comparing them to what I’d learned from Camos at the flower shop. “Do these partlings have some sort of tramp stamp? Like a birthmark?”
Nigel blinked up at me. “Shit, you already knew about them? You trying to trip me up and make me lie so you can kill me?” He squirmed his sharp nails digging into me, drawing blood. 
“Fucking well, stop it!” I grabbed his front legs. “I didn’t know for sure. But I’ve been learning things, you spaz.” Nigel relaxed and I let him go. To be fair we were still squashed together by Eve’s talons, but I didn’t clutch his legs in my hands. 
“You can’t blame me for being leery. Elementals are douchebags. Constantly trying to make you prove yourself to them, always trying to make you look like a liar,” he grumped. 
No more words were exchanged as we flew. Cactus tried, but I ignored him. My thoughts rolled over and over. Trafficking elemental partlings, putting them into slavery. Putting familiars into slavery. It fit with what I’d found out so far, but that didn’t make me feel any better about getting Belinda home safely. 
“Rylee,” Eve said, “I see a spot on a beach where we could land.”
“Do it.”
She swept downward and my legs whipped out behind me like I was in some sort of crazy carnival ride. Nigel yipped several times, high-pitched and excited. His tongue flopped out one side of his mouth and again I was reminded of Alex. I didn’t want to be reminded of my friend. Certainly not by the black-backed jackal who was obviously out for himself and nobody else. I didn’t need that in my life. 
Eve paused in the air, ten or twelve feet up and let the three of us go. We tumbled out of her claws. I landed in a crouch, Nigel landed on his feet and Cactus landed sprawled to one side. He lay there long enough that I went over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Cactus.”
“Mother goddess, Rylee. Something is wrong with me.” He rolled onto his back and threw an arm over his eyes. 
I crouched beside him. “Listen, if you’re sick I have to leave you behind. If you’re injured I have to leave you behind. I can’t slow down.”
“I’m neither. Something is wrong inside my head. It’s like I can’t control my emotions . . . I’m not myself.” He pulled his arm from his face and the fear in his eyes was visible. 
I blew out a slow breath. “What do you want me to do?”
“Nothing.” He sat up. “I just want you to know. So if I do something stupid. Or dangerous to you or . . . to Lark . . . promise me you won’t let me hurt her.”
I closed my eyes. What the fuck was with all these people in my life who wanted me to off them instead of taking control of themselves on their own? That’s what I wanted to say. But I was learning to hold back. Ha.
“Fuck off, Cactus. Hold your shit together so I don’t have to take your head. Got it? Find your puny balls, man up, and do the right thing.” I stood and raised an eyebrow. “Got it?”
His mouth hung open and he slowly nodded. “That was not the pep talk I was expecting.”
“I don’t do pep talks. I do ass kicking.” 
Nigel snorted a laugh. “I think I might like you.”
“The feeling is not mutual,” I said, and he laughed. 
“Oh, I wouldn’t expect it to be. You know you make me think of a Tracker I knew once. Maybe you’re related? Name was Brin.”
I’d heard the name but I was pretty sure I wasn’t related. “I know of him. Not related.”
“Hmm.” Nigel squinted his eyes at me. “You sure? I think you have his nose.”
I rolled my eyes and walked past him to where Eve stood, her feet half buried in the wet sand. “How are you? Is your wing okay? Do you need to rest?” Good grief, I sounded like a mom.
“Rylee, I’m fine. Stop fussing over me.” She shook her head side to side, sending her feathers into a spray. “I assume you have an idea of where we are going?”
“Nigel,” I called over my shoulder. “If the girl was picked up by a Salamander, we can assume he took her to the Pit?” The Pit being the home of the fire Elementals, aka Salamanders. I wasn’t sure exactly where it was. I’d never been there. But Lark had talked about it, and I suspected it wasn’t going to be a two-hour flight. 
“Good assumption.” He stretched his front legs out in the sand as if doing a yoga pose, a perfect downward dog. “Not that you’d be able to get her out. The slaves are always kept well away from the rest of the population and only in service once they are fully trained to keep their mouths shut. Sometimes takes years before they are allowed out of the training rooms. Assuming they survive the training that is.”
“And how do you know all this?” Cactus asked. Good question, one I was curious about myself. 
Nigel grinned at him, a strange pulling back of his lips that made me think he was a bit bonkers. “I told you, I’ve been around a long, long time. You don’t live as long as me without learning a few things you aren’t supposed to.”
So we needed to get to the Pit, find a way into the slave quarters, grab Belinda and get the hell out without any of the fire elementals noticing. Because if Ito was any indication, things would get ugly as soon as anyone realized what I was up to. 
“Cactus, you’re going to the Pit, right?”
“Yeah. Mother goddess,” he muttered, “I know where this is going. Rylee, I don’t think Lark would want me to help you.”
“Bullshit,” I snapped. “And you know it.”
He shook his head, then slowly nodded. “You’re right. See, this is what I’m talking about.” He tapped his skull. “Something is manipulating me. I’ve not been myself since we left Tian Shan.”
Damn, he was right. He wasn’t the man I’d known while I’d been in hiding. Not at all. Like someone else had taken up residence in his head. “Okay. I’m going to keep you on track. At least until we get the kid out of the Pit.”
Nigel snorted. “You aren’t really going to the Pit. Are you? Tell me you aren’t that stupid.”
Eve stomped a clawed foot at him and he yelped and jumped away. “Don’t you talk about her like that or I’ll eat you for breakfast, you mangy mutt. She isn’t stupid. She saved the world while you hid under your rock.”
He bared his teeth at her. “Try that again, you oversized chicken, and I’ll tear you a new asshole.”
This was getting out of hand. I stepped between them. “Stop it. Both of you. Eve. We are going to take Cactus with us, and he’s going to help us get into the Pit and find Belinda. Nigel here is going his own way.”
“What? Why?” he barked. 
“Seriously?” I stared at him, and slowly shook my head. “You don’t like us, we don’t like you. I think that’s enough of a reason to part ways.”
He shrugged his thin shoulders. “Yeah, but you might need me. And I could help.”
“I doubt that.”
His eyes grew serious. “Do you know that a familiar of an elemental is rarely heard by anyone who is not an elemental?”
“Yup.” I moved to Eve’s side and motioned for her to hold out her wing so I could check it over. I ran my fingers through the tips still there and she winced. “Still tender?”
She nodded. “Getting better.”
Nigel pushed his way between us. “Then did it never occur to you that the reason you can hear me might be because you need my help?” He was at my feet, sitting calmly as if he were a well-behaved dog. I looked down at him. He was anything but a dog, but he was no Alex either. 
“I don’t need a familiar,” I said, and even I heard the pain in my voice. Fuck.
“Ah. You lost one?” He nodded. “Then I understand that perhaps better than most. I’ve lost three charges. Each one I cared for nearly a thousand years.”
“Like I said,” I ran my fingers through Eve’s feathers again, “I don’t need a familiar, or a sidekick, or a new dog.”
From the corner of my eye, I saw his large ears perk up. “Was it a canine then? Like me?”
Eve squawked. “Nothing like you. He was loyal and kind, and sweet.” She choked on the words and pin pricks of tears teased at the edges of my eyes. 
Nigel said nothing, though there was an understanding in his eyes I didn’t want to see. 
Cactus cleared his throat. “If Eve is up to it, we should go. We have to cross the Pacific.”
“Ocean?” she squawked.
Shit. That was a hell of a lot farther than I was thinking. “Like the whole thing?”
“Yes. The Pit is in the ring of fire. The Island of Japan is what the humans call it.”
Fuck it all to hell and back. “Eve, we’ll hopscotch. We can stop in Hawaii and then fly from there. Doable?”
“Yes. I’d go the whole stretch, but not with carrying three of you.”
“Nigel isn’t . . .” I looked up to see him already sitting on Eve’s back. He grinned at me. 
“Whether you like it or not, I’m coming with you. I may be an asshole, but I’m good at keeping people alive. For some reason, I think I should keep you alive. Be grateful.”
“I don’t need your help . . . anymore,” I amended.
Cactus put a hand on my shoulder. “I hate to say it, but he’s probably right. He might be good to bring along. A familiar is trained, wired even, to keep people alive. We’re walking into a place that is designed to fry you to a cinder. Even if you weren’t a daywalking vampire.”
Damn it. I didn’t want someone trying to take Alex’s place. But I wasn’t so fucking foolish to think I couldn’t use help. I’d learned that the hard way. There were times I couldn’t do it all on my own, and trying only got people I loved hurt.
I swung up onto Eve’s back and Nigel crouched in front of me. I tapped him on the head. “One wrong move and you’re going overboard in the middle of the ocean.”
He grinned up at me. “By the end of this, you won’t want me to leave.”
I snorted. “I doubt that, mutt.” 
 
 








CHAPTER 9
 
THE BRIGHT BLUE ocean whipped by below us. Eve pushed hard, sparing nothing to get us to Hawaii in record time. As we drew close to the islands, night fell and the blue ocean turned to black pin prickes with the reflection from the stars. Beautiful and hauntingly lonely all wrapped in one image.
 I pointed to one of the smaller, less inhabited islands where there seemed to be very few lights. “There. We’ll break until morning.” Which was only a few hours away, but Eve like the rest of my crew was good at resting up fast. Thank the gods for supernatural abilities. 
She dove which pushed Nigel into my belly. He turned his head up so his nose was pressed into my chin. “You need to feed. I can smell it on you, the hunger is going to overtake you soon if you don’t do something about it.”
My jaw ticked, and I wanted to yell at him to keep himself out of my business. But he was right. The second he said feed my fangs began to ache. I could find a donor, something I needed to get used to. I cringed. 
Eve landed and the three of us slid off. I started away before she’d even settled her wings. “I’ll be back.”
“There’s an easier solution,” Cactus said. “You could draw from me.”
My feet slowed and I turned to face him. “Why?”
“Because you’re right. Lark would want me to help you. And I want to help, too. Even if she . . . look, either way, I’m offering you blood. You want it or do you want to find some wayward human?” He folded his arms and didn’t look away from me. This was a bit more of the Cactus I remembered. At the edge of my mind, I tried to grasp the thought that whispered through. Cactus was acting almost as if someone was encouraging every bad trait he had while suppressing the good ones. Was that even possible? Or had he always been an asshole and had just stopped trying to hide it?
“Thank you,” I said. 
Eve lay in the sand and tucked her head under one wing. “A fire would be nice.”
Cactus’s lips twitched. “Subtle.”
She fluffed her feathers. “No point in being subtle. I want a fire. You can start one so why would you not?”
Nigel laughed and pointed at me with his long nose. “She sounds like you.”
I stood back as Cactus did as Eve asked and started a fire. He drew several stones from the earth, bringing them up through the sand with what looked like ease before he gathered wood and lit it up with a snap of his fingers. The sound of the ocean lapping at the shore twenty feet away gave me some comfort, the sound like white noise in my brain. At least we were close enough I could go for a swim if Cactus lost his mind and tried to light me on fire. The thought stuttered. Why the fuck would I even think that? Was I that distrusting or were my instincts trying to tell me something? I almost hoped it was just a trust issue.
Once the fire was going good, Cactus sat back from the edge of it, facing me. “Rylee?”
Gods, this felt like a first date, so damn intimate to take blood and it’s why I’d avoided it. Even with the TSA agent, that had been far too intense, but at least there had been no preplanning, no come sit with me and let me wrap my arms around you as I orgasm as you bite me. I couldn’t do it. Not with Cactus. I shook my head. “No, you stay here and watch over things. I’ll be back.”
I shucked off my jacket and tossed it at him. He caught it, a frown on his face. “Rylee, it’s not that big of a deal.”
Maybe it wasn’t to him, but it was to me.
I jogged away, down the beach toward the few lights we’d seen as we’d landed. 
Doran warned me about only taking blood from Liam. As a Guardian, Liam was strong enough to be my sole provider. Which was bad enough as it was, taking his blood. Shame burned in my gut. I’d always fought the monsters, I’d always killed them. Broken their hold on their captives, taken their heads and not felt a single bit of remorse. 
And now, I was one of them. The truth that had been circling me crashed onto my shoulders. Six months I’d avoided the reality that was now mine. That I lived off blood, I needed to take life to survive. Caring for five children under the age of two, getting our family back into some semblance of normalcy, all of it had allowed me to avoid really examining my existence. Even so, the darkness had swirled around me like vultures, waiting to pick me apart piece by piece.
I slowed until I stood completely still, unmoving with the weight of who and what I really was holding onto me, pressing me into the sand. My throat tightened and I closed my eyes. I was not a Tracker. I was a vampire, and a reluctant one at that. A vampire who didn’t want to take blood? This was not going to end well. I began to understand the balance Doran spoke of. I had to take blood to live, and if I didn’t, my mind would fall apart. I realized then that since I’d taken the blood of the TSA agent directly from his neck, I had felt more myself. More normal. 
A moan escaped me at the thought of blood. Both desire for the liquid life and horror at how badly I needed it. Wanted it. I almost turned back to the others, to the flask of Liam’s blood that would allow me to go on, to pretend I was normal. Of course, that had been lost in the crash so there was no going back to my hidden ways. There was no way I could pretend I wasn’t a monster anymore. 
Frozen where I was, the sound of crying whispered across my ears, brought to me by the soft ocean breeze. Without realizing it, at first, I walked toward the sobs. The island wind coiled around the girl and then seemed to offer the scents up to me. Desperation, sadness. Hopeless. Resigned.
Broken.
I found her at the edge of the water. She wore a white shift dress that clung to her. Shivers wracked her body despite the warm air and she had her head on her knees as if she could curl in on herself. 
The part of me that was vampire recognized the weakness in her, the ability to cut her from the herd without anyone blaming anything but her own self. I dropped to a crouch and reached a hand out, touching her on the elbow. She startled and turned huge brown eyes to me. 
“I wasn’t trying to kill myself.” She whispered the lie and we both knew it for what it was. 
“It’s hard to drown on purpose,” I said. My eyes were locked onto the throbbing pulse in her throat. The steady bump of blood against the skin that barely held it from spreading over the sand. I swallowed hard and looked away. “You want to die?”
“Yes,” she shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know anymore. This is too hard.” Tears slipped down her cheeks and I tried to think of how bad it would be to want this. To want to let go of your life and embrace the other side of the Veil with both hands. 
The air in my lungs stilled, and I was suddenly back on the slab, blood running out of me, family circling me. Holding me up with their love. A tear slid down my face and I held a hand out to her. “Life is always worth fighting for. No matter how hard. No matter how . . .frightening.” I said the words but I didn’t really feel them. Because I understood her all too well. I understood the feeling that maybe the world would have been better off without me. That maybe I should have tried harder to force Alex to go back and offer my life in his stead. But I hadn’t. I couldn’t even do that right.
“You don’t know that. You don’t know what I live with, the monsters in my head.” She sobbed. “You don’t know what I’ve seen, what’s been done to me. Who I’ve lost.”
“Life is more than loss, more than pain.”
“That’s what everyone says, that’s what they told me. But I don’t believe them.”
“They love you. Your people love you.”
“You don’t know that. You don’t know anything about me.”
“I don’t have to know you to know it’s true.”
“They don’t know me. How can they know me? How can they love me when I’m such a fool, when there is so much about me that is ugly and dark? So much that is not worth loving?”
I stared at her, unable to disengage, to know where her words and mine separated, where she spoke and where I spoke. 
She was me, I was her. I looked into a mirror where my heart was laid bare and every fear, every terror-filled dream spilled out of her mouth. Her eyes fluttered closed. “I couldn’t even do this right. I couldn’t even end things and leave this world on my own terms.” Snot ran from her nose but it was like she didn’t feel it. A shudder rippled through her. “I prayed I would die. That something would happen. But God hates me. He couldn’t even give me this.”
Her words snapped through me. Maybe I was meant to kill her. To find peace for both of us, for me to make my first kill one of compassion, and to do it for a person who no longer wanted to live anyway so it wasn’t really the same as taking a life. I was giving her something. 
I took her hand and pulled her into a hug. I wasn’t sure if it was for her or me. Pretty sure we both needed it, even if I would never admit it. I tipped her head with one hand and she didn’t fight. Just lay limp in my arms. She was too close, and my instincts took over. I gently buried my fangs into her neck. She didn’t let out a single protest. 
The blood flowed and it tasted like coconut milk and honey, like the wind that had teased her hair as she ran on the beach, of the warm sand she’d buried her feet in, like laughter and tears, love and pain. The sound of her mother calling her name with so much love it hurt me to hear that single word. All of it, crushed over my mouth and into me, filling me; I couldn’t stop, even if I’d wanted to.
I drank her down, gulping the blood, feeling her life flood through me. I was everything I’d hated. Everything I’d feared. And I couldn’t stop. Her death hovered on the edges of my vision, I could feel her failing, feel her heart giving up.
Her pulse slowed, and then picked up again as if she would fight me, as if even now, she knew life was worth it. Her hands came up between us and she tried—however weakly—to push me away. 
It took everything I had to remove my mouth from her neck. I stared down at her. She was weak, but if I stopped now, she would live. But what kind of a life would it be, thinking she was a monster? That she was everything she hated? Or were those my own thoughts?
I pressed my forehead to hers. “Do you want to live?”
She drew a ragged breath. “Yes.”
“Then I will give you a gift,” I whispered. With the strength of her blood pulsing through my veins, I let my influence loose in my voice, for the first time giving it everything I had, more so than with the TSA agent. I’d seen into her heart, seen the compassion and the power she had yet to tap into. That was partly what she feared, the power of her own being, the strength of her own heart. 
I smiled at her, though I felt it wobble as I spoke, struggling to find the right words. Fuck, I was no poet, no wordsmith. So I tried to sound like Lark. She was better at this kind of shit than I was. The whole “Confucius says” way of talking. 
“Emmy,” her name flowed off my lips, “you will live and find love. Go and find your passion and with it, change this world. You will change lives with your heart, my friend. Don’t ever doubt it again.”
Her brown eyes fogged for a moment and then cleared at a lightning pace. “You’re an angel come to save me. To show me the path.”
I shook my head, a bitter laugh escaping me. “I’m no angel.”
She touched my face and our roles reversed. “The darkness in you is your strength, no matter how you try to deny it. The monster you fear in you will save lives. Embrace it.”
I scooped her up, the world around me seeming like some strange dream. I packed her up the beach so she was away from the water. “You don’t know that.”
“I do. My grandmother had the sight. So do I. I knew you were death incarnate when you first spoke. I did not fear you. I don’t fear you now.”
“You wanted to die,” I pointed out as I set her down, her back against a log.
“No. I didn’t. Not really. You have given me the strength and focus I need. I won’t let your gift go to waste.” She smiled, reached up and took my hand. “Believe in yourself, Rylee. You will be stronger when you finally accept your gifts, and your flaws.”
I backed away, saying nothing more. Not knowing there was something else to say anyway. I lifted a hand in farewell. She would live, and I had a feeling it wasn’t the last time I’d see her. I walked for almost half an hour before it hit me.
“Shit . . . she knew my name, too,” I mumbled to myself. 
“Whose name?” 
I snapped a fist out, connecting with Cactus before I could even think to stop myself. 
He yelped as he went down, clutching his hands to his face. “Damn it, Rylee! That just healed.”
“Don’t fucking well sneak up on me!” I shouted and stormed past him. Eve and Nigel were deep in conversation as I approached the glowing fire. Eve glanced at me and I shook my head. Didn’t want to talk. 
She bobbed her head ever so slightly and went back to talking to Nigel about the roles of Harpies in the Elemental world. How they were used often as familiars in the past, but had fallen out of favor. The story was halfway through, but I couldn’t focus on it. I couldn’t focus on anything, but Emmy’s words. Her pain, and how I’d been able to ease it. How she’d seen me as an angel, as ridiculous as that was. I snorted and Nigel lifted an eyebrow. I looked away. Angel. I was a monster, a fucking vampire who would take life to sustain my own. 
Monster. Monster. Monster. 
Wasn’t I?
 
 








CHAPTER 10

 
THE WIND PICKED up as we drew closer to the mountain known as the Pit. I covered my eyes, shading them from the glare of the sun. Below us to the south side of the mountain was a monstrous orchard in full blossom. Even I knew it was out of season for blooming things, and the thing stood out. Pale pink petals floated on the air, as if in a constant state of flowering and then dropping the petals. 
“Eve, see that cherry tree orchard?”
“Yes. Should I land there?”
I looked back at Cactus who nodded. “Best place to start.”
Eve swung around the mountain once before landing at the base of the mountain. She gave a shudder and yawned. “That was a long flight.”
I got off her back and stretched my legs. “Cactus, how are we getting in?”
He pointed at the door with his eyebrows raised. “The door?”
I turned and frowned. All I saw was dirt, the side of the mountain, some scrubby bushes. “Haha. Seriously, how the fuck are we getting in?”
“I forgot because you can talk to Nigel,” he smiled, “I assumed you could see the entrance. Most entryways like this are hidden from the humans and most supernaturals.” 
Nigel barked, drawing my attention to him. “I don’t think you should go in there.”
I ran a hand over my weapons, making sure they were all attached. “I didn’t ask your opinion, mutt.”
“You should. I’m trying to keep you alive. I say send the Salamander in without you to bring the kid out. I’ll go with him.” 
“Why is that again, the keeping me alive business?” I countered. Call me cynical but there was no reason for Nigel to attach himself to me. Unless he wanted something. I narrowed my eyes as the thought took root. 
“Don’t be giving me snake eyes.” He snapped his teeth at me. “I have my own reasons for seeing you through this.”
But why would he want to go with Cactus and leave me behind? 
Cactus stood next to the mountain and ran his hand over it. The air around him shimmered and the dirt solidified into a door made of black obsidian. Eve squawked. “Are you sure it’s safe?”
I strode forward. “Nope.” I paused at the door and looked back. “Eve, go around to the east side of the mountain. In case anyone comes out this door, I don’t want you to be the first thing they see.”
“Got it.” She strode away, head bobbing in time with each step. I trusted her to keep out of sight if anyone showed up. She’d learned a lot in the last couple of years.
Three steps later and I stood next to Cactus as he ran his hand over the black material. “You ready?”
“Ready as ever. You think you can find the dungeons?”
“I’ll show you where the queen’s dungeons are. From there you’re on your own. I need to do what Lark sent me in for.” His green eyes were earnest and I gritted my teeth against the snappy comeback that rose in my throat. Because as much as I hated it, he was right. Now was the time to part ways. 
“Let’s do this shit then.” I motioned at the door. Cactus touched a few spots that didn’t seem any different than the rest of the door, but the obsidian slid upward. We stepped through, Nigel hurrying ahead of us. His tongue was out and he panted like crazy. “You going to have a heart attack on us?”
“Scenting the air,” he said through bared teeth. 
Cactus motioned for me to look at the door as it slid closed. “Nigel, can you get her back to the door?”
“Of course.”
“How?” I parried. 
He rolled his eyes. “You have a rather unique scent. I’ll follow your footsteps backward when we have to leave.”
I looked at the soot on the floor, scuffed it once with my boot. “Fuck, I hope you’re right and you can smell through this ash. It’s thick as mud.”
Cactus snapped his fingers. “More than that, I may not be here to open the door for you. I’ll try to get back, but there is a chance . . . Lark has asked me to do something dangerous. I might not make it back.”
Fuck, he was serious. “How do I get out?”
He took my hand and ran it over the door in a triangular motion. “Feel those depressions? You need a Salamander to run their hand over them in this pattern,” he swooshed my hand over the door again, “while touching their ability with fire. Understand?”
I nodded. “And if they can’t?”
Cactus shrugged. “I hope you are better at talking your way out of things than Lark.”
I grimaced and Nigel laughed. “I’ve known Rylee for only a few days and even I know she won’t be talking her way out of a wet paper bag.”
A sudden thought stopped me from saying something in response to Nigel. “Cactus, shouldn’t there be guards here?” 
He nodded and walked away from me. “Yes.”
“And?”
“And I’m going to go find out what I can, and you are going to go find your kid. The fact there are people missing here is in our favor, and we aren’t going to question it for now.”
I tried to take note of where we were, and what turns would take us back, but it quickly became apparent that the Pit was designed to confuse intruders. Twisting and turning, the place seemed to wrap around itself several times before we stopped in front of a large set of golden doors. Engraved in the door was a giant dragon-looking thing. Like a wingless dragon with giant curved horns on its head, gemstones for eyes.
“Firewyrm,” Nigel said. “They’re native here. Or they were.” He cocked his head to one side as if listening. “Throne room is empty. This is our chance.”
Cactus hurried forward and I moved to his side as he opened the door. The entire throne room was covered with gold, diamonds, rubies, emeralds and pretty much every gemstone I’d ever known existed. It glittered and shined brightly in the torchlight.
Nigel kept at my side. “Hurry.”
I perked up my ears and caught the sound of feet stomping toward us. “Cactus, where?”
He pointed to the left of the throne and a large brass door. “There. Go!”
I bolted, my boots loud on the floor, at least to my ears. Nigel skidded across the floor, sliding into the door. I grabbed the handle, twisted with a half prayer on my lips. It opened and I leapt through, Nigel with me. 
“Don’t slam it!” he whispered. 
“I’m not an idiot,” I whispered back. I carefully closed the door, holding the handle so the closure mechanism wouldn’t click. 
I leaned against the brass once it was closed and listened, my ear pressed tightly to the metal. 
“You have been naughty, Cactus. Leaving me when I needed you.”
“My Queen, I came as soon as the banishment was lifted,” Cactus replied. 
“Too late,” she snapped. The sound of metal on flesh and the thump of a body on the floor. I caught myself opening the door. Nigel grabbed the back of my jeans and tugged. 
“He has to do what he has to do. As do you.”
“What the hell, you think you’re Yoda now?”
He let me go. “I don’t know who Yoda is, but if he would have said that then yes, I agree with him.”
I shook my head. But his tug had done the trick, he’d caught my attention and kept me from making a stupid mistake. I wasn’t here for Cactus. I was here for Belinda and the kid was far from out of danger. 
I stepped away from the door and deeper into the dungeon. Curls of steam filled the air and Nigel sneezed. “I can’t pick up any scents in here. There is something preventing me from getting a bead on anything.”
I swallowed hard. This was a gift I had. If I was going to be a damn angel, time to get with the program. I drew a deep breath and held it in my mouth, letting the smells roll over my tongue. Tasting them as I’d done in Belinda’s room.
A man in the far end of the dungeon, a Salamander was near death. Another man was closer to us, but that was it. “Nigel, this isn’t the dungeon where the kids would be kept, is it?”
“No, I don’t think so. But it would make sense for it to be accessed through here.” 
He had a good point. I went to the wall and began to run my hands over it, looking for a seam, a crack. Something that would give me the heads up that we were on the right track. 
“Hey, psst.” 
This from the still living Salamander in the dungeon. 
I ignored him as I searched the place top to bottom. Nigel checked low, I checked high. Five minutes bled into ten, into twenty, a full hour went by. I stopped in the middle, rows of cells up and down either side of me. “Fucking hell, how can there be nothing?”
Nigel grunted. “Perhaps we should ask him?” He tipped his head at the cell and the Salamander who stared out at me. 
I stepped up to his cell and peered in at him. “You want out?”
“Yes, the queen has lost her mind.” He grabbed the bars. “Name is Torn.” He held a hand out, I didn’t offer him mine. 
“Why did you get tossed in here?”
“I told you, she’s nuts.” His hands wrapped around the bars so hard his knuckles turned white. 
“Not good enough. Even a crazy person does things for a reason.” I didn’t actually know that for sure, but in my experience it was true. The reason might not make sense to anyone else, but there was still always a reason.
Torn leaned against the bars and smiled at me slowly, and I suppose for some other woman, toe curling. “Come on, beautiful, you know you want to let me out.”
I burst out laughing. “Does that line ever actually work?”
He shrugged and winked. “Maybe. I’ll tell you if you let me out.” He winked again and blew me a kiss. 
“He’s not going to be any help finding the kids,” Nigel said. 
“Kids?” I glanced at him.
Nigel grimaced and looked away. “I meant to say kid.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Spill it.”
Torn knocked on the bars. “I saw a kid here. They took her through . . . well, I’ll tell you if you let me out.”
I hadn’t taken my eyes from Nigel. I dropped into a crouch so I was closer to his level. “You going to tell me who you’re looking for?”
He opened his mouth several times as if deciding how much to say. “My charge is a half breed. Water and fire. And she was taken because half breeds are rarely missed.”
Torn tapped his bars again. “Hello, I can help you.”
Again, I ignored him. My estimation of Nigel rose a few notches. “You let them capture you?”
He nodded. “I needed them to bring me here, to find her. Sparrow.”
Sparrow. Another child to save. “Then let’s do this.” I held my hand out to him and he frowned at me. 
“You’d help me find Sparrow?” 
“I find missing children, Nigel. It’s who I am.” The words had no sooner left my mouth that I finally understood. 
It didn’t matter what I was. Didn’t matter if I was a Tracker, a vampire, or any other kind of supernatural. I was a finder of missing children. That was who I was. What I was. I could do this no matter what stood in front of me. This was part of what I’d not been understanding. Now, if I could find the rest of the balance of being a vampire, maybe I could make this life of mine work.
I smiled at him, and he put his paw in mine. “Partners.”
He barked a laugh that sounded so like Alex my heart twisted and I grimaced. I stood, and rubbed a hand over my face. “So you said you saw where the kids were taken?”
The door to the dungeon creaked and I spun, my hand going to the whip at my side. I uncoiled it and swirled it in a circle to loosen the kinks. I pressed against the cell as if I could merge into the shadows. A thick burst of steam shot up, blocking my vision but I could smell him coming. Another Salamander. Shit, fuck, damn it. This was not good.
Nigel crouched at my feet and I held a hand to him, keeping him still. Maybe whoever it was wouldn’t notice—
“Torn, the queen wants everyone in the living quarters, including you.”
So much for that idea. The figure cut through the burst of steam and I snapped the whip forward, wrapping it around his neck. He didn’t even get a strangled word out. I yanked him to me, pulled the whip from his neck and replaced it with my fangs without hesitation. 
I drew his blood into me gulp after gulp until his heart slowed. Someone tugged on my leg, drawing me back. 
“He’s dying.”
With a startled jerk, I let go of the Salamander and let him drop to the floor. He had a grin on his face. At least the feel-good pheromones or saliva or whatever did that shit was working. I backed up and the world around me shimmered. The cells were still there but everything was outlined differently. On the floor was a glittering gemstone I hadn’t noticed before. I bent and brushed a hand over it. 
“Let me out, please!” Torn cried. “I don’t want to die in here.”
I stared at the pattern of gemstones in the floor. They almost looked like a path. “Nigel, can you see these?”
“See what?”
Damn, whatever the blood was doing for me was helping me out. But for how long?
I stood, reached through the bars and grabbed Torn, pulling him close. “I’m going to let you out, but you’re coming with us. Understood?”
“As long as I’m out of here, I’ll go wherever you want.” 
I let him go and wrapped my hands around the bars. 
“You aren’t strong enough to—”
I jerked pushing the limits of my new strength and the door ripped off at the hinges with a screech. Torn backed a few steps, yellow eyes wide. “Holy shit.”
I pointed a finger at him. “Betray me, and I’ll grab your legs and do the same.” 
He swallowed hard. “Got it. The floor, you’re right about it. Follow the stones.”
“What stones?” Nigel wove around my feet like a cat trying to get my attention. I pointed to the floor. 
“The stones you can’t see, but I can.”
Torn took a step and I moved so I was behind him. “Lead the way.”
“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather?”
“No,” Nigel and I said together. 
At least we were in agreement on that.
Torn took a step, and then another. The stones led right to the cell of the dying man. The elemental stopped. “Now what?”
I wrinkled my nose, not wanting to breathe deeply of the stench but knowing that if the entrance was within that cell, I would have to do just that. 
“You sure?” 
He nodded. “Yeah. Flux here has been in the dungeon a long time. Offended the queen years ago. I think she forgot about him, hell, I’m surprised he’s lasted this long.”
I put both hands on the bars and pulled. Like the previous door, this one came off with ease. I threw it to the side as a voice rumbled from the cell. 
“Intruders. Intruders. Prepare to die.”
Well shit, that had all sorts of bad going on for it.
 
 








CHAPTER 11
 
THE FIRE ELEMENTAL I’d pulled from the dungeon stumbled back, well clear of the dark cell opening we faced. Torn shook his head violently, his eyes wide and full of fear. “I can’t connect with my fire here. The dungeons block me from my element.” 
Of course, they did. Shit, I couldn’t blame him, though. The voice that had echoed from the cell wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy. 
I pulled both swords from my back and settled into a fighting crouch. I expected the guardian of the gate or whatever the fuck it was to immediately launch at us. Nothing came. I looked at my feet. I still stood in the hall. A sigh slid out of me. “Nigel, I’m guessing—”
 “Yeah, you’re going to have to go in. I’ll be behind you.”
“Gee, thanks,” I muttered. How bad could it be? The cell was barely ten by ten, so the monster wasn’t that big. Right?
I slid one foot over the line that separated cell and the hall of the dungeon. The cell was unnaturally dark, as though light couldn’t cut through it. A tentacle shot toward me, the suckers vibrant red and pulsing with lava. That couldn’t be right, there was no way what I was seeing was real. 
I slashed at the appendage, cutting it off. From within the bowels of the cell, something shrieked, loud and piercing. Like a fucking alarm system gone wild. Jaw clenched tightly, I leapt into the darkness, swords out. Another tentacle swept at me in midair and I cut it as I landed. Suddenly my ability to see in the dark was a boon. 
The chunk of flesh that landed next to me flopped and wriggled, lava spilling out of it, cooling as it spread. 
“Your left!” Nigel called out and I swung hard with both swords, crisscrossing them in the air to catch another tentacle as it curled around me. The creature shrieked again and the snap of teeth drew my attention. The darkness pulled back, giving me a better view of what I dealt with, though my brain struggled to put a name to it.
“Lava monster!” Torn yelled from somewhere outside the cell. 
“You think knowing its name is going to help me?” I yelled back. 
The darkness cleared further and I got my first good look at the monster. Its face was nothing but a hole buried into flesh surrounded by rows of teeth that disappeared into its maw. A beak snapped shut, razor sharp as the edges slid over one another, the teeth gone and then back in flashes like still shots from a camera. 
I scrambled back. “How do I kill it?”
“You don’t, it kills you,” Torn yelled.
I slid to the right, doing my best to keep all the tentacles and the gaping mouth that snapped and clicked, within my vision. “Nigel? Any ideas?”
“Aim for the soft spots?”
“Was that a question or a suggestion?” I slid on something soft and squishy and a tentacle caught me from the left. Low to the ground it slipped past my guard and snagged my ankle. A grunt escaped me as I was snapped into the air and dangled from the top of the ceiling. The open jaws of the lava monster grunted several times in a row. 
“You fucker, you laughing at me?” I sat up and swung one sword at the tentacle. I cut through the flesh and fell to the ground. Hitting hard, I rolled to the side and away from the lava flowing from the chunk. I pushed away until my back was against one wall. I stared down at my leg. The jeans where I’d been grabbed were gone but my skin was not burned. 
“You drank from a Salamander. Its blood is protecting you, for now, won’t last,” Nigel said. “But don’t stare, you still have to deal with the big boy.”
I pushed off the floor. Three tentacles came at me the second I took a step toward the creature. I hacked two off and the third wrapped around one of my wrists. I let it lift me into the air, my hand beginning to heat. Shit, bad time for the blood to fade in my system.
I had to end this fast or I was going to end up with my ass cooked. Heat increased, pain lanced through me. 
“Cut it!” Nigel hollered.
I gritted my teeth and made myself hold still, to not fight even while the tentacles oozing lava slid down my jacket sleeve, eating the leather and baring my skin to the growing heat. I needed to get close to the soft spots, and this was one way. 
The lava monster suddenly flipped me into the air, letting me go at the highest point. I hovered for a split second before I fell. Right toward the beast’s open mouth. 
I thrust both swords down ahead of me as I drew my legs in making myself as small as possible. The swords bit in first, cutting through the back of the monster’s throat, making an even larger opening I slid into. I took a gulp of air and was plunged into the literal belly of the beast; swallowed in one single gulp. A few of the teeth at the back of the throat caught my arms and legs, nicking me like razor blades. 
Eyes closed, I slashed blindly at the thing, hacking and cutting my way through. My lungs burned. But I didn’t technically need to breathe. So holding my breath was no problem. I forced myself to calm, to feel the steady pulse of my heart even though I took no air in. Centering myself the way my mentor, Giselle, had taught me, I refocused my attack on the beast. 
Thrust after thrust, I drove my blades into it, aiming for the steady thump of its heart. It screamed and shrieked with each wound I inflicted, writhing and throwing me off balance more than once. I cut through the flesh; it didn’t take long to find the heart. I pierced it. Felt the shudder of the beast as it died.
A rumble in the body shook me from my feet to the top of my head. I could see nothing even when I dared open my eyes. From outside the body, I could hear a frantic bark and then Nigel’s voice, muffled but still clear enough.
“Rylee, get out of there, it’ll explode.”
Exploding monsters? Why the fuck not. Fear drove me. Not because of the exploding blood and guts, that didn’t bother me much. What I was sure would come with the explosion though was a concern. Lava monsters, when they died, likely didn’t do so without their namesake. Whatever protection I’d had from the Salamander blood was probably gone. Time to get out of Dodge.
I drove my swords at the same time into the creature’s side, felt the lack of resistance as I cut down and opened up a huge gash to escape. I pushed myself through. Hands pulled at me, helping me out. Torn yanked me forward, helping me get clear of the beast at Nigel’s urging. I drew in a breath of air, grateful I could. Even if I didn’t need it. 
Torn dragged me out of the cell. The ground shook and the ceiling dropped chunks of stone around us. The ground bucked like an unruly dragon determined to throw us from its back. The hard packed earth rippled in a wave and I yelped as I was tossed against the far wall. Nigel hit beside me. I curled up, protecting my head as the air was filled with wrenching and tearing. 
Fuck, I was going to die inside the mountain and there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it. Nigel curled up next to me and I wrapped an arm over him. At least we wouldn’t die alone. That had to be worth something. 
The stone wall behind me bulged, pushing us away with the force of a violent shove. I yelped and rolled, doing my best to keep Nigel tucked tightly against me. I couldn’t help but try and protect him. 
I lay on the stone, with my ears ringing. Blinking, I stared through the shadows, the torches from the wall still burned but no longer in their holders. One lay only a foot away from me, spluttering. 
“That’s some fucked up explosion.” I sat and stared through the falling dust. 
Nigel’s eyes were wide. “That wasn’t the lava beast. That was a Terraling with power I’ve not seen in three thousand years.”
I grinned. “Got to be Lark, then. She must be meeting Cactus here.” I pushed to my feet. “And if she’s here, we need to move. She didn’t get the nickname Destroyer for nothing.”
Nigel yipped and tucked his tail between his legs. I strode into the cell. The monster had turned into liquid, bubbling and popping as it cooled. “We don’t have time to wait.”
“No, we don’t.” Nigel looked behind us at Torn who surprisingly hadn’t left after he’d pulled me out of the monster. “He can cross it, though, even if he can’t manipulate his abilities right now.”
Torn gave a shallow bob of his head. “Yeah, maybe I can get the door open for you.” He gestured at the far wall, behind the monster’s goop. The door was simple, barely etched into the stone and looked as though even a stick man would have to go sideways to slide through. Awesome. Good thing I wasn’t claustrophobic.
Torn walked through the still hot puddle of monster, his shoulder’s hunched. “I’m not going with you in here.”
“Fine,” I said. “Just open the fucking door.”
He pressed his hand to it and the door slid upward, like the main entrance into the Pit. Yeah, the slit in the wall was narrow, maybe eighteen inches across at the most. 
I motioned at Nigel. “Come here.”
He jumped into my arms. “We have to hurry. The mountain is failing.”
“What do you mean failing and how can you know that?” I stared hard at him.
“I’m a Terraling familiar, tied to the earth. And trust me on this, I feel it dying.”
Oh, for fuck’s sake. I tightened my hold on him and ran toward the door. At the edge of the boiling monster puddle, I leapt into the air, clearing it easily. The doorway though was not free of the stuff. I landed in a puddle and my boots sizzled. I thrust Nigel ahead of me into the crevice. “Go, go!”
Torn grabbed my arm and helped to shove me in the narrow space. I was in, off the boiling mess and I turned my head to thank Torn as he dropped the door back down. His voice echoed through. “Sorry, but intruders are not tolerated. Enjoy your life, what’s left of it, in the Pit.”
Pinned between the two walls I fought the panic that gripped me. “Ah fuck, that I didn’t see coming.” 
“Cat shit,” Nigel muttered, “I didn’t either.”
The darkness wasn’t complete and I took some small comfort in that. “Let’s go. If Lark really is here, I wouldn’t be surprised if the mountain really does come down.”
“She truly is that strong?” he asked.
We navigated the narrow space, pausing here and there to shimmy so my weapons would slide through. 
 “As far as I know,” I grunted, then paused. The light had changed drastically. “Stop. I think we’re close.”
“I can’t see a blooming thing,” he said. 
“I can.” More points for vampire eyes. I squinted, and then urged him forward. The light wasn’t that far ahead now. We reached a dead end only twenty feet later. 
“This can’t be right,” Nigel said. I reached over and ran my hands on the smooth, warm and glowing (at least to me) stone. It shuddered and I thought about the Salamander I’d taken blood from. There was no way I could manipulate the fire he had. But did I have enough of his blood in me to fool the mechanism?
I closed my eyes and pressed both hands to the door, thinking about the fire. The lava, flames and heat. The searing burn of the monster’s tentacles, the . . .
“Whatever you’re doing, don’t stop! The door is opening!” Nigel bounced at my feet. 
I thought about the heat of the bonfires on the farm Milly and I had, of the fire roaring from Blaz’s mouth, of the fire Alex and I had cooked our “fucking” rabbits over. The memories tied to my heart brought tears to my eyes for those we’d lost. 
The door slid upward and I stepped through without looking which was bad.
I wobbled on the edge of a precipice that switch backed down the interior of the mountain. A hundred foot drop at least. Nigel peered over the edge and the mountain groaned around us like a dying beast. The pathway was little over a foot wide. Barely enough to slide sideways with my back to the wall.
The mountain shifted and rumbled again and I braced myself on the rock wall. “That can’t be good.”
“Hurry,” Nigel said, stepping out first. I grabbed him by the tail and swung him into my arms. 
“You got it.” 
“Wait, what are you doing?” He let out a screech as I jumped off the ledge. 
For perhaps one of the first times, I trusted in the new strength of my flesh and bones. The walls ripped by us as we fell and Nigel buried his face against my chest. “I’m going to die.”
I landed hard, the ground under my feet unforgiving. The shock rolled up through my body, but nothing broke. No legs snapped under the pressure, my back didn’t compress and jam my spine through my skull. I released Nigel and he darted away from me.
“Don’t do that again!”
I shrugged. “You said hurry. I obliged.”
He snorted and I drew in a breath, scenting the air as I took a look around. We were in the center of the hole we’d jumped into. A large circle studded at intervals with torchlight. And doors beside each torch. Fifteen doors in total. I licked my lips, the smells and sounds of heartbeats drawing me forward. I counted twelve hearts. Twelve out of fifteen. Our odds of finding both Belinda and Sparrow alive were higher than I’d thought.
Beside each door hung a brass ring with a single key hanging from it. I grabbed the ring and jammed the key into the door. The mechanism opened smoothly. 
I opened the door and peered in. The scent was not Belinda’s. The kid lay in the middle of the cell, and the minute the door opened, the heartbeat faded and stopped. Shit, that changed things. It was like her heart had been spelled to give a false beat until the door opened. I stepped in, bent and brushed a hand over a dried husk of a face. She’d been dead for a long time and just left to rot away.
“Lack of water, they just left her here to dry out,” I whispered, knowing the way she’d died without truly understanding how. She’d been a half breed, half water elemental, and half fire. Her fear, as old as it was, permeated the air and for a split second, I saw her ghost hovering. A plain girl, with kind eyes and wildly curly hair. She lifted a hand to me and walked out the door. A chill washed over me. “Even her spirit was trapped here.”
Nigel whimpered. “Hurry, they took Sparrow from me almost a year ago, and her heartbeat is weak.”
I stood and went to the next door, using the key next to it. Again the heartbeat faded as the door swung open. This time, it was a boy who ghosted by me, a smile on his face as he escaped his prison. He’d died from a wound gone septic, a wound inflicted for disobedience.
The ground shook and a crack appeared through the middle of the room. I ran to the next door and flung it open. “He’s alive!” I pulled the kid out. He couldn’t have been more than twelve. He shook like a veritable leaf, and his big green eyes were wildly wide as he tried feebly to pull away from me. 
“Are you going to kill me?” he cried.
“No, we’re here to rescue you. Can you walk?” I put a hand on each of his shoulders, feeling the thin bones under them.
He nodded. I pointed at the switchback path. “Go. Get up there and wait for me at the top.”
“Thank you.” He clutched my hand and then limped away. “Are you going to save the others?”
“Yes. That’s the plan,” I said. I hoped. One was alive, there had to be more. Maybe we weren’t too late. 
The green eyed boy paused and looked back. “It wasn’t so bad at first. They were nice . . . I mean they fed us and beat us when we were bad, but they weren’t killing us. Not at first. And then . . . then something changed.” He gave a full-bodied shudder. “I heard them kill the kids who were the strongest first. I hid in the back. They forgot about me, I think.”
My heart clenched. Forgotten in the bottom of the Pit. There could not be a worse way for a child to die than to starve to death, thinking no one loved them. I fought the swell of tears. “Go, get up there. I’ll be right behind you with the others.”
I glanced at Nigel, he flicked his nose at the next door. “Hurry, if he’s right . . .”
If the green eyed boy was right, there was hope, but it was slim. 
I opened the next door. Another ghost whispered past me, stealing what hope had begun to grow. But the next held a skeletal young girl. Her brown eyes were dull. 
“Leave me alone,” she whispered. “Just let me die.”
“Not today.” I helped her stand. “This is a rescue mission. Go to the path, get to the top.”
Tears sprung to her eyes. “Rescue?”
“Yes, go!” I couldn’t look at her without crying myself. She wrapped her arms around me and gave me the barest of squeezes. 
“I prayed someone would come, that God would send us help.”
I wasn’t sure I agreed that I had anything to do with God, but I nodded anyway. “Hurry, we have to hurry.”
Nigel helped her to the path and I watched as she carefully made her way up, her back plastered to the wall. 
The next door, and then the next, and the next were children who’d passed. Each door stole hope from me as young children and teenagers ghosted out, smiling their thanks. Death by strangulation, starvation, injuries, sickness . . . they waved as they faded from sight. Except for one. 
A young girl who looked to be about ten took a tentative step out, her ghostly form wavering. She had long white hair that fell to her waist, and her frame reminded me of a bird, thin and fragile. She looked at me first and there was so much sadness in her eyes that my heart broke and I looked away. Her death was no better than the others. A broken heart, she’d died of sadness, letting herself fade away as hope had escaped her. 
Life was not fair.
Nigel cried out, lay on the floor and covered his head with his paws as he sobbed. “I am too late.”
“You saved my soul, my friend,” Sparrow whispered, the first of the ghosts to speak. “What higher gift could you have given me but that of returning to my family on the other side of the Veil? The madness that consumed Fiametta allowed this to happen to us. It is truly no one’s fault.”
He keened, a high-pitched wail of grief that cut through me. That brought back to me, all too clearly, the loss of Alex. I wanted to turn away, to open the final door, but I was pinned to the floor by the scene in front of me. Of the pain and anguish of losing someone you were bonded to. And of saying goodbye to your best friend. Tears pooled and spilled over the edge of my eyes. I didn’t wipe them away. I would never be ashamed of tears for my lost friends. 
Sparrow crouched in front of Nigel. “Be strong, my faithful friend. Be strong, and guide the little warrior. She is going to need you and all your wisdom for what she will face will defy every challenge this world has yet seen.” Her eyes lifted to mine and then back to Nigel. 
He slowly lifted his head, his jaws trembling. “I felt you still lived.”
She smiled and began to fade. “I do live. Just not here. I will wait for you.”
Tears rolled down his cheeks, disappearing into the thick fur. He stared at where she’d been and I turned away from him. I grabbed the final key and slid it into the lock. Hope . . . what a stupid, foolish emotion. Yet I still opened the last door. Because I could not give up hope, not entirely. At least, I could release their spirits and give them peace. 
I put my hand on the last door and prepared to see Belinda’s ghost walk out. 
She lay on the floor, huddled up and shivering. Shivering. My jaw dropped and I rushed to her side. Her heart continued to beat, fighting to keep going.
“Holy shit, she’s alive!”
 
 








CHAPTER 12
 
THE DANK CELL smelled of urine and shit, and blood, lots and lots of blood. Which didn’t bode well for Belinda, no matter how long she’d been trapped. Unless it wasn’t all hers, which I suppose was possible. No doubt she wasn’t the first kid tucked away in this particular cell. 
I put my hand on her shoulder. She flinched when I touched her. “Honey, I need you to talk to me. Tell me your name.”
“Who are you?”
“Your brother sent me to find you.”
She struggled to open crusted eyelids. “Levi? He did?”
“Yes. And we’re going to get you out of here.”
Nigel crept into the cell, and the waves of grief all but rolled off him. He sniffed once. “She is a fire elemental.”
I nodded. “Belly, time to get up.” I slid my hands under her arms and helped her sit. She scrubbed a hand over one eye and I realized she’d been beaten—badly. Bruises and cuts covered her arms and face, splattering what was left of her clothes with blood that had dried in dark streaks. 
“Are your ribs broken?”
“No, why?” She frowned, but her face was puffy and the effort seemed lost. In answer, I scooped her up into my arms.
“Cause things probably aren’t going to go easy if they are.” I backed out of the cell, Nigel pressed to my leg. I wanted to drop a hand onto his head, to give him some sort of comfort. 
The problem was, not only were my hands full holding Belinda, I didn’t know how the hell we were going to get out of here. “Let’s go.” I led the way up the tight walkway, my back to the wall as I stepped sideways. Some of the footings narrowed to the point of having to step over empty space and pray the far side held up. I moved as fast as I could, balancing the kid, my head turned to the side to see what was coming. 
Minutes ticked by, the mountain rumbled again. Groaned, and the shudder broke the footing behind me in a domino effect.
I redoubled my speed, throwing caution to the wind. I was not about to die here, and there was no way I was letting Belinda go. She clung to me, whimpering as I sidestepped as fast as I could. Ten feet and we’d be at the door, the opening beckoned. We were almost there. 
I took a step and the footing wasn’t there. I threw the kid forward. “Grab the ledge!” I reached for something, anything to stop my fall. Thoughts of Liam and Marcella flooded my mind. I wasn’t ready to leave them, no matter how hard things were. No matter how much I struggled with being a daywalking vampire. 
I was not ready to be a ghost in their lives.
My fingers caught in the wall, a tiny crevice my salvation. Dangling from one hand I looked up. 
Belinda stared down at me from the doorway, her hand outstretched. The other two kids were behind her, holding onto her. “Hurry!” she cried. 
At least my throw had been true. Nigel leapt across the broken space, and stopped so his tail dangled just above my face. “Do it.”
I didn’t take a second urging. I grabbed his tail, hoping he could actually pull me to safety. He lurched forward, dragging me up. I gouged my hands and feet into the rock where I could, helping. 
Belinda and Nigel stood in the opening that led into the cut through the rock. The narrow space that acted as a hallway between the dungeon cell and the hidden hole where the kids were kept was a welcome sight. Which was saying something. I pushed Bel and Nigel ahead of me and tucked in behind them and the other two kids fell in behind me. Their hands clung to me, as whimpers slid from their lips now and again. I was their only hope in the darkness. 
The irony was not lost on me. 
The faint glow behind us gave a little light. No words, nothing but the knowledge that if we didn’t move our asses, we were in deep, hot, shit that would likely kill us.
Minutes ticked by as the mountain seized around us, like a dying cow. The image was all too real inside my head. Fuck. 
“Dead end,” Belinda cried out. 
I was right behind her and I took her hands. “Put them on the stone, think about fire. You’ve got this.”
“I’m not what they say I am! I’m not a freak,” she cried, pushing against me. Not that she could out muscle me. 
“You can do it,” the young girl behind me said. “You can!”
There was no time to be gentle. I took Belinda’s hands and pressed them against the stone. “We’re going to die if you don’t embrace this part of you. You must do this.”
She sobbed and hung her head but her hands heated under mine. Not a lot. But enough. The door slid open and we stumbled out across the now hardened lava monster, the black solid material that had been a bubbling mess no longer made an attempt to burn the shit out of us.
I urged the kids but made sure I led the way. I was less worried about what was behind us, as what was coming in front. “We have to move, so no matter what you see keep running. I’ll deal with anything that needs dealing with.” We bolted down the long corridor of the dungeon to the main doors, the three kids following, tight on my heels. The main doors weren’t even locked. I slammed a shoulder into them; this was not the time for being subtle. Not that there was anyone waiting for us within the room. 
Across the hall we ran, the sound of my breathing, the kid’s panting for air as they fought to keep up, and Nigel’s claws ticking on the floor the only sounds. I hit the main doors with my shoulder the same as I’d done to the dungeon doors, and burst through into a crowd of Salamanders as they rushed for the main doors, which were blessedly open. I didn’t see Cactus, and could only hope he’d survived. I dove into the throng and pushed through them, hoping they didn’t notice us. 
The two kids started to drift away. I grabbed the green-eyed boy. “No, stick close.”
“No, I can’t go back.” He jerked away from me, his shirt ripping under my hand. I didn’t understand. The brown eyed girl shook her head, took his hand and they dove into the throng of people. 
I moved after them and Nigel bit the back of my leg. “What the fuck?”
“Let them go.”
“I can’t, damn it!”
Nigel yanked me harder, forcing me down to one knee. “You have to. They don’t belong to the human world.”
Belinda kept a hand locked on the back of my jeans. “Please don’t leave me.”
Indecision tore at me. If I went after the other two kids, I would be putting Belinda in danger. 
“I won’t leave you.” I reached back and grabbed her hand. “Nigel . . .” 
“They’ll be okay. Whether they like it or not, these are their people now. Both are carrying Salamander blood. They have to find their own way now.”
But their people had tried to enslave and kill them. Fuck, this was not how things were supposed to—my decision was taken away from me. 
“Hurry,” Nigel bit out. Behind us, a large burp erupted into the tunnel. “The lava is coming. We can’t survive that, they can.”
“Of course, they can and we can’t,” I bit out as we raced for the doors, the ceiling cracking above us, the ground shaking below, and the lava coming behind. The doors beckoned and I burst through and veered to the right. We split off from the main group, and when at the edge of the mountain hiding us from sight, I looked back. 
A glimpse of long blond hair that stood above the rest was the only view I had of Lark. I nodded. At least she was out. I realized then I’d been ready to run back in to help her if I didn’t see her. We were family, and I would stand with her no matter how dangerous it would be. 
Her voice carried as she gave instructions, herding people away from the volcano. I saw a flash of the two kids I’d rescued and they’d all but glued themselves to her backside. 
Nigel yipped at me. “Stop dicking around, you don’t have time to second guess!”
Fuck, I hated that he was right. 
I took one last look, and though I couldn’t see the two kids, I had one consolation. There was no way Lark would allow them to be hurt while she was around. It would have to be enough. 
I set off at a jog, wishing the two young ones I’d rescued a silent farewell and good luck as I scanned the area for Eve. 
There was no sign of her on the ground and my heart began to race. Had something gone wrong? Had she realized she had to lay an egg? The timing couldn’t be shittier, but that always seemed to be the case for me. 
“We need distance from the mountain. Even the elementals are making a run for it,” Nigel said. 
The mountain erupted around us as if it could hold back no longer. Lava burst the seams of the Pit, and I turned away. Damn it, this was not an experience I’d wanted a repeat of. The fumes of the burning death floated our way and Belinda gagged. 
“Nigel—”
“She should be okay. You, too, you don’t have to breathe and I’m designed to withstand Elemental crap like this.” He raced along beside me, keeping up easily. 
Through the surrounding bush, we ran all the while I searched the sky for Eve. I finally gave up and yelled for her. 
“Eve! Where the hell are you?”
Her resounding screech came from in front of us. I held Belinda a little tighter and hurried as best I could. We circled around two large trees to see Eve waiting, her wings spread and flapping like mad. 
“I thought you were following the scent trail I left?” she yelped as I launched myself and Belinda onto her back. I hadn’t even thought of that. I’d just run from the lava. 
Nigel followed with a single leap and then Eve was taking us up, high above the trees and the mountain as it spilled out, dying even as it crumbled to pieces. 
Belinda stared up at me. “You’re an angel, and I’ve died.”
I laughed. “I’m no angel, kid. And you are far from dead.”
She burst into tears. “I’m not worth saving. I’m a slut, just like my dad says.”
I held her tightly, the mother bear in me wanting to kill her father all over again. “Don’t ever think that.” It made me reassess all the times I’d thought Milly a slut. Sure she slept around, but she always thought it was love. And maybe for her, that was enough. But with Belinda, I knew things started as rape. 
Eve looked back at me several times, as if she wanted to speak and then thought better of it. She flew us straight to Hawaii, landing on the same beach as before. Belinda was exhausted, hungry, and I had yet to tend to her wounds. 
I had to give the kid credit, she insisted on walking once we were off Eve’s back. Her eyes widened as if seeing the Harpy for the first time. “I always wanted magic to be true . . . it’s not as fun as I thought it would be.”
Nigel nodded. “Rarely are things we see from the outside as good once we’re in them.”
She startled as if realizing for the first time that Nigel could speak. “Is he talking?”
I gave her a tired smile. “Get used to it. Welcome to Narnia, land of the talking animals and monsters.”
Her jaw dropped and I tucked a hand around her waist. “I’m kidding. Come on, let’s see about getting you something to eat.”
Her stomach rumbled in a loud answer. Nigel fell into step beside me, quiet. Lost in his own thoughts, and obviously grieving the loss of his Sparrow. I couldn’t even look at him without tearing up. The pain was still too fresh in my own heart. 
By the time we were at the far end of the beach where the huts started, and Eve was well out of view, she leaned heavily on me but still wouldn’t let me carry her. 
“Stubborn, huh?”
She gave me a tired smile. “Maybe a little.”
That was going to serve her well in this world she’d been introduced to.
We stopped at the first hut and I eased her down and went to the door. A woman met me, the woman from the beach. Emmy’s eyes widened. “You.”
“Yeah. Look, I have a friend who is hurt, can you—”
“Come, come!” She waved me in and I went back to help Belinda. In short order, we were hustled into the clean, homey hut and Belinda was laid out on a bed. With Emmy helping, I cleaned cuts, bandaged the wounds and got the worst of the grime off her face. 
A steaming bowl of rice with pineapple and what smelled like chicken was thrust toward me. “Here. Eat.”
I handed the bowl to Belinda who dug in with the appetite only a teenager could muster, cleaning it up in a matter of minutes. A second bowl appeared and I gave that to the kid too. 
“I thought I remembered wrong,” Emmy said. I made myself turn to look at her, fighting the shame as it roared up in me.
But she smiled. “You saved me, and I gladly offer you what you need again if you will take it.”
I shook my head. “Thank you, but no. I’m . . . I’m fine.” In truth, I was still humming off the blood of the Fire Elemental I’d drunk down. 
Belinda fell asleep sitting up, her head bobbing and almost dipping into the bowl. I slid it out of her hands and laid her down. The woman touched my shoulder. “You saved her.”
I stared at the kid knowing the truth of her journey had only just begun. As a weak Elemental, what kind of life did she have ahead of her? Would she survive this only to be put into a worse situation? 
The hand on my arm tightened. “Trust me, of all people, when I say life is worth fighting for. No matter how difficult. You saved her as you saved me. And she and I won’t change the world, but perhaps we will help those who can.” 
I looked at her and she stared into my eyes. The soul of someone who’d seen death and walked away, who’d fallen into the darkness and been pulled back. 
I recognized a kindred soul when I saw it. I nodded. “Who knows? Maybe you’re right.”
“I know I am . . . vampire.”
I jerked, the word from her lips like a shot to my guts. 
She smiled. “I may be simple, but I am no fool. You are a hero, and heroes must face darkness like no others, and sometimes they are spawned from the darkness so they are strong enough to do what they must. I think your journey is not over any more than hers, or mine.”
Nigel crept into the hut and she spun. I put a hand on her arm, reversing the roles. “He’s with me.”
He slipped onto the bed and lay down by the kid. In her sleep, she reached for him, holding him tightly. He closed his eyes, a shuddering sigh slipping from him as he snuggled in close to Belinda. He would watch over her, of that, I had no doubt. Perhaps she was the one Sparrow spoke of as the little warrior he would protect and guard.
Emmy’s words haunted me and chased me out of the hut. They swirled around and around in my mind as the day passed into night. The wind picked up, bringing me the smell of a bonfire from somewhere inland. 
I walked the beach all night, thinking. Mulling. Finding a spot within myself to make peace with what I was. Or at least allowing myself to see maybe I wasn’t the monster I’d thought for the last six months. 
The things I’d done to save Belinda, they wouldn’t have been possible as a Tracker. Looking over the salvage, one thing became clear. If I’d done it as a Tracker still, I was pretty sure none of us would have survived if I’d even been able to get as far as I did. 
I was no angel, I knew that much, but maybe monster wasn’t the right term either. 
As the sun rose, I checked on Belinda, and the woman I’d saved smiled at me. “You have a new name. I see it in your face.”
I drew in a breath. “Huntress.”
She smiled and her eyes twinkled. “Yes, that is the name I saw for you. Well done.”
I had to smile because the roles had so fully reversed. 
But even then, it was still time to go. "Thank you for helping her. And me."
Emmy smiled, her brown eyes full of compassion. "It is the least I can do for the one who saved my life and showed me the way out of the darkness." She pulled me into a hug, not an ounce of fear in her grasp. 
"All right, this is getting too mushy for me." I pulled away still smiling. "Belinda, can you walk?"
The kid managed to sit up on her own and even gave me a weak attempt at a wobbly smile. "Yeah, as long as we aren't running from lava, I think I'm good."
I slid an arm around Belinda, and we both said goodbye to Emmy, then headed down the beach. The morning was overcast, something that didn't seem normal for the area. Then again, what did I know? I'd never been to Hawaii. Eve was rested, we climbed aboard and were off for home. My heart lurched a good bit thinking of home. Of Liam and the babies. I had to apologize to him, tell him I was wrong and he was right. Again. Damn it. Not that I really minded being wrong, not about this and not with Liam. Excitement coursed through me. I knew who I was, and more than that, I knew I could hold it together when my instincts roared to life. 
Pure adrenaline and happiness flowed through me. Six months of fear, of despair, and all I’d needed was a vacation in Hawaii. I laughed out loud at the silliness of my thoughts. The others gave me sideways looks, but I didn’t mind. Not one bit.
The flight was easy, even with the clouds gathering around, and the occasional splatter of rain. Belinda didn't shiver, not once in the whole long flight despite the cold air we coursed through. When we finally reached the farm in Bismarck, I made myself ask her the hard questions. 
"Do you know where your mom is?" 
"No, she ran from my dad and left us behind," Belinda said, her words a tad bit too bitter even for what I was used to. "My brother and I will be fine. We've got our dad."
Shit, there was a problem if I ever saw one. I didn't sugar coat it. "He's dead."
Her eyes fluttered. "Is it bad that I'm not sad? That you actually make me want to dance and cry with happiness?"
I touched her arm and led her to the Jeep. "No, it's not. Not with what he did to you."
Nigel followed and I let him into the Jeep. The jackal had said very little since he'd lost his Sparrow. I certainly wasn't going to push him to talk. I got Belinda in, then turned back to Eve who stood outside the barn, pacing a bit. 
"Eve, are you okay?"
"I feel funny," she said, her eyes worried, pinched with pain. 
She hunched over suddenly and fluttered her wings in a move I knew all too well. The first pang of a birthing pain. Well shit, that changed things. At least she’d waited until we got home. 
I ran back to the truck and swung the door open. "Change of plans. Eve needs us."
Belinda stumbled out and I pointed to the wreckage of my home. "Go find whatever things you can to start a fire." Limping she hurried away from me and I turned to Nigel. 
"I want you to do a swing around the farm and perimeter. Make sure there is no one too close. Tell Ophelia I sent you and ask her to move her nest closer."
His eyes narrowed. "How many enemies do you have? And who is this Ophelia?”
"Hopefully not many left, but to be honest, I think I might have given up the Blood of the Lost, but trouble still finds me. And Ophelia is a dragon with new babies so tread carefully." I hurried away from him to Eve. Nigel barked at me.
"You mean to tell me you have Spirit Elemental blood in you?" His voice pitched high on the last bit. 
I shrugged "What good would it have been to tell you? And technically, I don’t anymore. All gone to seal the Veil." 
"I would have expected the trouble that came!" he barked and raced into the fields. 
At least he didn’t argue further. "Eve, Harpies lay eggs, don't they?"
"No, we don't." She shook her head, as her golden eyes grew wide. "I'm not having a baby." Her eyes widened further. “Am I?”
I smiled. "I think you are. Into the barn with you."
She went, sputtering the whole way that it wasn't possible. That she was beyond the dates of giving birth. "Mother nature apparently has changed her mind in order to keep your species alive," I said, and even as I said, it I knew the words were true. 
I got her settled and she stretched out on her side. Hurrying, I ran outside helping Belinda gather wood and pile it in front of the barn. "I want you to start the fire and keep it going." As much as anything, it was a make-work task to help her feel like she was being helpful.
"I can't start a fire," she shook her head "I'm not that kind of thing."
I leaned in close so we were nose to nose. "You are, and you will start a fire. Now."
She blanched and nodded. "I'll try."
I ran into the barn and scrounged through the leftovers from battle. I found a helmet worn by someone, friend or foe, it didn't matter. I turned it upside down. "Eve, talk to me."
"Uh, this hurts!"
"Babies do." I remembered all too well my own labor pains with Marcella. 
Once more, I was back outside. I ran to the well and pumped water into the solid metal helmet. I handed it to Belinda. "Boil the water, holler when it's boiled for at least ten minutes, okay?"
Again she nodded. "Is she going to die?"
"She's having a baby, not dying," I said, and Belinda blanched again. She’d been through a lot, no doubt she was at her breaking point. Unless . . . a sudden insight hit me. Her past was anything but normal for a girl her age. Could it be more than just being overwhelmed? I touched her arm. "Have you been through this?"
She swallowed hard and nodded. "I lost the baby when I just turned fifteen, a little over a year ago. It was better anyway." Her eyes darkened and I could only guess at whose baby it was. Actually, I didn’t want to go there. I didn’t want to think about how much I should have made her father suffer. 
Damn it. So much pain and hurt in this young girl, this kid who'd seen so much in such a short life span. I felt bad for her, but right now, my focus was Eve. "Think you can be a support to another young mom to be?"
Belinda slowly straightened her spine. "Yes, I can do that." That was as good a task as any.
The two of us went into the barn together. Eve was stretched out and already I could see the baby’s slicked back feathers on its head, pushing its way out. I pointed at Eve’s head. "Belinda, stroke her face, apparently I'm catching the baby."
The birth was over before it had really begun. Twenty minutes tops. And there she was, a brand new baby Harpy with silvery gray feathers, a streak of black running down the center of her back. She screeched on the floor, looking for her mother's breast. I noticed right away a problem. "Eve . . .she has no beak."
"That's normal, otherwise, she'd cut me." Eve cooed softly to the tiny Harpy, drawing her close to her chest. The screeching eased and the small Harpy nestled in close to her mom. Belinda’s eyes never left them.
I cleared my throat. "Eve, I need to take Belinda home. Are you okay here on your own? I’ve got Ophelia coming, so you two can be close and she can help you."
Her eyes flashed as she looked up at me. "No one will hurt us."
Damn, it was easy to forget that as a Harpy, she was a violent and powerful defender. Just because we were friends didn't mean she couldn't wipe the floor with someone she didn't like. More than likely, she would be even quicker to draw blood now that she had someone to defend.
"Got it. But I'm still going to send someone to check on you in a bit. And they'll all want to see her . . . do you have a name?"
"Selena. The moon," Eve whispered. 
Fitting on so many levels. 
I had to tug Belinda twice. She smiled at Eve. “Congratulations. She’s beautiful.”
Eve beamed. “She is, isn’t she?”
Belinda followed me out. "I thought that it wasn't going to go well. That it would be ugly and violent, but it wasn't, not at all." Her eyes darted to mine and away again. "Maybe this magic thing isn't so bad."
I laughed as I helped her into the Jeep. "That wasn't magic, that was just babies, kid."
Nigel raced up beside us. "You better not be leaving without me. That big red dragon almost ate me. And she’s coming right away. Got all hair-canary-excited when I said Eve was having a baby."
"Of course, I won’t leave you behind. Get in, mutt." I could just imagine Ophelia dancing about, gathering up her clutch and bringing them to see Eve and Selena.
He grunted and leapt in, curling up on the back seat, his bushy tail over his nose. 
First, it was time to get Belinda home to her brother. 
We pulled into her driveway a couple hours later. There was a single light on in her bedroom. She stared up at it. "My brother, is he . . .he's alive, right?”
"Of course," I said and got out of the car before she could see the concern on my face. That maybe her brother had been snagged, because if he was a Fire Elemental like her, there was every chance he could be one too. I had no idea how many contacts Ito had, how many supernaturals were out there snatching up kids. We walked to the door and she pushed it open. At least it had been fixed. 
"Levi?" She called his name and there was a rush of feet on stairs and then he was there, scooping her into his arms and holding her tightly. They both cried as they clung to each other. Babes lost in the forest, but at least they had each other. That was saying something. More than a lot of people had in our world. 
I hated to break up the love fest, but I cleared my throat. Levi looked at me, tears on his cheeks. "You found her. I knew you would."
"I need to see the back of both your necks."
Levi frowned, but Belinda pulled her hair out of the way immediately. The symbol that Camos had said stood for fire was not clear, but I could see the outlines of it. I pulled the piece of paper from my inner pocket and held it tightly. "Your turn, Levi."
He turned around and I drew closer. There it was, a symbol on his neck. Not fire like hers, but water. Fire and water, brother and sister. 
"You two need to sit down so we can have a chat. You need to understand the kind of danger you could be in just by existing. This is more than what your mom’s boyfriend filled you in on."
They plunked down on the couch and I proceeded to explain to them all I could about the Elemental world. Nigel filled in any blanks I had, and we left them my address and how to reach me. 
I told them about Lark, that she was one of the good guys and if they ever met her, to tell her their story. I left them there, hanging onto one another, knowing their lives were going to be anything but easy. But now they understood. They would have a chance. A chance I hoped they took. 
At sixteen and eighteen, they were old enough to be left by themselves, and they’d both seen enough to be on their own. As long as they stayed under the radar, the state family services would leave them alone.
“Where to now?” Nigel asked. “Home?” He said the word with such hope that I wondered just what he had up his sleeve. Why would he care if I went home? 
“No, one more stop yet.”
Time to revisit the incubus.
 
 








CHAPTER 13
 
MAGIC WITH FLOWERS was dark, but that didn’t stop me from going in. The place was empty, not a single flower, pot or even packet of seeds left. “Fucking bastard.”
If he thought running was going to work, I was about to show him just how wrong he was. I went to the back room, Nigel tucked tightly to my calf. The back room was stripped as cleanly as the front.
While it wasn’t a salvage, I had a feeling not finding Camos was going to come back to haunt me. He’d told me enough to get me to leave, and I’d been in enough of a hurry to let him get away with it. “Damn it all to hell and back.” I slapped a hand on the table. 
“Who was this?”
“The guy grabbing the kids off the streets. Kids like Belinda and Sparrow.”
He let out a low growl. 
"My Sparrow was not on the street. I was protecting her when she was snatched away from me." He bared his teeth and I held up my hands. 
"Manner of speaking. The point is, this prick was snatching them, and selling them to the Elemental underbelly." A thought hit me and I strode to the front and picked up the phone. A dial tone greeted me and I grinned. If the last call was still the one made by Camos's employee there was a chance . . . I hit redial. The phone rang once, twice, three times and then was picked up. 
"Hello?"
"Camos, you motherfucking son of a goat, you think you can hide from me? You think I won't find you? That I won't draw from you every bit of information you have? I'm a goddamned Huntress and I will find vengeance for those children who died."
"They . . .died?"
"Not all of them, Camos. But several did."
He sobbed into the phone, shocking the shit out of me. "No, I didn't know. I would never have done it if I thought they were going to die. It doesn’t make sense. They paid so much for them!"
"But you'd do it knowing they would be slaves of any kind of variety?" 
"Please, you have to believe me. I didn't know."
I looked at the level of the sun through the plate glass window. "You have twenty minutes to get here to your shop. You show up now and swear you'll help me find kids and I'll let you live. Run away, and I will track you down and drain you of every last drop of your blood, cut your head off, and piss down the hole. Got it?"
The phone line went dead in my hands. I glanced at Nigel who grimaced at me. "You know, that whole bad words thing, you've really got a knack for it."
I laughed and crouched beside him. "I'm practiced. What can I say?"
The minutes ticked by and I waited, not really thinking Camos would show. So when his red Camaro pulled in, spitting gravel at the nineteen minute mark, I was impressed. He jumped out the door and ran in as if he'd physically run the whole way rather than drove. "I want to help. I want to make this right."
"I'll be honest, I thought I was going to have to come after you." I stared at him, then held out my hand. He went to take it and I pulled back, grabbed a knife from my back and slid it through my palm. I held the knife out to him and he sighed. 
"Binding me?"
"You betcha. I'm not letting you get away from me. I don't trust you. But this will be a step toward trust." 
He slid the knife through his palm and then held his hand to me once more. We clasped fingers and I whispered a single word. "Bound."
A tiny fission of energy rolled from him to me, and back again. His eyes widened and his jaw dropped. "What are you? I thought you were a Tracker but they can’t bind like this."
"I was a Tracker, but that part of my life is over now. I'm a Huntress. Things change, times change, and I changed with them." No shame came with the words. "I'm going home. I need to see my family. We start searching for the other elemental half breed kids as soon as we can."
He nodded. "Do you want me to do something now?"
"Scour your contacts. See what you can drum up. We'll go from there. If you find kids on the street . . ." I gave him a wry grin. "Bring them to me. Apparently that's something that won't change."
The words couldn't be truer. When Nigel and I arrived at Liam's house, Belinda and Levi waited in a truck outside. I closed my eyes. Damn. So much for them hanging onto each other and making it through life together. 
Belinda got out first. "You said there are bad people out there. That you're trying to make things right." She glanced at Levi then back at me. "We want to help. We want to be the difference you need to change the world. If you’re right and we have power, we want it to be for good."
I nodded, then grabbed her into a hug. "Come on, come meet the rest of the crew."
I led the way to the door, new pack members in tow. I couldn't help snorting to myself. Alex would have been in his glory. More people meant more fun, more love, more laughter. 
Liam’s eyes widened when we walked in. “Rylee?”
I made introductions all around and settled Levi and Belinda into Pamela’s room. It wasn’t big but it would do. I pretty much gave them the bum rush. Nigel stretched out on the couch, Liam glanced at him and I shook my head. “No, we need to talk first. Everything else can wait.”
I led the way to our bedroom and shut the door behind me.
Liam frowned, concern etching his face. I held up a hand. “First, how are the babies?”
“Don’t you want to see them?”
“Yes. In about an hour. After we are done with our conversation.”
He frowned harder, the lines of concern deepening in his face. “They’re fine. The triplets are still quieter than usual but Louisa didn’t seem concerned. She said she would get back to me after doing some research, but she saw no reason to be worried. Probably just a growth spurt.”
I nodded. “Marcella and Zane?”
“Happy as clams. Zane is cutting another tooth so he’s shitting like a goose which has given him a bit of a rash.” He shook his head. “What the hell is going on, Rylee?”
Now or never, there was no going back. Either I trusted myself or I didn’t. 
I launched myself at him, tackling him to the bed. My lips were on his faster than he could react and then he caught on. His hands worked to strip my clothes from me as I did the same to him. Six months, six months of no touch, no sex, very little anything and before that another six months while I’d been away in Tian Shan and Liam had been dead. A full year since our last time together.
I had never had a case of lust so bad in my whole life.
The material shredded under our combined strength of Guardian and daywalking vampire, tearing from our bodies as though there was no other way.
It was as if a dam had burst and we couldn’t go slow. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered between kisses, between running my hands over his body, of learning it for the first time. The last time I’d been with him, he’d been in his own body. This was the first time we’d make love while he was in Faris’s body. 
To say it made the moment all that more intense was an understatement. Somehow it was making love to someone new and exciting, yet with the intensity of a love that knew no bounds, a love that had defied death twice so that we could stay together. 
He nipped at my earlobe and I moaned, unable to stop the sound from escaping me. A chuckle slid through him as he caressed my body, his hands sliding down between us. 
“I missed you,” he breathed into my ear as he stroked me. 
I leaned into him, knowing he didn’t just mean the last few days. “I won’t ever leave again.”
He smiled against my lips. “You will, but not because you are afraid of this, of us.”
The pressure grew, and he slid into me, his body as hard as rock, his hands tangled with mine above our heads as he pinned me down. 
I wrapped my legs around his waist, gripped him to me. Our eyes locked, and it didn’t matter that his were blue and mine no longer swirled with three colors. Our souls knew each other, and together we were home. 
He kissed me, so soft and tender that I thought my heart would burst with the love between us. There were no more words needed. No more apologies, no more secrets. 
Our hips rocked in tandem, finding that perfect place until the headboard began to bang against the wall. “Don’t, you’ll wake the babies!” I giggled, unable to stop the laughter. 
“I can fix that.” Holding me tightly, he spun our bodies parallel to the headboard. He picked up the speed once more until I was biting my lip to keep from crying out. 
“Better?” he asked, blue eyes all innocent.
“Better.” I arched my back, pressing myself to him. He slung an arm around my lower back and held me off the bed, and in moments we climbed the peaks of passion together, riding the crest of the wave and crashing down on the other side. I lay in his arms, my heart beating wildly. 
“Liam, I need to feed,” I said. 
He lay there. “Give me a minute.” Of course, he thought I meant for him to use the IV. I crawled up his body, kissing my way across his chest and stopping at his neck. I flicked my eyes so I could see his. He gave me a grin, blue eyes sparkling. “Oh yeah.”
I blushed, which only made him smile wider. He’d been on both sides of a vampire bite, he knew what was coming, the pleasure that the saliva gave was second to none. And here we were, still wrapped around each other. I sunk my teeth into his neck and took a long pull. His hands gripped my ass and he slid back into me, already hard again. Between the bite, the pheromones, the heat in our bodies, and the love in our hearts, it was all too much. 
Epic.
Tears slid down my cheeks as I peaked for the second time. Liam brushed them away and rolled over so we faced one another. “Welcome home, Rylee.”
I smiled up at him and ran a hand through his hair and down the back of his neck. “That’s Huntress to you.”
He nodded, all serious. “It suits you, who you are. Maybe who you’ve always been under that Tracker veneer.”
I kissed him with a smile and slid out of bed. Even though it was late and there was a chance I’d wake them I just wanted to see the babies. To touch their soft little heads. They had no idea why I’d gone but I needed to tell them I was back for good. That the fear wouldn’t drive me away again. 
I put on some clothes and crept from our room and down the hall. 
The nursery was quiet with soft breathing and tiny snores. I touched each of them. “I won’t ever leave again. Not like this. Not like this,” I whispered, my heart overflowing. This was my family and the fear that had ridden me was gone, washed away in the balance I’d so badly needed. 
Balance I’d only been able to find by searching out who I was and acknowledging both the good and bad that came with it. 
Closing the door behind me, I crept back to our room and crawled into bed. 
I laid my head on Liam’s chest as his arms wrapped around me, and I fell asleep. Safe in his arms. Home. At peace.
 

 
 
The next day, I took Belinda and Levi to get clothes and stuff from their house, and groceries for our growing brood. I’d brought Marcella and Zane with me since the triplets were still under the weather, sleeping later than usual. I’d put the three ogre babies down for an early nap before we’d left, and they’d immediately crashed.
We got back in a matter of hours at the most. Arms loaded with babies and grocery bags we approached the door. “We’ll check on Eve once we get all this put away. Maybe we can camp at the farm tonight?”
“That would be awesome,” Levi said. “There’s really a dragon out there too?”
I laughed and opened the door. “Yes, there is really a dragon out there too.”
The silence of the house struck me like a bolt through the heart. This time of day, the three boys should have been up from their nap and playing loudly. But there was barely a peep. I listened hard for the heartbeats and my own nearly faltered. They were there, but were so weak, fading, as though they were counting down. I ran through the house with Marcella and Zane in my arms. Belinda and Levi were right on my heels. I burst into the nursery, the smell of sickness wafting over me in a cloud. Liam spun, crouched and ready to attack before he registered it was me.
He held a hand out to me and I hurried forward. The three ogre babies were lying side by side, so still, so quiet. 
"What happened? We were only gone for a few hours!"
"Louisa called, and it was like what she told me set them off. There is nothing she can do. Ogres are like other animals where the mother's milk is essential to life. They can live a little while, but rarely make it past the six-month mark before they begin to fade. Rylee, they are dying."
A cry escaped me. I handed Ella and Zane to Liam, and then scooped up Bam first, holding him to me. "No, no. I won't believe we saved them only to watch them die." I picked up each ogre boy, holding them close, begging them to open their eyes. Kav was the last and I kissed his forehead. "Baby boy, wake up for mama."
His eyes blinked open once, solemn and serious as his father's before they closed once more, a sigh shuddering out of him. I waited, my own breath held as the seconds passed. Finally he drew a breath, but it was weak and slid from him quickly.
I reluctantly put him down. "Liam. They aren't the last like we thought. There's a tribe of ogres that haunt Seattle."
He grabbed me by both arms. "Are you sure?"
I reached up and put my hands over his. "Yes, they attacked us. Kerry Park in Seattle is their home ground, but Liam, you can’t go alone, there are too many. Even for you." I’d been planning to fill him in on everything, just hadn’t been time yet.
He reeled back. "You stay here. I'll bring the ogres to help and I’ll find back up on my way. There has to be at least one nursing mother. Or a female ogre that can . . .Louisa said as long as it was an ogre, she had herbs that could get the milk going."
"Go," I pushed him, "go." 
He kissed me quickly and then was gone to our room in a flash. 
I could hear him packing weapons, but no clothes. Of course not, this was no vacation he was going on. He jogged past me, his blue eyes hard with determination, he loved the babies as much as I did. The door closed behind him. I didn’t know how he was going to manage it, but I trusted him to make it happen. To make it to Seattle and back in time with the help the triplets desperately needed. 
I checked on Marcella and Zane. Zane curled into me, crying softly. "Baby sick." He pointed at his friends. I placed him in the crib with the boys and he lay down so he could touch each of them. I'd never seen him so quiet, so not himself. Marcella clung to me. Nigel, who’d slept hidden away in Pamela’s room since he’d arrived, let out a choking noise. 
"Who is that?"
"My daughter, Marcella."
“Goddess of war," he whispered. "The little warrior."
I turned and looked at him, realizing what he was saying. I crouched for him to see her and she immediately reached for him, grasping his ears. She looked him right in the eyes and babbled something. He closed his eyes and leaned into her. I put her on the floor, knowing she was safe. Knowing how hard he would fight for her. Right now the triplets needed everything we could give them.
I drew in a breath. "Belinda, I want you to get some blankets warmed up. We need to hold these babies tightly until Liam gets back, to keep them warm." I went to the closet and began pulling out blankets, knowing without knowing why that holding them, keeping them close to my skin to any skin would stave off death longer than any other remedy.
I made Levi take off his shirt despite his blushing. I handed him Kav, and the blue baby snuggled into him. "Go to the living room with him." In short order, I had Belinda on the couch holding Bam and Rut against her skin. They snuggled into her, soft coos escaping them. A good sign. I hoped.
Marcella and Zane were next. I put one on each of my hips and brought them to the living room where I could keep an eye on them. "Nigel—"
"You don't even have to ask. I am here." He lay down between the two that were siblings, but not. I ran to the kitchen and picked up the phone. We needed all the help we could get. I dialed the number from memory. 
"Rylee?"
"Doran, the triplets are dying . . . Liam is gone to find a nursing mother . . . but I need help."
"You know I will come. Family first, Rylee. I'll come through the castle and be there as fast as I can." He hung up and I called my grandparents. Newly discovered, I was still getting used to the idea of them being in my life. My grandfather, John picked up the phone. "Ry?"
"The babies are sick. I need your help."
There was no hesitation "On our way."
I stood in the kitchen for a single breath and then went back to the living room. I stripped off my top, much to the still furiously blushing Levi's chagrin, then took Kav from him. "Play with Ella and Zane, Levi. Help them laugh, help them not be afraid."
Belinda nodded. “He’s good at that.” Of course, he was. He’d done the same for her.
Kav clutched at me, his hands digging into my flesh. I rubbed his back and paced the floor, a prayer slipping past my lips as I pressed them to his cool cheek. "Hurry, Liam . . . hurry."
 
 







 
Can’t wait for the second book in The Rylee Adamson Epilogues? Did you like Ivan the cabbie Rylee met in Seattle? He’s doing a cameo from the Blood Borne Series I wrote with Denise Grover Swank. Ivan is a wildly fun character you meet in the second book. The first two books are available in that trilogy, so go on and check them out (links are just a few pages after this). 
You know you want to! 
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