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The prophecy states three Children of Light, each born on a high holiday of light—the Spring Equinox, Summer Solstice, or Fall Equinox—may come together to break the curse on the witch lines, prohibiting them from keeping permanent residences and condemning their souls to purgatory. The three must find the Lance of Longinus and restore it. I am Hunter and, along with Alena and Camille, am believed to be one of the trinity of beings destined to save the witches from this damnation.

 

This is my story.

 

 

March 2018 – Athens, Greece

 

I ran through the structure to every exit, testing each one with no luck. Six of us, Alena, Camille, Jude, Chalondra, Orm, and myself, were spelled inside a building of eight rooms crammed with books.

Alena grabbed my shirt. “What has Jude gotten us into? We’re hostages.”

“You wanted answers. We have all of them.” Jude’s voice echoed off the high ceilings.

“Please tell me all this is digital somewhere.” Alena’s breathing rate increased as she paced between the stacks of texts.

I hated that she struggled with her half-vampire nature. Being trapped fueled her fight-or-flight reaction, and I coaxed her to inhale and exhale with me.

“You’re going to be okay. With all of us here, we’ll work around the clock. There has to be a spell to help us find the location of the lance without going through all the books.”

Alena’s phone rang, and she answered the call. Dimitri’s voice sounded through the microphone. “Alena, Princess, are you there?”

“Yes, what are you talking about? You’re standing right outside the door ten feet from me, Dimitri. I’m looking at you right now.” Placing a hand on one hip, she glared at her vampire guard. “What? You can’t see us or the building? How can this be happening?”

“It doesn’t matter, Princess. It is what it is. What do you want me to tell Anne? She’s not going to be happy about this.”

Alena covered the phone and whispered to me. “What do we tell my mother?” 

“The truth. Even as Vampire Chancellor there’s nothing she can do about a magic barrier.”

“How can this be happening?” Alena tapped the phone to her thigh.

“Alena,” Dimitri inquired.

“Tell Mother we’re still searching for clues.” She slipped her phone in her pocket.

Gathering her hair she twisted it into a bun.

I fought touching her, knowing it would send her over the edge. “Everything’s going to be okay. More than okay. It’s perfect. Sonia and Thanatos won’t be able to find us. We’re safe. All of this is untouchable.”
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Even with my show of positivity, the days wore on as we searched the texts for clues of how to break the curse. I wanted this. To know who I was, why Alena, Camille, and I had this connection, to embrace my heritage, free my people from centuries of living like gypsies and eternity in purgatory. This was my destiny, right? 

Since the moment I’d seen Alena, some seven months ago, I knew my life would never be the same. Sometimes, I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. I’d been a regular guy, had normal friends, played varsity basketball, and made decent grades. My parents never married, and my dad always creeped me out. My radar on him proved to be spot on. My father, Thanatos, held the position of High Priest of the witch lines. He found a lance prophesied to bring peace to the witch lines. Corrupted by lust for power and desire to control, he and my brother, Theron, tried to end Alena, Camille, and me, to prevent us from breaking the curse. What kind of father would kill his own son?

Theron used the sword to make my grandmother, Sonia, former High Priestess of the Witches, immortal. Since then they held the sword in a compound guarded by their coven members in Italy. But, even if the sword could be taken, we weren’t sure how to break the curse. Those answers lay within the structure we were sealed inside. 

Over the past few days, every spell we tried failed, and we started scanning pages. I hated not having a plan, so as I read, I theorized options for stealing the sword from Theron. It would be well guarded, but if we used Anne’s vampire army, we might stand a chance against my family and their coven. 

“Hunter. Hunter.” Alena slapped my arm.

I glanced over the top of the page. “What?”

“Are you even paying attention? You’re just flipping through the pages.”

“Yeah, skimming for keywords like we decided.”

She slammed her hand down on the stack beside me, causing a cloud of dust to rise into the air. “I seriously cannot stand one more day of this. We’ve been here three days, and we’re not even halfway through the texts. Plus, we’re supposed to be doing this together. Everyone just has their head stuck in a book.”

“We don’t have a seer. All the spells didn’t work. Divide and conquer, it’s the best strategy.”

“How do we even know what we can and can’t do? We haven’t tried to do a spell as a unit. Maybe together our powers are limitless.”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the cove of books.

“Hey, remember, human strength here.”

She released my arm. “Sorry.”

Most of the time I forgot or ignored—if I was being honest, more like blocked out—that Alena was half vampire. I should’ve been more grateful. Her blood saved me when Theron tried to kill me. But if stressed or threatened, she could be intense.

“Where are we going?”

“To wake up Camille.”

We climbed the stairs to her room. I knew it wasn’t a good idea to bother Camille. First, my watch read just after two a.m., and second, being seventeen, with little oversight from the aging Chalondra and Orm, Camille and Jude, like Alena and me, had taken liberties with sleeping arrangements.

I caught her hand a second before it grabbed the knob. “I think we should knock.”

“Oh, right.” She rapped on the door.

Within half a minute, Jude cracked it open. “What is it? Did you find something?”

Alena shook her head. “Wake Camille up. Our strategy isn’t working. We’ve got to try something different. Meet us downstairs.”

“Fine.” Jude shut the door.

“Should we wake Chalondra and Orm?” I asked as we descended the stairs.

“No. This is about the trinity. I want to explore just how powerful we are.”

“Do you think that’s the best idea? I mean what if our magic gets out of control?” I twisted her around, forcing her to face me.

Alena always knew she was a vampire-witch hybrid. Orm trained her in the use of magic since she could talk. Camille and I discovered our heritage within the last six months. I’d been training every day, growing my powers, but the possibility of us combining our abilities had me nervous. We were all powerful alone. What if the spell got out of hand and the building exploded or one of us got hurt?

“I think we should at least wake Chalondra,” I insisted.

“Why? She doesn’t know anything. She never found the other witches of her trinity. Do you want to look through every book in this house?”

Camille and Jude descended the stairs to us. Camille, like Alena, thought we should try a different approach. Jude preferred my route, but Alena and Camille didn’t count his opinion and decided the vote to be two for and one against. We locked hands, and I focused on an image of a dagger. The familiar hum of magic, like a low buzz running through my nerves, filled my head. At first, I saw images of pages, books, a dagger, Alena’s face, Camille, Jude, Tyler, and then a boy, a teen I didn’t recognize.

Dropping their hands, I stepped back. “Did you guys see that?”

“The guy? Dark skin and hair?” Alena asked.

I nodded.

“I saw him too.” Camille confirmed. “Maybe another herald?”

“That would make sense.” Alena pointed out. “We each should have a herald.”

“I’ve never seen that person in my life.” I looked between Alena and Camille.

“I’d never met Jude before.” Camille’s eyes cut to Jude, her herald.

“Let’s keep going.” Alena grabbed our hands.

As we locked hands, an image of the sword, the one Theron and Thanatos had, appeared. A man wearing a tunic lifted his hand above the blade and seemed to be performing a spell. The sword started to glow red and floated up. A gust hit my face, and I squeezed Alena’s hand. With wind swirling around us, I started to wonder if the house was some type of portal and if we’d be swept into another dimension. I opened one eye and the wind died.

“Focus.” Alena jostled my hand.

I shut my lids, and the breeze picked up again. Blinding lights flashed through my brain, and three crosses stood on a hill. Affixed to the wooden crosses were men, bleeding from their hands and feet where they’d been nailed to the wooden structures. The man in the center wore a crown fashioned of thorns, and I realized who he was—Jesus. People milled around the base of the cross, some cheering, some in tears.

In the vision, the sun traced across the sky as if I were watching a movie in fast forward. The crowds trickled away until just a few people were left at Jesus’ cross. A soldier pulled a dagger from his belt, reached up, and stabbed Jesus in the ribs. Water and then blood gushed from the wound. Longinus, I thought. Longinus pierced the side of Jesus.

But his dagger wasn’t the same as the one Theron and Thanatos had. Alena and Camille dropped my hands.

Alena’s eyes met mine and then cut to Camille. “The dagger… It’s not the right one. Theron and Thanatos don’t have the Lance of Longinus.”

“The one they have looks like the one spelled by the guy in the first scene. Did you see him? The guy in the monk’s tunic?” I offered my palms to Alena and Camille.

Camille placed her hand on top of mine. “St. Maurice. How did I know that? He seemed more like a warlock than a witch. We should keep going.” 

I laced my fingers in Alena’s. “We have to find out where the correct sword is.”

The scene morphed into images of Longinus dropping to his knees, the lance falling from his hands, of soldiers trekking across plains and mountains. The sun set and rose, and we were plunged into darkness. Three pieces of the lance floated through the air, and fingers wrote upon parchment. The wind howled, and the building shook around us. I gripped Alena’s and Camille’s hands, praying the roof didn’t fall on us. A vacuum formed in front of me, all the air drawn to the space between us. Books shot into the circle and swooshed out the top, landing with thuds behind me. Then, one hovered before me, its pages blowing open. It dropped to the floor. I wondered if this was the one, the information we needed, but texts continued to swirl around us. Books flew past and out of my view.

After hundreds, perhaps thousands, more texts passed me, and just when I started to wonder how long I could hold our magical connection, another book fell before my feet. As the chapters swirled around us, I clenched my eyes shut, focusing my energy. A large bang brought me out of my trance, and the room fell silent.

I opened my eyes, expecting to see books ripped to shreds around us, but the stacks appeared the same as they did before. In front of me, three texts lay open in the center of the circle.

“I think it worked.” I opened my palms.

“I told you.” Alena dropped to her knees, inspecting the pages of the book in front of her.

Squatting down, I slid the book beside me closer. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw it to be in English. The pages were worn and soft, and the words archaic but legible. We skimmed the texts. They seemed to be written in journal form, and we decided to each take one and summarize for the others. Since Alena and Jude had photographic memories, they’d read each of them.

My book started with the story of Longinus, how he came to believe in the Messiah when water poured from the laceration in Jesus’ chest and how the lance came to be revered as holy. Over the next hours, we each read one of the texts and charted the story of the lance. I worked through the pages, trying to memorize any information that might be needed later. Louis IX of France gathered many Christian relics on his crusade to the holy lands, and I learned he gained the point of the lance and enshrined it in the crown of thorns in Sainte Chapelle outside Paris. It was reported to have been moved to the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris.

“The point of the sword is at the Louvre,” I told them as I skimmed the last of the entries. “Or it was as of 1793. That’s where this ends.”

“You finished reading that whole book?” Alena’s hands rested on her hips.

“We only need the punch line.”

“Good thing two of us have photographic memories.” Jude pulled the book to him.

“It seems like the handle was enshrined in a pillar in St. Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City.” Alena held up her book.

“I have information on a third piece. That must be why we saw three parts of the lance. The mid-portion should be here.” Camille pointed at a page. “St. Peter’s Cathedral is in Antioch, Turkey.”

“Wow, we have our work cut out for us.” I reclined against the stack of books behind me.

“Do either of those books say what St. Maurice’s sword does?” Alena strummed her fingers on the page.

“We know it made Sonia immortal.” Camille paced. “It seemed like the souls of fallen witches held in purgatory combined or bonded with hers.”

“If we find the pieces, reunite the Lance of Longinus, and break the curse, then there will be no more witch souls in Sheol for her to take power from. They’ll all be allowed to pass to Heaven, right?” I hoped this theory would hold.

“Theoretically, I guess, except for the evil ones that should go to Hell?” Alena shrugged.

“We only have our eighteenth year to get all the pieces and figure this out. Do the texts say anything about how to break the curse?”

“Mine ends with the last known resting place of the one piece.” Alena slammed her book shut.

“So, we still don’t know what we’re supposed to do with the  lance.” I stood and paced away.

“Maybe once we get the pieces together, we’ll find the spell to break the curse.” Camille looked wide-eyed between us.

“The poem. Recite the poem again, Jude.” I pointed at him.

 

“In a land ringed by gods, an ancient city sleeps.

The Alonso crest adorns a door, holding the Earth’s ancient lore.

Their beauty surpassing all, a soulless people roam the earth.

They know not love of God or man, but a forbidden creature holds fate.

Younger still, an angelic breed, hold the balance of the creed.

In their midst, children with three shining souls prepare a lance.”

 

I swiveled to face the others. “So, we find the pieces and put them together. Keep going.”

 

“Once laid out then nevermore, only he may open the door.

Within the Book that lays the tale, the blade’s true master shall be restored.”

 

“So, there is another person after we find the lance? Longinus, right? We thought the door was the door to this house, but what if it’s another door? And the poem only mentions one book, not three.” I circled behind them.

“But maybe it’s not literal. Jude and I need to read each of the books cover to cover.” Alena took my book from Jude.

Jude started on the text Camille read. After daybreak, when Chalondra and Orm woke, Camille and I briefed the old witches on our findings. With little to do but wait, I made breakfast and gathered my belongings in hopes that we’d attained the knowledge needed to start the next leg of our quest. I stacked our bags near the front door. Just as I’d finished, Alena shut the text she’d been reading.

“We’re done. It’s all up here.” She pointed to her temple.

The front doors flew open, and the rising sun blinded me. Alena grabbed my hand and pulled me to the entrance. I inched my arm over the threshold, testing the barrier.

“That’s it! We’re free!” Alena jumped outside.

“Princess.” Dimitri zipped from his position at the bottom of the stairs.

Tyler ascended behind Dimitri, eyes locked on Alena. My brain twitched with jealousy for Alena’s herald. She’s still with you. Just because Camille and Jude are together doesn’t mean Alena will abandon you and choose Tyler.

“Are you guys done? Did you get what you needed?” Tyler’s brows shot up.

“Apparently.” Camille skipped down the steps to her brother. “Call Dad. We need a ride stat.”
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We washed up in the hotel where Dimitri and Aaron, our vampire guards, along with Tyler and his father Grady had set up base. Alena’s mother, Anne, arranged a jet to take us back to headquarters, and we headed to the airport.

Seeing Alena staring off into space, I took the seat beside her on the plane. “I know why I’m not happy, but I thought you would be thrilled to be out of that house. What’s wrong?”

“Why aren’t you happy?”

“There always seems to be more questions than answers.”

“Well, I’m beyond happy to be out of that place.”

“But?” I leaned into her.

“I thought I might find out something more about my father, and Uriel, and why Alfred said I favored him.”

“Uriel, the angel in the painting, the arch angel that sired your line?”

“Didn’t you think it was strange that Alfred said I looked like him? What if he is my father?”

“Yes, but Alfred said many strange things. You should just ask your mother, demand to know.” I squeezed her hand.

She smiled and kissed my lips. “I love that you’re so direct. But you haven’t known my mother for long. She’s not going to tell me until she thinks I should know.”

“She’s protecting you, right?”

“Shouldn’t I get to decide if I need protecting?”

“How old is your mother?”

“Four hundred forty-three.”

I tapped her nose. “Then I think she might get my vote on this one. But”—I kissed her before she could get angry with me—“ask again. Maybe she’ll tell you now, especially with Alfred’s comments and the fact that Uriel seems to be the one that’s saved us twice.”

Even though I knew I should rest, sleep eluded me. Visions of the sword, Jesus, the warlock, and my father drifted through my mind. I gave up and started to devise a plan for finding the three pieces of the sword. We’d need Anne’s intelligence on each location and soldiers for backup. I wondered if Sonia, Thanatos, and Theron knew they had the wrong sword. What if they’d known all along and had other plans for St. Maurice’s blade? Our focus had to be on the Lance of Longinus. Our purpose was to release the witches from an afterlife in purgatory, help their souls find peace. I intended to focus on that goal.

As Alena stirred beside me, I thought about what effect lifting the curse would have on the vampires. Orm believed that even with Alena’s half-vampire nature, she’d become a full witch at eighteen. Jude became a full witch even though he was quarter vampire. Theron—my half-vampire, half-brother—believed he became a full witch with a soul, and after hearing from Camille he wielded St. Maurice’s sword to make Sonia immortal, I guessed it to be true. Were the vampires really soulless? Would they be granted souls when we lifted the curse?
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Landing without the benefit of seeing the ground seemed to be something I would never get used to. For as much as I wanted out of that house in Greece, it didn’t feel welcoming to exit into a windowless hangar and load into closed vehicles. After half an hour, the SUV slowed, and we descended into what I knew to be an underground structure, although I had no idea where we were. The technology that kept us safe, hidden from my family’s coven, hadn’t been shared with me. Perhaps Camille’s and Jude’s lodestones, or something similar, hid us from magic being able to find our location. It frustrated me that Anne didn’t trust us with the information, but even though I’d suggested that Alena push her mother to have answers, I was a little scared of Anne. You’ve got to get over that, I thought.

Anne, tapping the toes of her heeled shoes to the floor, greeted us just inside. “You found where the sword is?”

“Yes. It’s in—” Air caught in my lungs, and I gasped for breath.

Alena wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “Hunter, what’s wrong?”

“I can’t,” I squeaked out.

“It’s in—” Camille doubled over in a coughing fit.

“Alena, what’s going on?” Anne focused on her daughter.

“I’m not sure. We learned where the—” Alena’s eyes grew wide. “I don’t think we can tell you.”

“Of course. Isn’t that clever?” Anne folded her arms over her chest. “Witches and their spells.”

Standing upright, I started to catalog the things we’d need for our missions. It would be impossible to retrieve the three pieces without Anne’s resources.

I approached Anne. “Do you trust us? Are you willing to let us use your people? Planes? Weapons?”

Anne looked between me, her daughter, and Camille. “You’re not even eighteen years old. Are you kidding? You have no experience coordinating staff and vehicles. Weapons? Definitely not! Do you think money grows on trees? I have people to answer to. I can’t just hand you unlimited resources on a hunch that perhaps, maybe, finding the sword and breaking this curse will finally put an end to the war between the witches and vampires.”

Alena grabbed her mother’s hands. “But you must believe that it will, or you wouldn’t have helped us this far.”

“That was when I could account for my resources, knew where they were being used, and how much risk was involved.” Anne shook her head.

Even though dead tired, and in much need of sleep, I motioned down the hall. “Perhaps we could move to the conference room. Figure out how much we can tell you.”

As soon as we’re seated, I started again. “There are th—” My air was cut off, and I swallowed to moisten my throat. “It’s in pieces. We have to retrieve the parts, and that’s all we know for now.”

“And you know where the parts are?” Anne paced behind us.

“Yes. That’s it.” I jumped from my seat. “Chalondra and Orm have been entrusted with the information. You at least trust Orm to use things wisely, right?”

“I do.” Anne stopped and faced us. “You’ve had a long journey. You should rest, and we’ll talk tomorrow.
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I sensed someone in my room and bolted upright.

“Finally, you’re awake!” Alena glared at me. “I need to talk to you.”

“What time is it?” Pulling my sheet up to my waist, I sat up.

“Seven.”

“That’s only four hours of sleep. You remember I’m human, right?”

“I know. I’m sorry.” Alena’s bottom lip puffed out. “But I really need to talk with you. My mom and I finally had our talk, you know the one about my dad. There’s so much information crowding my brain, I have to get it out.”

I stood, pulled a shirt over my head, and then sat beside her. She began by telling me about Anne’s parents and how they were burned alive by witches outside Paris in 1557. Elizabeth and Anne fled to London, where they lived among humans. A rival vampire tribe staked Anne’s fiancé, and she began a quest to foster peace among the vampires, a quest which resulted in treaties among the vampires and with the witches. I listened to each fact, how her mother visited every vampire tribe, brought the tribes together, and learned how to live among the humans, trying to wrap my brain around living for centuries.

“You should know Sonia massacred all the ambassadors of the first vampire tribunal my mother held.” Alena wiggled her fingers from my grip and crossed the room.

“Sonia? Like my grandmother Sonia?” I asked in disbelief.

“Yes, and your father was there when my mother’s family was burned. Your father and Sonia have been hunting my mother and her friends for hundreds of years, trying to erase vampires from existence. They believe vampires are the evil that should be purged from the world.”

I ran my hand through my hair. “So, what about your dad?”

“I had a brother, like a living breathing human brother.”

“Your mother had another child?”

“No, she adopted a boy when she married a human in the 1600s.”

“But your father had to be a witch, so that man wasn’t your father?”

“A witch or a witch-like being.” She bit her lip.

“What does that mean?” Unable to contain my energy, I bounced on my toes.

“It’s complicated. But my father’s name is Lucas, or that’s the only name he told my mother. She said his exact words were, ‘You may call me Lucas.’”

“Did you ask her about Uriel?”

“I don’t think she knows anything for sure, only that Lucas is eternal, he can’t die, and Orm knows everything, but I guess he’s never told my mother anything because it’s too dangerous to know.”

“Dangerous why?”

“Who knows.” She slouched onto my bed. “The worst part is that he was cursed and given only one year in every hundred to be of human form. That’s why I can’t see him. He can’t be with us until 2099.”

“What if we break the curse?”

“We have no clue if they are even the same curse.”

“Who cursed him?”

“God.”

I spun to face her. “Just as God cursed the witch souls to lie in Sheol for eternity? What kind of God is this?”

“I had the same question. Mother explained it to me like you were helping your child by making sure they followed the rules. Like when we get put on restriction for getting home too late. God punished him for something.” Catching my arm, she pulled me to her side. “There’s something else. Sonia was sentenced in 1945 to lie in a coma, entombed in the House of Uriel until she died for siring a vampire-witch hybrid who become known as Adolf Hitler.”
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Long red locks swished from side to side as she shook her head. “This is all so much to take in. I can’t believe I had a brother who died before I even met him. Can you picture my mother raising a human child?”

Bloody tears formed in her eyelids. I grabbed a tissue to cover my frustration. How could she be upset about a boy she never knew, and had no relation to, who died two hundred years ago, when she just told me that Adolf Hitler is my uncle? I forced myself to focus on Alena, wondering if she was upset about her brother because he was something concrete. The thing about being related to Hitler had my mind spinning, and I decided thinking of anything else would be a welcome distraction.

“Did your mother have a picture of your father? Do you know if he looks like the being you saw on the water in Italy?”

“She said he is blond and blue-eyed. It fits the description of the glowing form I saw in Italy, as well as Archangel Uriel in the painting in Greece. But many angels are depicted as fair and blue-eyed. It’s just too much to process.” She covered her face with her hands.

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and kissed her head. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Okay, I’m done feeling sorry for myself.” Sliding out of my arm, she jumped up. “My mom wants to brief everyone on Sonia’s history so we’re all up to speed. It will be good information for future run-ins with her.”

Following Alena to the cafeteria, I wondered how she could skip from thinking about her father to prepping for a battle with Sonia so quickly. My family’s transgressions weighed heavily on my mind. I wondered whether Anne held them against me. She’d never seemed wary or angry around me. Was everyone in my family evil deranged beings? Sonia, Thanatos, Theron, and Hitler were all murderers. My father killed Anne’s family and Elizabeth. My grandmother, Sonia, killed countless vampires. Hitler—my uncle, I guess—killed six million Jews. My half-brother, Theron, killed Alena’s high school friend, Ganby, and God only knew who else. How did I turn out normal? I thought of my mom and that I should call her to let her know we’d returned from Greece.

Hearing heels clicking on the floor in front of us, I forced my thoughts to the present. I wondered if I would have to kill. Could I? Alena grabbed my hand and pulled me into the conference room. Taking in her face, I knew that I’d do anything to protect her.

Anne wound around to the head of the table and sat down. Alena, Camille, Chalondra, Jude, Tyler, and I picked muffins from a platter and took seats. Anne started her tale with the story of her parents’ deaths and described each episode of engagement with Sonia and my father, how they slaughtered hundreds of vampires and terrorized Anne for four centuries. My eyes glazed with the enormity of information. What would my story be in five, ten, a hundred years, if I made it through the next one?

Standing, Anne paced behind her chair. “Reports of missing vampires have trickled in over the past two weeks, nineteen so far. They aren’t localized to one region and don’t seem to have any connection to each other. It may be nothing, but we’d be stupid to ignore any strange activity. I’ve sent teams to investigate. We should know more in the next few days.” Anne closed her laptop.

“Did any of them have blood bonds?” Alena asked.

“Most of them did. Their loved ones report feeling no draw to them. They didn’t sense their deaths but have no pull whatsoever. It’s like they just ceased to exist.”

I raised my palm. “Maybe our witch council friend would have some information. Did you ask Marcus about it?”

“It’s premature at this point. If our investigators find nothing, we may take that step. I’ll let you know if there are any new developments.” She strode from the room.

“So, what do you think? You ready to take on Sonia?” Jude slapped my back as we stood.

“I think I’m ready to focus on my transformation to a full witch and finding the parts of the sword.”

“Is Orm going to let you complete the transition before your birthday?”

“I hope so. This can’t wait.” I stretched my arms.

Just then, a hand landed on my back. “Your wish is my command.”

“You agree with me Orm?”

“I agree we need more power. Tyler will be put to the test soon too.”

“What about Alena?” Standing, I replaced my chair under the table.

“I can’t risk it with her. Her vampire nature will protect her. Everyone needs to be one hundred percent for what is to come.”

“Is Tyler ready?”

“His father says he will be. We’ll start the trials in four days. That will give you a day to work on each area.” Orm shuffled to the exit.

“So, what happens if he’s not ready, doesn’t pass?” I followed him.

“You’re not worried about yourself?”

“I’ve been training for almost six months. Tyler has only been training for one. But I guess he just has to try again, right?”

“Most witches have eighteen years to prepare, but no, if you don’t pass, you lose your magic. There is only one shot. That is why we will wait for Alena. At eighteen her body will stop growing, her emotions will level out, she’ll be more stable. Come with me, we will begin.”

I was more than happy to be away from the rest of the group. Truth be told, all I wanted was to be alone. I trudged behind Orm, thinking hitting something would feel great.

“So, how are you feeling about everything you learned today?” Orm asked as he closed the gym door behind us.

“It’s not polite to use foul language in the presence of elders.”

“Your mother raised you right.”

“Thank God.”

Orm placed his hands on my shoulders. “You are not your father, your grandmother, your uncle, or your brother. You have a good heart, and you’re not responsible for them.”

“But I have a duty to stop them.”

“Perhaps.” Orm’s eyebrows rose. “But you don’t carry that burden alone.”

“I just want this over, to get the lance, break the curse, and go back to my life.”

“Do you really think that’s something you can do?”

“Do I think I could, should, or that it’s even possible? Probably not, but one can dream.”

“You realize your place if Sonia, your father, and Theron are eliminated? You would be next in line to succeed them.”

“That’s not something I want to think about right now.” I walked to the far wall and chose a weapon. I had to do something else, anything to change the course of my thoughts. It seemed so archaic. Shouldn’t they have an election? “So, what are we practicing today?”

“First, you’re getting all this negative energy out. Drop the weapon and close your eyes.”

Orm lumbered to me and placed two fingers on each of my temples. A memory from my childhood popped into my vision. Four-year-old me chases two girls—one of red hair and one of blond—down a hallway. The next second, I’m in my closet with Alena. Sitting knee to knee, she creates a whirlwind using magic. Then, she teaches me to levitate a ball.

I popped my eyes open. “How do you do that? Can you teach me?”

“As Alena is of Archangel Uriel’s line, Camille is of Raphael’s, and you are of Michael’s line, I am of Archangel Gabriel’s line. Do you remember what his line is known for?”

“Messengers, like Chalondra, Jude, and his father.”

“I trained myself to pull happy thoughts from one’s memories.”

“That is cool. So, I’m guessing it’s more of an advanced skill?”

“Very. What would you like to start with?” Orm rotated in a circle, pointing out the different areas of the training space.

Each represented skills from the four archangel lines: Gabriel’s, the messengers and keepers of knowledge; Raphael’s, the healers, like Camille and Tyler, and their father Grady; Uriel’s, representing one with superior wisdom like Alena; and finally, my line, Michael’s, the leaders. I strode to the far end of the room, thinking I might as well start with my strong suit since my mood still needed adjustment.

Leadership involved many skills, physical strength, mental acuity, tuning into others’ feelings and motivations. Picking up a javelin, I threw it to the target at the other end of the room.

“You might want to use magic for that. But I’ll leave you to let some steam off.” Orm hobbled to the exit.

After fifteen minutes of working my physical muscles, I switched to stretching my magical powers. Jude came in, and we sparred for the rest of the morning. After lunch, I walked the halls with Orm, testing my ability to sense moods, and pushed myself to conjure more concrete thoughts of those around me. Next, he had me practice the skill I hated least, persuasion. We started with mice, moved to cats and then dogs, and then found Alena who always volunteered to be my guinea pig. Her mind resisted compulsion like no other, so it gave me a good workout.

In the following days, I trained with Chalondra on messenger skills, transporting objects, and moving air, earth, and information to others telepathically. Then, I worked on healing skills with Grady and studied witch history with Alena.

“You’re ready,” Orm announced at the end of the fourth day. “The Spring Equinox is tomorrow and we will begin at sunup.”

My stomach tightened with apprehension as I left the gym. I could feel power pulsing through every cell. I was ready. Orm wouldn’t let me take the trial unless he thought so. There was too much at risk. But I worried for Tyler. We needed him. Grady wouldn’t let his son go through the test if he weren’t ready, right? Why did I even question it? The thought popped into my head, and it wouldn’t go away.

Grady never wanted his children to be witches. He kept their heritage a secret and never intended to tell Camille or Tyler. It was only because Alena, Chalondra, Orm, and I reached out to Camille that her powers were awakened. What if Grady meant to sabotage Tyler’s ability to become a full witch?

“I’ll be glad when this is all over. I’ve barely seen you all week.” Alena kissed my cheek as she reached me. “I miss you.”

“I miss you too.” I squeezed her hand.

“Are you nervous?”

“A little. Worried for Tyler too,” I admitted as we walked to the cafeteria for dinner.

“You’ll be together. You can help each other.”

“I thought that was forbidden.”

“You can’t help him with your powers, but you can talk to him, help him through a situation. Camille said she and Jude did.”

“That makes me feel better.”

“Why are you worried about Tyler? Grady has been training him non-stop.”

“I don’t know, just a feeling.” I squeezed her hand as we approached the food line, knowing I couldn’t ignore the feeling in my gut. I needed to talk to Grady.

Training drained me, and I piled a big chicken breast on my plate. The chatter around me became background noise as my thoughts churned. Glancing at Tyler, I saw it in his face too, the focus. Nothing else mattered right then but the trial.

“Hey, how are you?” I asked Tyler as we filed out of the cafeteria.

“Good, you know, just tired and ready to get this over with.”

“You worried?”

“No, just anxious.”

“We’ll be together. All for one, one for all. We’ve got to finish this.” I held out my hand.

“That’s right.” He clenched my hand and bumped his arm to mine.

I told Alena I was turning in and wound around to Grady’s quarters. He opened the door after my second knock.

“Hi, what’s up?”

“I wanted to talk to you. Can I come in?”

He motioned me inside. “What’s on your mind?”

“This sounds bad.” Nervous, I rubbed my hands down my pants. “But I have to say it. Tyler is ready, right? Tomorrow is going to go well?”

“Why would you ask? Jude did fine after only a couple of months training.”

“Yeah, but Jude is also half vampire and has a photographic memory.” I reached out with my magic, trying to read him.

“Obviously, I can’t know for certain he will pass. The trials are meant to be challenging. Why are you asking? Don’t you want Tyler to be the strongest he can be?”

I still couldn’t get a sense of whether he wanted Tyler to be a witch. “I do. Sorry for even mentioning this, but do you want this for Tyler?”

“No, I don’t. I never have, for either of them.” He wiped his brow. “But Camille made her choice, and it’s what Tyler wants too.”

“So, he’s ready. He’ll pass the trial?”

“Well.” He chuckled. “I’m not a seer, but I believe he will. I wouldn’t put my son in a position to fail when he seems to want this so much.”

I held Grady’s stare for a full moment. He wasn’t lying. He wanted his son to be happy. “Okay, good.” 

I offered my hand and Grady squeezed my palm.
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My alarm woke me at five the next morning, and I met Tyler in the cafeteria. Orm and Chalondra escorted us to the vehicle bay.

“Why are we traveling?”

Orm lifted a bag to his shoulder. “We can’t simulate the trial here without some major repercussions.”

Tyler shook his head. “Camille and Jude had their tests in Michael’s compound in Italy.”

“You want to injure someone or something just so we can see if you know how to fix them?” Chalondra raised her eyebrows.

“I guess not.” Tyler climbed inside the waiting SUV.

“Wait, this is risky. What if we’re discovered?”

“We wouldn’t put you at risk.” Orm motioned to the vehicle.

I took a seat beside Tyler in one of Anne’s windowless SUVs, and we drove to an airport. When the doors opened, we were inside a hangar with a small jet.

Boarding the plane, I tried to lift the shade to my window, but it wouldn’t budge. Dazed from being up so early, I napped and then ate breakfast. The meal energized me, and I paced the aisle, stretching my muscles.

As the plane descended for landing, the shade beside me clicked. I lifted it to see a large sprawling city.

“Mexico City?” Tyler asked.

“It’s the last place Michael’s coven will look for you.” Orm tightened his seatbelt.

I shook my head. “We’re going to walk around the city without the lodestone bracelets?”

“Not the whole time. But you can’t use magic with them on.” Orm reclined his head on the seat.

“Isn’t this a decision we should make? It’s a huge risk.”

“It’s one day, and there are nearly nine million people in the city.” Chalondra shrugged. “Michael’s coven hates squalor.”

It wouldn’t have been my first choice or even my last choice for how this day would have gone, but we were landing. The decision had been made for us. Orm seemed to be a level-headed guy. He wanted the curse lifted and would spare nothing to protect Alena and Anne. They trust him, I reminded myself.

The plane touched down, and we exited into the terminal. Nervous, I wound my lodestone bracelet around my wrist. Outside, cool moist air greeted us, and the temperate climate surprised me.

“I thought it was always hot in Mexico,” I said to Tyler.

“We’re at about twenty-two-hundred feet. It’s actually mild in this region.”

“Lucky us. What now?” I motioned to Orm.

“We walk.”

My anxiety grew as we left the airport. Buildings rose around us, and the streets teemed with activity.

“Okay, bracelets off.” Orm held out his palm.

“So, what, we find situations where we’re needed?” I inquired.

“That’s pretty much the sum of it.”

“We’re superheroes for a day?” Tyler asked.

Something slammed into my back, and a guy blew past me. Looking back, I saw a shop owner raise his fist into the air, his head swiveling left then right. Looking back to the guy who’d hit me, I noted a bag under his arm. I homed in on his form and froze the air around him. He slammed into an invisible wall.

“Using the elements. Nice.” Orm nodded.

As we reached the guy, I realized he couldn’t be much older than fifteen. With a slight build, it didn’t take much effort for Tyler and me to summon the air and guide the guy into an alley.

“What do you have in the bag?” I asked him. “That shopkeeper seemed upset.” I warmed the air around him a couple of degrees.

He sized up Tyler and me. “What? You some kind of Americano hero or something? I got people to feed. My mom’s sick, and my brothers and sisters need food. See, man.” He opened the bag to show us a loaf of bread.

Reaching out with my mind, I read his thoughts. His brainwaves bounced about. I sensed fear, but no tinge of deceit. “Here.” I held out several pesos from the stash Orm supplied us with. “Take the shop owner this.”

He shook his head. “Policia, no good.”

I slid ten pesos from my pocket. “I’ll make you a deal. You go back and pay the shop owner, and you can have this to buy whatever food you want. We’ll go with you to make sure the shopkeeper doesn’t call the police.”

His eyes cut from me to Tyler. “Ten pesos. No trick?”

“No trick.” I raised my palms.

We walked in a pack back to the grocery store. As we entered, the shop owner started yelling and picked up the phone.

“Please.” I lifted my hand, sending calming vibes his way. “He wants to pay you and buy more groceries.”

I gave the boy the pesos. He approached the shopkeeper and held out the money.

“Gracias.” The shopkeeper’s eyes landed on me.

The boy cut up one aisle and down the next, picking up another loaf of bread, cheese, milk, and fruits, a grin plastered on his face.

“You come with me, meet my family.” He pointed up the street as we exited the market.

Tyler nodded. “Sure. You lead.”

We weaved through the crowds on the streets about five blocks, and I wondered if Orm and Chalondra would make it walking around the city all day. They didn’t show any signs of wear, so I refocused on our surroundings. We entered a high rise and climbed to the fifth floor. Children lined the halls, tossing balls and chasing each other. Ducking around them, the boy led us to his apartment.

Inside, a woman lay on a mattress with a small girl beside her. The boy pointed at them. “This is my mother and sister.”

The woman tried to push up on one arm but cried out in pain.

“Mama, rest. I have food.”

The little girl grabbed the bag, and as she produced an apple, her eyes grew large. I squatted down beside the woman and asked how she got hurt. From the Spanish I could interpret, she’d lifted something too heavy and hurt her back. She couldn’t sit up or stand, much less walk to work.

“Probably just a strained or pulled muscle.” Tyler kneeled beside me.

He held out his hands. I gripped his arm. “Maybe you shouldn’t do anything before we know what’s really wrong. You might make something worse.”

“How do we know what the problem is? We aren’t doctors and don’t have diagnostic equipment.”

“We can’t fix everything.” I glanced at Orm, whose expression had remained stoic throughout the whole experience with the boy and his family. Leaning over, I whispered to Tyler, “If we only had vampire blood.”

“What if we boost her own healing capabilities?” Tyler spoke into my ear.

“Sounds like a plan.”

As the girl and boy enjoyed their meat and cheese, we focused on sending healing powers into the woman’s body. By the time the children had finished their sandwiches, their mother’s color improved to a healthy rose tone.

“I might take a sandwich now.” She reached out to her son.

“We should go.” I stood and took a step back.

Before I knew it, the boy wrapped his arms around my middle, hugging me tight. “Gracias muchachas, gracias.”

He hugged Tyler, Chalondra, and Orm. “Gracias.”

Saying goodbye and wishing them well, we walked out the door and down the stairs to the street.

“That felt good. I feel like a superhero,” Tyler commented. 

“I thought we weren’t supposed to use our magic because people might find out that witches are real.”

Orm nodded. “But you found a way to help them with some magic and common sense. They’ll never know you were witches. Good work and good team work. It was smart to let the boy make a choice to do the right thing.”

“So, we’re done? We passed?” Tyler rubbed his hands together.

“Hardly, our day has just begun.” Chalondra hobbled away. 

We weaved through the streets finding wrongs to right, disabling a man’s gun so he couldn’t shoot a policeman, coaxing a cat from an awning, and blowing a tire on a moped to avoid hitting a pedestrian. Our reward at the end consisted of a huge plate of tortillas and meat.

“So, superhero stuff, that’s what we’re supposed to do all the time once we finish this breaking-the-curse thing?” Tyler stuffed a bite in his mouth.

Orm set his fork on his plate. “Yes and no. You can choose how you live your life. With power comes responsibility, but it doesn’t mean you need to be a servant to the masses. Most witches live as normal people. They have interests, hobbies, jobs, families.”

“Unlike our messed-up parents.” I pointed between Tyler and me.

“Grady did the best he could for his children. Some have extraordinary gifts that can’t be ignored. Some are called to lead.” His stare pierced my skull. “Some are called to pave the way.” He swiveled towards Tyler. “Some are not called at all.”

“I’m not sure whether we got the short end or the long end of the stick.” Tyler laid his fork on the plate.

“You’re quiet, Hunter.” Chalondra offered me another tortilla.

“Just listening and observing.” Truth be told, I hated thinking about my future. Not that I’d had everything figured out before, but at least I had a path, college, some type of engineering thing in my head. After learning about my heritage and position as a Child of Light, it just seemed like one big blur of questions and potential chaos, battles, destruction, and death. Still, every cell of my body spurred me towards finding the lance, figuring out the riddle to the curse, seeing the mission through.

“It’s getting late. We should head back.” Orm waved the waiter over.

We meandered through the streets to the airport. As we passed through a festival area, a man bumped my shoulder, and it felt like a bolt of lightning shot through my arm. I grabbed my bicep and sized him up. The next second, another bolt shot through my back. I locked eyes on the guy beside me. His eyes narrowed, and I reached into his mind, gauging his intent.

“You look familiar. Do I know you?” he asked in a thick Spanish accent.

Child of Light was all I registered from his thoughts before I blasted his brain with a bolt of electricity that would have brought down a horse.
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Spinning, I searched for the other assailant.

“What happened?” Tyler squatted beside my victim.

“He shocked me and not with a taser. Another guy got me from behind. See if you can find him. Be careful, I think they may know who I am. Bind your lodestone bracelet to him so he can’t get any communication out.”

I snatched a lodestone bracelet from my backpack pocket and slid it on the guy I’d blasted. Gripping the bracelet, I performed a binding spell that would make sure the guy couldn’t take it off once he came to.

Ducking into an alley, I lowered the guy to the ground, resting his back on a wall.

“Chalondra, can you read him? Figure out where he’s from? Orm, If he wakes up, blast him again. I’m going to help Tyler.”

I didn’t know how strong the guy might be, but I figured the two of them could keep him down since he wasn’t doing any magic with that bracelet on. Back on the street, I searched for Tyler. Not seeing him, I reached out with my mind. I wished we’d thought to have more bracelets. Who knew how many others there were. It would be nice to go incognito. Of course, I never would have been able to read his thoughts with the bracelet on. It was safer to have my magic than not.

Sensing Tyler’s hum signature, I weaved through the crowd to him. “Anything?”

“No, it’s like he vanished.”

“He could be cloaking. I think that’d be a good idea right about now.”

“I’m with you on that.” Tyler’s form disappeared, and I invoked a cloaking spell to hide mine.

“Let’s get back to Chalondra and Orm. Find out what they know.”

Back in the alley, I dropped my cloaking spell. Chalondra sat on the ground beside we found my attacker, holding his hand.

“I’m not getting anything. I think you’ll have to unbind the bracelet.”

I kneeled beside her. “Okay, but be fast. I don’t know how long he’s going to be out.”

“With that blast I felt, a while.” Orm shook his head.

“What? You wanted him to be able to relay to every witch in a fifty-mile radius that he found a Child of Light? The other guy got away already.”

I lifted my hand and signaled to the bracelet. It slid from the man’s wrist and flew to my fingers. Chalondra took his palm again and closed her eyes. Within seconds, they popped open. Dropping his hand, she stood.

“He’s from Michael’s coven. That’s not a good sign.”

Leaning over, I started to fix my bracelet on his arm again. As I did, a blast of air picked me up. Thinking fast, I gripped the guy’s hand, and we sailed through the air and hit a brick wall. My whole body tingled from the blast of magic, and my bones ached as I crashed on the ground face down. I cloaked myself, finished the binding spell, and jumped to my feet.

Scanning the area, I saw Chalondra and Orm splayed out on the dirt and sensed Tyler above me. Hoping he’d escaped the blast, I refocused on our attackers. Two guys dressed in black stood in the center of the alley, surveying the area.

I wondered if it was better to try and take them out and bring them with us or to figure out what they knew here. Having witches from Michael’s coven in our compound didn’t seem like a good option, so I pushed my thoughts to Tyler. Let’s find out what they know. Then we can erase the whole incident from their memories.

Good plan, came his reply. I’ll take the smaller one.

Of course you will. I swore the guy could be funny even if he were dying.

Chalondra and Orm started to rouse, and I communicated to them to lie still. I knew they had bracelets and wondered if I could get them without being discovered.

“Where’d the other two go?” the guy closest to me asked.

“I don’t know. They can’t stay cloaked forever. Let’s get Mario and take the two old ones with us. I’m guessing these witches are important enough to them that they may be of use in luring them out.”

I think we have to take them out, Tyler pushed to me.

I don’t like it.

Neither do I, but what choice do we have?

I’m ready to fight. Orm’s voice penetrated my thoughts.

Me too. Chalondra chimed in.

Okay, let’s herd them together, lock them in a circle, and then wipe their memories. Good plan? I communicated to all of them.

I always carry my salt, I heard from Chalondra.

On one. Three, two… I launched myself toward the men. Tyler descended from the roof, and Chalondra and Orm jumped up. Tyler threw a bolt of electricity at the small one, flinging him at Mario. I called to the wind, blasting the larger one against the wall. He dropped to the ground beside the other two.

“You guys didn’t need us.” Chalondra chuckled as she reached in her bag for a bottle of salt.

Making a ring around the three attackers with the salt, Chalondra, Orm, Tyler, and I locked hands.

“I’d like to see if we can find out what else they know. But I think it’s better to be fast and get out of here.”

“Agreed.” Orm squeezed my hand.

Unbinding the bracelet from Mario’s arm, I focused my energy on his short-term memory. Then, I refocused on Orm. “Do we know the chance for success on this?”

“Well, we’ll know if we’re followed.”

“Great, I love being witch bait.” Tyler stretched his fingers and clutched my palm again.

“Gentlemen, focus,” Chalondra noted from the other side of the circle.

“I got Mario,” I called as I finished the task.

“Little one done.” Tyler dropped my hand.

“Big one taken care of.” Orm took a step back. “Okay, we should go. I think you should wear the bracelets till we get back to the compound.

“Ya think?” Tyler put his hands to his hips.

“Tyler, manners.” I popped him on the back of the head. “But no, I’m not walking around defenseless.”

“On second thought, I’m with him.” Tyler pointed at me.

“Fine.” Orm shook his head. “At least wear your hoodies, or whatever you call them.”

My senses tuned maximum overdrive, my fists and arms held taut by my side, ready for anything. Weaving through the streets and the terminal, we slipped into the hangar and locked the door behind us. On the plane, Orm wanted to debrief, but adrenaline had me too wound up. Anger was the only thing I could process. I knew it was too much of a risk. At least I’d learned one thing. I would trust my own instincts and not let others dictate my path again.

Both Orm and Chalondra tried to engage me, but I waved them off, telling them we’d talk tomorrow. I only wanted one thing: to see Alena and know she was safe.

“Our safe house is not anywhere near Mexico City, right?” I inquired after I’d cooled down some.

“No, not close.” Orm shifted his weight between his feet.

“From now on, I call all the shots. Alena, Camille, and I have full decision-making power. Do you understand?”

“I do.” Orm blinked.

A burning, like a spreading fire, grew in my chest, permeating through my shoulders and down my arms and legs. The inside of my right wrist flamed, and I rolled it over. A mark, like a tattoo of golden ink appeared. I held my arm out to Orm. “What is this? I feel like I’m about to explode.”

“You have become a full witch. And that is Michael’s crest.”

“Michael’s crest? Does this mean I’m bound to their coven like Camille and Jude were?” Panic grew in my mind.

Tyler leaned forward. “Camille and Jude said they were branded and there was a ceremony to bind the brand.”

“But they weren’t of Michael’s line. Does your father have that mark?” Orm circled in the small space.

“Yes, but it is black like the one Camille and Jude have.”

Tyler pointed to my wrist. “Doesn’t Camille’s have an M in the center?”

I examined the design. Truth be told, I’d never really looked at Camille’s and Jude’s marks. I hadn’t seen the need.

“Does this mean my mark is defective? Am I bound to Michael’s clan or not?” I inquired again.

“Calm down, child.” Chalondra laid her hand on my shoulder, and my skin cooled under her touch. “You cannot be bound to them. We are of our own coven now. Because I haven’t known witches of Michael’s line, I don’t know how they get their marks. Perhaps they form naturally as yours has when they become a mature witch.”

“Yes, that must be the explanation.” Orm rubbed his chin. “Camille and Jude would have to be branded and the brand bound because they are not of Michael’s line.”

“But why is mine gold? My father’s and brother’s marks are black. Have you ever seen a gold mark like this?” My voice rose in volume as I spoke.

Chalondra rubbed her hands together. “But I haven’t known a Child of Light of Michael’s line either. I believe it’s best you keep that hidden. It may mean something to Michael’s coven.” 

Energy, a fullness, perhaps power, permeated my body, and I paced to the end of the cabin and back. So, this is what Camille and Jude felt, charged all the time? Maybe this was why Orm wanted to make sure Alena waited until she became eighteen to transform. “Does it feel like this all the time?”

Orm stood beside me. “It will become your new norm. Like anything different, it feels weird at first, but then it becomes part of who you are.”

“Wait.” Tyler jumped up. “If he transformed, why haven’t I? Does this mean I didn’t pass? Am I going to become a full witch?”

Chalondra stood. “You comp— Yes, you paaa—” She swallowed. “Why can’t I say the words?”

Orm rotated to face Chalondra. “Have you ever seen this before? Someone transform on their own? It felt like he took it from me?”

“What are you saying?” I insisted. “Even my transformation is abnormal? How does it usually happen?”

“Full witch-hood is bestowed, not innate.” Chalondra paced the small space.

 “But you would have granted my transformation, right? What about Tyler? He did pass, right?”

Orm straightened his back. “Careful you do not command me.”

“What?” I ran my hand down my pants. “I wasn’t trying to command you.”

“But you did, without even knowing it. This much power, the ability to lead, even command, is new for you, for all of us. You must be careful.”

“I didn’t mean to.” Raking my hand through my hair, I spun away from them. My mind raced with questions, but at my core I could feel it, the ability to lead, even force obedience if I wanted. This was the evil within my veins. Sonia, Thanatos, Theron had let it control them, but that would not happen to me.

I paced back to Orm. “Please, tell me honestly. Would you have made Tyler and me full witches? Was that what you would have decided?”

Orm nodded, and I switched my attention to Chalondra.

“Yes, that would be my vote. Both of you performed above and beyond what would be expected.”

“Thank you.” I dipped my head and sunk into the seat beside me.

“What about me? Who can make me a full witch?” Tyler put his hands on his hips.

“It must be Hunter.”

Tyler slid into the chair to my left. “So?”

“Yes, when we get back to the compound, with the others, as it should be done.”

Body twitching, I closed my eyes. I needed to settle my mind, adjust to my new reality, figure out what needed to be done next.
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The vibration of the wheels hitting the tarmac woke me. Looking out across the dark abyss, I dreaded facing Alena, telling her what I did. No, I thought, this isn’t something to be ashamed of. This is who you are. You are of Michael’s line, that is your heritage, but you can make different choices than your father and brother. This is your life now, so use your power and skills to do something good. Taking a deep breath, I stood as the plane door opened.

Sitting in the car for the hour’s ride to the compound drove me nuts. All I wanted was to be with Alena, wrap my arms around her, and know she was safe. The SUV slowed and proceeded down a ramp into a small garage and came to a stop.

As soon as the door opened and I stepped out of the vehicle, Alena slammed into me and flung her arms around my neck. “Are you okay? What happened? We were so worried. I was scared to death.”

Her body trembled, and I hugged her tight. “I’m okay. We’re all okay.”

Releasing me, she lifted my arm. Her finger traced the mark on my wrist. “It’s beautiful.”

“How did you know what happened?”

“We felt everything.” Alena looked between Camille and me. “Your fear, apprehension, power, and the burning on our wrists. What happened out there?”

“It’s late, and I’m tired. Let’s debrief in the morning.” I wrapped my arm around Alena’s waist. Then I realized my mistake. “If that’s okay with everyone.”

“Of course.” Orm held the door open for us.

God, I’d already become paranoid about commanding people. This witch thing felt more and more like a curse.

We broke off, retreating to our own spaces. I showered and, in sock feet, made my way to Alena’s room. She cracked the door open the second my knuckles hit the wood. “Finally, I’ve been so worried.”

Inside, I pulled her to me and wrapped my arms around her. “I’m so glad to be back safe with you.”

“Tell me what happened.” She ran her fingers through my hair.

We sat on her bed, and I relayed how the witch recognized me and we trapped them. Then I told her what happened on the plane, how I transformed and the mark appeared on my arm.

“Does this mean you’re connected to Michael’s coven like Camille and Jude were?”

“Orm doesn’t think so.”

“Thank God.” She rubbed her hand down my back.

I lowered my head to my hands. “I was so scared we’d be taken, that they would be able to find you. I’m so angry with Chalondra and Orm for taking such a big risk.”

“Where did you go?”

“Mexico City.”

“You’re kidding? What was Orm thinking?” She paced the area beside the bed. “We can’t let them make mistakes like that.”

“I know.” I stood and grabbed her hands. “And we won’t anymore. You, Camille, and me… We call the shots. No one else. Chalondra and Orm know that now.”

“And Orm was just okay with that?”

“He has to be. I’m of Michael’s line. He doesn’t have a choice.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Relating how I’d commanded Orm, I slumped onto the bed. “I have all this power, like it’s coursing through my veins. It feels weird, like my skin tingles all the time. I don’t think I can sleep again ever.”

“Well, welcome to the club on that one.” She pointed at her head. “Half-vampire over here, never slept like a human in my life.”

Leaning in, I kissed her perfect pink lips. The electricity shooting from her skin felt like nothing I’d experienced before. Before I knew it, she was lying on her back, me straddling her, one hand behind her neck, and the other winding around her waist to the small of her back.

“Mmm.” She smiled. “I was thinking a swim would be nice, but this is better.”

“Much better.” I tugged my shirt over my head.

Tracing kisses from her mouth, down her neck, and to her shoulder, I realized I wasn’t going to be able to stop kissing her. Was I influencing Alena without knowing it? I might be able to command anyone in this compound, but if I took this too far, Orm would find a way to kill me.

Leaning away, I cleared my throat. “I think we should slow down a bit.”

Her caroling laugh, like windchimes echoing through the night, warmed my heart. She kissed my cheek. “You’re probably right. Let’s go for a swim. Maybe you’ll get tired enough to sleep.”

She swatted at my hand as we made our way to the pool. “I can’t believe I’m the only one who won’t be a full witch, and I have to wait three more months.”

“Believe me.” I kissed her temple. “It’s better. You need to finish maturing as a vampire before you get hit with all this power.”

“Yes.” She skipped ahead of me. “And then I’ll be eighteen forever. It’s weird, isn’t it? To think about living for hundreds of years.”

“Yeah.” I caught her arm and pulled her to me. “I don’t want to think about that. All I want to think about is being here with you right now.”
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At sunrise, we gathered in the gym. This was the only room where we got natural light as mirrors reflected the light through shafts from the surface for the others. Tyler stood in the center of the circle. Orm nodded to me, and I directed everyone to join hands. It felt weird for this to be my role, and I shook off the emotion.

Shutting my eyes, I gathered the strength of my ancestors, somehow knowing the words to recite. “Tyler Thornton, we harken the true spirit of our makers and welcome you as one of our brethren. Endowed with the powers of those that came before, we beseech you to hold with reference and true heart the power that is now yours.”

Tyler drew in a breath and straightened his back. I remembered the sensation, like hot lava flowing through my veins, and rotated my arm to view the new gold mark on my wrist. I thought of Orm with a tinge of sadness. He seemed like the father I was meant to have, and I regretted that he wasn’t the one to pass along the powers of my ancestors. Still, I gathered strength from the events that led to my transformation. I earned my birthright, and no one could take it from me.

After breakfast, Chalondra, Orm, Tyler, and I briefed the others on the prior day’s events. Anne became livid, pacing the room, taking slow deep breaths. Her eyes darted about like a caged animal.

“I can’t believe I authorized that trip. You said there would be no risk.” She peered down her nose at Orm.

“It was a small risk. We learned our lesson.”

“Yes, we all learned a lot yesterday.” I stood to address the group. “Alena, Camille, and I will be heading the team from now on. It’s our lives on the line, and we won’t be dictated to any longer. Not by Orm, or anyone.”

Anne jumped up. “You can’t be serious. You’re still children.”

I stretched my shoulders and approached her. “I have proven myself worthy of this responsibility. I will not be told what to do.”

She held my stare. “You have no power over me. This is my compound, and you will do as I say.”

Anger rose in my chest, and heat spread through my body. I stretched my fingers and balled them into fists, forcing myself to take a deep breath. “The most important thing is the safety of everyone here and our mission. Alena, Camille, and I will focus on finding the pieces of the lance. You can focus on security. Does that work for you?”

“Yes. I’ve increased our surveillance. We positioned extra video cams during the night. We’ll know if there is any movement within a fifty-mile radius.”

“Good.” I took my seat again.

Taking hers, Anne updated us on the missing vampires. Five more disappeared, and as before, investigators found no trace of them. There seemed to be some common traits, as the vampires were all large, strong males. The next step would be to contact Marcus.

A knock at the door drew our attention. Will, Anne’s right hand man or vampire and Chief of Security, entered and punched a few keys on the keyboard in front of her. The feed from one of the cameras appeared on the large screen on the wall.

“We thought he was just a drifter passing through.” Will tapped on the control panel to zoom in.

The kid or man wore jeans, high-top sneakers, and a hooded sweatshirt with a Los Angeles Angels emblem pulled over his head. With olive skin and hands stuffed in his pockets, he staggered down the dirt road.

“How far out is he?” Anne asked.

“Forty miles. We’ve been tracking him since he entered our security perimeter. Listen to him.” Punching a key, Will increased the volume.

“This is crazy. Why am I doing this?” He glanced back at the way he’d come. “A bus to a city named after a dog? Man, I’ve really lost it.”

Sliding the arm of his sweatshirt up, he lifted his wrist in front of his face.

Alena zipped to the screen. “What’s he looking at?” 

“We can’t get a good picture of it, but he keeps doing that.” Will zoomed in.

A memory flashed through my brain. “Doesn’t he look like the guy in the vision we had at the house in Greece?”

Alena squinted at the screen. “He does, but a lot of people could have similar features.”

The guy shook his head and lifted his wrist again. “Man, my friends are probably right. But I’m not on drugs. This wasn’t some black-out tattoo night. My dad has this mark. I saw it in those dreams, and now it’s on my arm. Course my dead-beat dad is still MIA, haven’t seen him in two years anyway. Not that I want to. But the mark is like his. It has to be connected to him somehow.”

“He’s delirious.” Anne shook her head.

The boy slid a water bottle from the pocket of his pack and took a sip. He patted his chest. “It feels better. The weight. I must be close. All I have to do is tell these people that I’m Derrick James Michaels Smith. My father is Thanatos Michaels. They need to be real. Otherwise, I’m just crazy. Vampires? Witches? They can’t be real, can they? All those stories Mom told me when I was little. Man, I wish she were here right now.”

“Did he just say what I thought he said?” I checked the others’ reactions.

“He just said Thanatos was his father. That would make him your brother.” Alena stared wide-eyed at me.

A tear rolled down his cheek, and he wiped it away. “I think she would be proud. Me, following my gut this way. Like I had any choice.”

“This is a hoax, some lame trick Thanatos is playing to lure us out.” Anne stood and paced to the far wall. “But how would Thanatos know where we are?”

“We are in Mexico,” I accused.

The man stretched his arms to the sky and made circles with his hands.

“Zoom in!” Alena yelled.

There it was, the mark, just like the one that appeared on my wrist the previous day. Except black, like black tattoo ink.

“Thanatos has to be behind this.” Camille paced the room.

“Again, how did they find us?” Anne’s focus switched to Orm. “I thought you took care of the threat.”

“We did the best we could.” Orm shrugged.

“My name is Derrick James Michaels Smith.” The boy on the screen shook his head. “Why do I keep saying that? I’ve always gone by DJ Smith. Why does it matter if I have four names? Maybe this feeling is leading me to my dad though. Maybe it’s like those dreams. Maybe he’s calling to me somehow. Maybe he’s in trouble and needs my help. Maybe he changed since last time I saw him.”

“I wouldn’t count on that.” Jude stretched his arms above his head.

Anne clicked her pen on the table. “The main question is what do we do? We don’t know if he has powers or is connected to Thanatos.”

I assessed Alena and Camille. “I say we go out to meet him. What do you think?”

“Absolutely not.” Anne folded her arms over her chest.

“What if we send a security detail out first? Just ask some questions, bring him in if he seems harmless,” I countered. “Then, we go out to meet him if he seems legit. The only way to know if he’s with us or against is for us to question him. We’ll feel a connection like we did with Jude and Tyler.”

Anne tapped on the screen in front of her and directed Jacob, her second in command, to take a team out to intersect DJ. That she sent Jacob  meant a lot. She, Will, and Jacob had been together for centuries. I knew her sending him meant she took this seriously, was listening to us, and I appreciated her considering our opinions. While we waited and watched, he kept to his path, aiming straight for our compound. Anne typed DJ’s name into a Google search screen, finding a missing person’s report filed just hours before along with a profile containing high school football stats from Alexander Hamilton Senior High School in LA.

“Alexander is just down the 10 from Santa Monica High.” My palms grew sweaty, and I swiped them on my pant legs.

Half an hour later, Jacob’s black SUV slowed and stopped ten feet from DJ. Jacob and three additional vampires exited the vehicle and approached him.

He held his palms up. “Hey, guys, I don’t want any trouble. I’m just looking for my friends.”

“See.” I pointed at the screen. “I should be there. They have no clue if he’s telling the truth or not.”

“Definitely witch,” Jacob spoke into his microphone.

“Did you call me a witch, seriously? Oh God, I knew it. All that stuff my mom said was true.” Eyeballing Jacob, he rested his hands on his knees. “So, who are you, or what are you?”

“Just people trying to figure out why you’re here.”

He described how he woke in the middle of the night, his arm burning, and the mark appeared on his wrist. He’d dreamed about three teens looking for a sword. “My father, Thanatos, was in the dreams too, except he’s this evil warlock dude. That part probably isn’t far from reality.”

I bolted out of my chair and pointed at the screen. “What more proof do we need? He’s my brother.”

“Or someone posing as your brother to get into our compound. You can’t let your emotions take over.” Orm laid a hand on my shoulder.

“I think Hunter is right.” Anne stood. “We’ve got to at least send Chalondra to read him.”

“I won’t know his intent. Only his heritage.” Chalondra’s eyes cut to me. “Hunter is the only one that can know what he truly wants.”

“One of us should have gone.” I hung my head and rubbed my hands down my pants. “What if he has powers and doesn’t even know it? Your team could be in danger.”

“They’ve got their vests on. They’ll be fine.” Anne tapped her finger on the tabletop.

DJ shook his head. “Man, I don’t want any trouble.”

I hit the button on the radio. “We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“What? How are you going to drive there in a few minutes?” Alena trailed me to the door.

“We’re not. I’m going to fly. Chalondra, come with me.”

Chalondra’s eyebrows shot up. “You’ve never flown before.”

“Well, I’m going to now. Let’s go.”

Anne stood. “You can’t go outside without suiting up.” 

“Suits equal no magic, not good for flying.” I motioned for Chalondra to exit ahead of me.

All of them followed me down the hall. The garage was the only exit I’d used, so I headed to the vehicle bay. “This a good exit?”

“As good as any.” Anne blocked the doorway behind me. “No one else is leaving. I’m sealing the bay once you’re out.”

“Mom,” Alena complained.

“She’s right. No one else needs to be compromised.” I raised my chin, hoping to exude confidence.

She vaulted over her mother and landed in front of me. “Are you sure about this? Yesterday was a big day. You need rest.”

“No, we need to figure out who DJ is. I’ll be fine.”

She gripped my arms. “Promise me.”

“I promise.”

When she released me, I exited the garage and wrapped my arms around Chalondra. For a split-second, the thought that I had no intention of flying before crossed my mind. But somehow, I just knew what to do. Bending my knees and pushing off the ground, we soared into the air.

The wind in my face, whooshing over my body, created a sensation surpassing anything I’d ever experienced before, like speeding down a roller-coaster hill. My stomach jerked as I processed having no jet pack or parachute for backup. Trusting in my own strength, I steered us in DJ’s direction. In a few seconds, the black SUV came into view. Slowing as we approached the vehicle, I climbed higher and descended at a slower pace. We landed between the vehicle and the four vampires.

“You can fly?” Jacob offered his hand in greeting as I approached. 

“Seems that way.” I gripped Jacob’s arm. Slapping his bicep, I walked to DJ and held out my palm. “I’m Hunter.”

“Whoa, I know I must be tripping now. You just flew here? Like without a jet pack or anything?” He stood on his toes and craned his neck. “Wait, you’re the guy I saw in my visions. Who are you?”

I took a half step towards him. “I’ve met Thanatos.”

“You know my father?”

“Why are you here?”

“Yeah, I don’t really know what I’m doing. Just following instincts.”

I offered my hand again, and he made a fist. Curling my fingers, I bumped my hand to his. A current shot through my palm and up my arm.

“What’d you do to me?” DJ jumped back.

“I didn’t do anything. What did you do?”

DJ shed his hood and rubbed his hand through his dark hair. “I have no idea what’s going on here.” 

“Let’s walk.” I motioned in the direction he’d come.

“No, man.” He shook his head. “I can’t go back. It’s like there’s this string pulling on me. Wait, it’s gone.”

A smile formed on his face. “Man, I haven’t felt this good in twenty-four hours. You do something to me, fixed me with that jolt of whatever you just gave me?”

“Nope, I didn’t do anything.”

“How can you fly?”

“Let’s talk more about why you’re here.” My nerves on alert, I couldn’t stand still and started walking towards the compound.

DJ described again how he’d awoken to the pain on his wrist and the visions. “Hey.” He stopped short. “How did I know I could trust you guys? When I tried to tell my friends about what happened, no words came out.”

“Interesting.”

“Who is she?” DJ cocked his head to Chalondra.

“This is Chalondra. She’s a witch who can see your heritage.”

“Like who my dad is, my mom? I already told those guys.” He pointed at the vampires that trailed us. “My mom is Octavia Smith, my dad is Thanatos Michaels. I am Derrick James Michaels Smith.”

“We have to confirm that you’re telling the truth.”

“How, and or what? You send me back? Kill me?” He took a step back, and the vampires shifted to keep the perimeter around him.

“What does your gut tell you?”

“That I can trust you.”

“Why do you think that is?” I held my breath to focus on his every thought, conscious and subconscious.

“I don’t know, man. I saw you in my vision. Can’t you just answer my questions?”

“We can once we know you are who you say you are.”

Chalondra approached and held out her palm. “I’m not going to hurt you, son. If you have nothing to hide, then take my hand.”

“This is serious stuff, right?” His eyes pierced into mine.

“Yes. It is a matter of life and death for us.”

“I told you. I woke up with this mark and these images in my head. I’m a witch, aren’t I? Like you?”

I searched his mind for any hint of deception. “It seems you are. I mean you no harm. Do you trust me?”

“Somehow I do.”

“We all want the same thing, okay?”

“Okay. I guess we’re doing this.” He laid his hand atop Chalondra’s.

Chalondra shut her eyes, and a pulse radiated from her hand. I thought back to when she’d told me about my father and his role in the witch community, how incomprehensible it seemed, yet every cell in my body knew it to be true.

When her lids opened, she nodded.

“What does that mean?” DJ shifted his weight between his feet.

“That she knows you are who you say you are.”

“Why would I make this up? Listen, I just took a bus from LA to Phoenix, then to this town called Chihuahua, hitched a ride with this farmer dude, and walked like ten miles. Why would I do that?”

All the while, I reached out with my senses, reading his thoughts. He felt fear, anxiety, confusion, but there was no indication of deceit or darkness. How powerful could a young witch be? Could he cloak his intentions?

I inquired about his interactions with Thanatos and if he had siblings. He reported that Thanatos came to see him every other year or so. He had no sisters or brothers that he knew of. “I don’t know what to tell you, man! It was like the second it was my birthday all hell broke loose, and here I am.”

March twenty-first, the Spring Equinox. My heart rate jumped. “Yesterday was your birthday? How old are you?”

“He’s eighteen now,” Chalondra noted.

DJ jumped back. “Whoa, what else do you know?”

Chalondra told him about his mother who was a vampire and how Thanatos ruled the witches as his family had since the beginning of the witch species.

“Witches? Vampires? I’m half vampire and half witch? How is that possible? My mom died when I was four. Thanatos never came for me. I was never good enough for him, I guess. They put me in the system, and I got passed between foster homes. I always remembered what my mom said, though, and ate healthy like she taught me. She said we were different and would tell me everything when I was old enough.”

Listening to his thoughts, I gauged his emotions, searching again for any clue of deceit. His brainwaves darted around, thoughts jumbled, confused, but I found no hint of malice, no holes or dark spaces. Still, I reached out with all my power. This was paramount, not just for me, but for Alena and Camille. I paced away from him. I had to decide. Thinking of my mark, I wheeled to face him. 

“I was never good enough for him either.”

It felt like his brain froze for a second and then exploded in a rapid fire of neurons. “Wait, are you?”

“Thanatos is my father too.” I pushed up my sleeve and held out my wrist.

“Whoa, you’re like my brother? How old are you?” Eyeing me, he took a step back.

“I’ll be eighteen on June twenty-first. We have at least one other half-brother. He’s eighteen too.”

“Our pop was a busy guy back in the day.”

“Yeah, I don’t really like to think about that part. Let’s get you some food and a shower and change of clothes. Then, I can tell you my story. Does that sound like a good idea?”

Needing to be one-hundred-percent sure I hadn’t missed any ill intent, I held out my hand.

He hesitated a second and then gripped my palm. “Nice to meet you, brother. Wow, that sounds weird.”

As I released his hand, I felt the emotion rolling off him: relief, acceptance, kinship, familiarity.

“I don’t have to fly with you, right?”

I walked to the vehicle. “No, we can drive.”

Seven of us stuffed into the three rows of SUVs and sped across the desert to the compound. We entered the garage, and I could sense the fear, trepidation, and questions swirling in his head but no hint of any malicious thoughts. Jacob pulled into a single bay, and the door closed behind us. I’d never been in this section and wondered if he’d brought us to a separate entrance. Inside, I found I was right.

Orm waited in a small conference room with a table stacked with clothes, toiletries, linens, my backpack, and what I recognized as Chalondra’s and Orm’s travel bags.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Orm.” Palm out, Orm approached DJ.

DJ took a step back. “Are you a witch like Ms. Chalondra and Hunter? Can you read minds too?”

“I have many gifts, but that I cannot do.”

“Orm is a good friend.” I nodded to DJ, coaxing him to take Orm’s hand.

Orm could read your subconscious, things perhaps you didn’t even know about yourself. His skill intrigued and scared me in equal measure.

After what seemed like minutes, DJ took a step forward and slid his hand in Orm’s.

“Nice to meet you DJ. Are you hungry? Why don’t we get something to eat?” Orm motioned down the hall.

In the kitchen, four cardboard boxes sat on a table, each marked with each of our names. Taking seats, we opened them. I guessed they sequestered us until we decided what to do with DJ. My emotions had my stomach turning, and I picked at my sandwich. Hearing clicking heels echoing in the hall, I stood.

Anne approached DJ. “Welcome, I am Anne Scott, head of this facility.”

DJ stood. “Hi, ma’am. Nice to meet you. I’m DJ. Thank you for taking me in.”

Anne allowed him to call his foster family and he made up a story about going to Mexico with a friend for spring.

“That should do for now.” Anne held out her palm to receive the phone he’d been using. “I’m sorry about your mother. I’d like to get her name if possible. If you decide to stay, we can contact your school and have you set up online so that you can graduate with your class.”

“Yeah, I got some schools looking at me for football, so…” DJ shook his head. “My mom’s name was Octavia Smith.”

“Thank you.” Anne formed a tight-lipped smile. “I will see what I can find out about her.”

I was surprised to see tears forming in Anne’s eyes. Was she sad for DJ or Octavia or both? Her emotions were hard for me to read. I guessed she may relate to being a single mom and doing everything in her power to protect a special child. As quick as all these thoughts entered my brain, she blinked and her hard stare returned. She pivoted and marched away.

“Who is she? How could she find out about my mom?”

“She’s the vampire’s Chancellor. Her and her staff can find anything anywhere.”

“More like the Queen.” Orm shuffled past us. “We should begin.”

Chalondra, DJ, and I followed Orm down the hall to a small gym. “He’s of no use to us if he doesn’t have magic. We have too much to do to invest much time with him.”

“Well, don’t sugarcoat it. Sorry, DJ, there’s a lot to know, but we can’t share any of it unless we’re sure you’re who you say you are, your intentions are pure, and you are one of the chosen.”

“Chosen?” DJ questioned.

“Like, I said—”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. What do you want me to do?”

Glancing at Orm, I saw him nod. Then, I commanded a rod on the wall to fly to DJ. He ducked, but the instrument froze over him. When he stood, it fell to the floor.

“Did I do that?”

“I don’t know. Did you?” I levitated the rod, spinning it in front of him. It inched closer and closer to his face. “Concentrate.”

A blast of air shot from DJ’s direction, and the rod hurled at me. I pushed it back, and he countered again. I caught it with my hand. “That was nice.”

DJ doubled over. “Oh my God, I can do magic. Magic is real. I am a witch.” His eyes cut to me. “Or do we call ourselves warlocks?”

“Witch, definitely. Warlocks are evil beings, and you never want to be one of them.”

I trained with him the rest of the day and for the next week. Anne and her security team monitored him around the clock, in the gym, his quarters, even in the shower. I wondered how long we needed to wait to know that he could be trusted, and it made up much of the discussion at the team meetings we held each night after DJ went to sleep.

“You need sleep and rest. You can’t keep this up.” Alena complained as we made our way to my room. “You train with DJ all day and plan the mission to France with us most of the night.”

“But I get to kiss you before I go to sleep.” I pressed my lips to hers.

“I miss you, and we want to meet DJ. Do you like him? Is he cool?”

“Yeah, I do.” I plopped down on my bed. “He’s a fun guy, mostly levelheaded. Got some of that vampire spunk, ya know.” I tugged on her hair. “He needs to learn about vampires too. He told me he had a girlfriend, and he got really into her. I guess she said he was too intense too fast and bailed on him. I feel bad for him for so many reasons.”

“But now he has you.” Alena rested her legs atop mine. “Vampires, even halfling vampires, have intensified emotions. Mom said she’s never heard of a vampire that got divorced. They find their mates and know they are the one.”

“Wow.” Reclining on the bed, I hugged Alena to me, wondering if we’d always be together.
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DJ hurled a javelin at me, and I flipped away and froze the weapon in mid-air.

“Okay, what else ya got? LA style?” I floated a medicine ball to my palm and dribbled it to the far wall.

“Oh, I’ve got cyclone moves for you.” He blasted air past me, and the ball hurled away.

Redirecting the wind, I rotated the ball in a large circle over our heads. I jumped as it approached. DJ did too, and we collided, falling to the floor laughing.

“Oh, man.” DJ rubbed his chest. “If I have to be locked up, you’re not the worst dude I could be stuck with. You suck at football, but you’ve got decent basketball moves. I might even claim being related to you.”

“Oh, yeah?” I swooshed a ball past his head. “Say that slow.”

“So sensitive.” He stopped the ball and forced it back at me.

“Okay, I think we’ve seen enough.” Orm entered the gym. “You guys are going to end up boring me to tears. I can’t watch Chalondra knit one more blanket. What will it be, Hunter, is he in or out?”

Palming the ball, I dropped it on the mat. “What are you saying? You want me to decide right this second? Shouldn’t Alena, Camille, and I vote, or something?”

“Who are Alena and Camille?” DJ looked between Orm and me.

My heart pounded in my chest. My gut convulsed at the thought of rejecting him, but my mind struggled with the fact that I’d only known him for seven days.

“Three, two, one.” Orm counted down.

A feeling washed over me like a calmness, and I let the breath I’d held go. “In, he’s in.”

Grabbing our gear and rounding up Chalondra, we made our way to the main section of the compound.

“Wow, you guys take security seriously.” DJ glimpsed back as we exited the second of two retina-scanning secured doors. Spinning to face forward, he froze. “Whoa.”

Our vampire friends Aaron, Dimitri, Jacob, and Will stood shoulder to shoulder. “Well, I guess we get the A-team welcoming committee.”

Introducing them, I gave DJ a short explanation of each vampire’s role. Clicking of heels alerted me to Anne’s approach. She briefed DJ on his security clearance. They allowed him access to his quarters, hygiene areas, gym, cafeteria, but no communication devices, and his every movement would be monitored.

“I trust you know what you are doing.” Spinning, Anne proceeded down the hall followed by Will and Jacob. 

“Reminds me of the five years they kept one of the magic-blocking crystals around my neck,” Orm commented as we walked toward the general housing unit.

“Five years?” DJ exclaimed.

“That’s a long time.” I shook my head.

Orm unlocked the door. “Not for a witch or a vampire. Six months in human time is nothing.”

DJ stopped short. “Did I miss something? How long do witches live?”

“Nine hundred years, give or take. You should meet everyone. Why don’t we move to the conference room?” Orm walked ahead of us.

I watched DJ’s wide-eyed glaze as he digested all the players and information, including the curse on the witch lines and theory of how it may be broken. Anne joined us with her report on the growing vampire disappearances. She’d contacted Marcus who, although having no specific knowledge of Michael’s coven’s activities, reported increased traffic to and from their compound on Sardinia.

“The working theory is that they are using the sword to exact souls from Sheol and place them in vampires. They’re creating an army.” Anne paced in front of us.

“How many are reported missing so far?” I asked.

Anne brought up a map marked with locations of vampire disappearances. “Forty-three.”

“Forty-three isn’t army size.”

Camille spoke up. “Think of all the families that have lost their loved ones.” 

I shook my head. “Yes, I feel bad for them, but we have to stay on task. If we find the pieces of the sword and break the curse, then there won’t be any souls left in Sheol, and the souls occupying the vampires will be released, right?”

Alena stood. “Figuring out where Theron has Maurice’s sword and getting it from him are going to be hard. He has all of Michael’s coven estimated at over five hundred strong protecting it. We’ll start a war, and many could die. If the Lance of Longinus is our target, we’re the only ones at risk. I’m with Hunter.”

“When you put it that way, I agree.” Camille looked to Jude, and he nodded.

Standing, I gripped the top of my chair. “So, we’re all on the same page? We leave for the first target in a week.”

We spent the day training as a group, the six of us: Alena, Camille, Jude, Tyler, DJ, and me. It felt good, right, like the team was complete. DJ and I worked well together, seemed to think the same way, like we’d known each other all our lives. With his addition to the group, I started to formulate a plan for how to accomplish the missions while minimizing our exposure.

It would take some additional training, so that night I posed the idea to Alena, Camille, Jude, and Tyler. If Alena and Camille participated, as they had when we played as imaginary friends when we were little—virtually, so to speak—it would limit the risk to them. All three of us would be at the location in spirit, but Alena and Camille could project themselves from the safety of the compound. DJ, Jude, Tyler, and I formed a ground team with Alena and Camille as remote backups.

“Why are you even suggesting this?” Alena’s hand went to her hip. “I’m just as strong if not stronger than Jude. He’s only a quarter-vampire.”

“But I’m a full witch and so are Tyler and Hunter, and DJ’s a fifty-fifty hybrid. It’s a good plan.” Jude nodded.

Camille shook her head. “I don’t like it either. We’re supposed to be doing this together. I’m a full witch, one-hundred-percent ready for anything. Is this some kind of sexist coupe?”

“No, but we have to all be alive when we find the three pieces. I can command anyone. That makes me untouchable. Jude and DJ are part vampire, and Tyler is a full witch. Both of you can use magic to interact with the environment to support us.”

Alena paced and I could feel the heat rolling off her body. She was angry. “We don’t know that you can command anyone. Just because you have that control over Orm doesn’t mean it will work on everyone. What of those from Michael’s coven? I doubt you’d have that power over Theron, Thanatos, or Sonia.”

Frustrated, I approached her. “You’re probably right. But they don’t know where the Lance of Longinus is. They have no idea where we are, what we’re planning. There’s little chance we’ll have to face them. Can’t you just accept that this is a good idea?” 

A wave of power blasted from my chest and Alena froze.

She blinked and her eyes locked on mine. “What did you just do?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know. I can’t control it. It just comes out sometimes, this need to have people obey me.” Palms up, I backed away.

“No.” She grabbed my arm. “Try it again.”

“What?”

“I felt the magic come off you, and then it was like it hit a wall and got deflected. You can’t control me. Try it on Camille.”

Camille stood before me. “It makes sense. We would need to be equal. Command me to do something?”

“Like what? This feels stupid.”

“Just do it.” She lifted her fists and threw a punch.

“Hey, stop.” I batted her hands away.

“No, stop me.” Jutting her arm out, she landed another hit on my chest. She bounced on her feet, circling me and pelting me with her fists. “You going to let a girl beat you up?”

Camille wasn’t a person you could be annoyed with; she just didn’t give off that vibe. “This isn’t working. Just sit down.”

“Make me.” Continuing to hop in a circle, she swiped the air in front of me.

I summoned my magic and released it. “Sit down.”

She froze. The next second, she burst out giggling. “Impressive, but no. I love it.”

Spinning, she raised her palm to Alena’s, and they smacked their hands together.

“Wait, I’m a full witch. Try me.” Tyler stood in front of me.

I told him to sit, and he replied no. But his knees bent, and he took the seat Jude offered. DJ and Jude followed my instruction as well. 

“Okay.” Alena tugged at my shirt, pulling me to the door. “We need to figure out exactly how this works.”

Winding to the gym, we found Aaron and Dimitri. They laughed and resumed their weightlifting when I suggested they go take naps. Next, we sought out Chalondra, Grady, and Orm as they were older, more practiced witches. When we found Grady, I had no problem making him obey, as was the case with Chalondra and Orm.

“So, witches you can command, but not vampires and not us. But what about Michael’s coven? We have no clue how they’ll react.” Alena paced the kitchen.

“I made DJ obey. He’s of Michael’s line, and we have the same father.”

Alena lifted my wrist. “But he’s not of Michael’s coven. Plus, your mark is gold. It’s different than DJ’s.”

“Jude had the mark of Michael’s coven, but he broke the bond and joined our coven. We don’t have a test.”

“Unless we kidnap someone from Michael’s coven or meet up with you know, like Theron, or Thanatos, or Sonia.” Alena made bug eyes at me.

“Not something I want to try out in the moment.”

Camille pointed at me. “Just because the house in Greece is the only place we found the information doesn’t mean that the information doesn’t exist somewhere else. From what Anne told us about Hitler, he seemed to know where the sword was hidden, which means Sonia may too.”

“I think Hitler knew about St. Maurice’s blade, not that of Longinus.” I stood and leaned over the table. “Let’s just do some drills, see how much you can interact with an environment from a remote location. Just try.”

“It’s going to tax our magic, drain us quicker than being there.”

“Again.” I looked to Alena and then Camille. “Tired, not dead.”

“Not dead is a good thing.” Jude took Camille’s hand.

Camille bit her lip. “What if we try it first? See if it even works. Are you in, Alena?”

“I guess I’m out-voted.” Alena stomped from the room.

She didn’t speak to me the rest of the night. Still, she joined us in the training room at six the next morning. Alena and Camille positioned themselves one room away, two, three, fifty feet, a hundred until they were as far away as they could get and still be in the compound. Although drained by the end of the day, they were able to project their forms and interact with the environment from up to five-hundred feet away. I could see them, talk to them. They could pick things up and use magic just as if they were in the room. Alena threw things at me every chance she got, and I got plenty of blocking practice in.

“Did you have to be so brutal?” I asked as we met up after the session.

“Well, you wanted to know what I could do, so I showed you.” She snapped her head around, flinging her ponytail in my face, and walked away.

DJ slapped me on the back. “She’s not happy with you.” 

“No, but when she’s not dead, she’ll be—”

“Still not happy, but alive.” DJ chuckled.

At dinner, Alena chose a seat across the table. “We can’t pull it off from around the world. Look at Camille. She’s white as a sheet. My vampire nature gives me more energy, but two hundred feet will be the max.”

“Okay, then you can travel with us. We’ll choose a secure location near the target where you can be guarded. It’s a good plan; it will work. What do you say, Camille?” I used my best puppy-dog look.

“I understand what you’re trying to accomplish. We make a bigger energy signature together. We’d be easier to detect. With your plan, we at least have some stealth.” Camille glanced at Alena. “What do you think?”

“Et tu, Brute?” Alena pushed her chair back and stormed off.

“She’ll come around. I’ll talk to her.” Tyler stuffed a bite of meat in his mouth.

I hurried through dinner and found Alena swimming. “You’re not going to get stronger skipping dinner.”

Jumping from the water, she landed beside me. “Yeah, cause that’s how to make up with your girlfriend after a fight, by telling her something else she’s not doing right.”

“Hey.” Ignoring her wet skin, I pulled her to me. “Do you think that’s what this is about? Because it’s not. We lost Elizabeth and Fahim already. I constantly worry about my mom and grandparents. If there’s a battle, I’m going to be thinking of you, wanting to protect you, and that’s not what I should be focused on.” I kissed her lips. “So, you’re my girlfriend now?”

“You’re thinking of dating someone else?” She looked sideways at me.

“No, I just don’t think you ever said it.”

“Well, I could be, if you wanted.”

I held her stare. “That would be amazing.”

“Okay, then, it’s settled. But don’t think this changes how I feel about the other thing.”

“Oh, I don’t, but please, let’s just try getting the first piece of the sword this way.”

“Okay.” She smiled up at me. “But only because you’re so cute, and everyone else thinks it’s a good idea.”
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The next day, we loaded our gear into the vehicles and rode to the private air strip. Flying through the night, we landed in Paris as the sun rose. The plane taxied into a private hangar.

“I’m in Paris. I can’t believe I’m in Paris,” DJ exclaimed as the door opened.

“Don’t get too excited. We’re not going to see much.” I trudged down the steps to the waiting SUV.

Alena grabbed her bag and followed me down. “Still, there may be a view from our hotel.”

I rotated the bracelet on my wrists. We planned to wear the stones until it was time to retrieve the first portion of the lance. Our hotel lay near the Cathedral of Notre Dame. Although the relics of Christ had once been on display at Sainte Chapelle, they were moved to the Cathedral. These were displayed each year on Good Friday, so we predicted that the lance piece got stored in a vault, perhaps underneath the structure. Even with the plan all laid out, my anxiety peaked at an all-time high. That Anne had sent Will and Jacob along with Dimitri and Aaron was further evidence of how risky she thought this trip to be. Alena said Will and Jacob never left her mother.

Once deboarded, we piled into the two black, dark-window-tinted SUVs. The hangar door opened, and we drove out the airport exit through the streets. The city teemed with activity, and I tried to shut out how weird my life had become. I took French in school and always thought I’d spend a semester in Paris in college. I never dreamed I’d be hunting a two-thousand-year-old relic, Indiana Jones style, or to be more accurate, Harry Potter style.

“Where are you?” Alena rubbed her hand across my shoulders.

“This is just all so surreal.” I squeezed her hand.

The vehicle slowed and proceeded into a parking garage under the hotel building. We’d reserved two suites: one for the Alena, Camille, and Chalondra, with Will and Jacob serving as their bodyguards, and one for Aaron, Dimitri, DJ, Jude, Tyler, Orm, and me. We decided to spend three days conditioning and acclimating to the time change and then go into the chapel on the fourth day. If all went well, we’d have the lance’s point by the end of the week.

I hated waiting, but our vampire bodyguards kept us busy training in the gym all day. We self-imposed ten-o’clock curfews and six a.m. wake-up times to stay at the top of our game. Our meals were brought in so there was little left to chance.

On the fourth morning, we packed supplies to walk to the Cathedral and obtain entry tickets. Gathering in the foyer, I reviewed the plan.

“Okay, we’re ready.” I swung a bag onto my back and surveyed our group. It was hard to wrap my brain around how the mission might go. My thoughts jumped between scenarios where we got in and found the point without incident, to being discovered by security and jailed, to a battle with Sonia herself. There’s no way they can know we’re here, I reassured myself.

“Be safe.” Alena hugged me. “We’re only a block away. If something goes wrong, call for us.”

“I will. You too.” I had no intention of letting Alena outside the hotel. Jacob and Will were under strict orders to keep her and Camille inside the suite, unless they were attacked.

The six of us—DJ, Jude, Tyler, Aaron, Dimitri, and me—made our way to the Cathedral. Once inside, we covered every inch of the building, noting possible locations the crown holding the point of the sword could be stored. At closing, we ducked between the pews, hiding ourselves and the two vampires from the guards with a cloaking spell. Once we learned their routines, we darted to the private staff entrance.

With my thoughts, I reached out to Alena and Camille. Their forms floated towards us, and Alena and Camille held out the two key cards they’d taken from the guards.

“Nice work. Any incidences? What did you do with the guards?”

Alena smiled. “They’re sleeping in the break room. We have at least four hours.”

I swiped the card in front of the sensor, and the lock clicked. “Looks like we’re in.”

Inside, doors lined a long narrow hallway. They were locked, but the key cards opened each one. The first rooms were offices and closets. I didn’t like that we only had one exit and kept my eye on Aaron who stood guard at the entry point. At the end of the hall stood a door fixed with a sensor and a keypad.

“This looks promising.” I motioned for Jude to try his hand at the code.

Jude held his palm over the keypad. Eyelids closed, he moved his fingers as if trying imaginary codes. After thirty seconds, he froze.

“Got it.” He held the key card over the sensor, typed in six numbers, and hit enter.

I held my breath, but the door opened as he pushed on it. Motioning for us to wait, he surveyed the room.

“I don’t see any other sensors.” He took a few steps inside.

We can’t be caught. Alena’s and Camille’s forms whisked past me.

Inside, red velvet lined almost every surface of another narrow hall. Small drawers lined the walls from floor to ceiling. Three larger ones stood at the end of the space.

I bet the point is in one of these. Camille motioned to them.

I slid open the bottom one. Inside, a glass chamber held an ornate gold-colored vessel with a piece of wood secured within.

“That must be the fragment of the true cross,” Jude whispered.

Closing the drawer, I opened the one above it. Encased in a glass chamber on red velvet lay a crown of sorts. Golden filaments wound around a clear circular tube. Inside the tube, braided brambles formed a crown.

“This is it, the Crown of Thorns. But I don’t see anything big enough to be the end of a spear.”

Let me see. Alena’s form drifted to my side. You’re right.

Camille leaned over to view the crown. If it was with the crown, it’s not now, unless it’s encased in that tube.

“Stealing from the Church? What type of people do that?” A cool breeze whipped around me as the words reached my ears. I’d have known that voice anywhere. Theron.

I leapt to the front of our group, landing between Theron and the rest of them. “What are you doing here?”

“The better question is, what are you doing here?” Theron shook his head as we approached. “Are you collecting ancient artifacts now? What are you going to do with some dead king’s crown? He wasn’t even a witch. That thing has no power. But I’ve strayed from answering your question. I got this odd feeling, like I was being drawn here. Now, I know why, brother; you found Derrick. Did you think I wouldn’t notice? Father will be very intrigued to know that Derrick does have magic capabilities after all.” His eyes cut to DJ. “We thought you were useless.”

DJ stepped to my side. “You’re Theron?”

“It’s great to meet you, brother.” Theron extended his palm to DJ.

Stepping forward, DJ moved to shake Theron’s hand. I grabbed DJ’s arm and pushed him behind me. Theron took a step forward, and I squared my shoulders, ready to blast him to smithereens.

“You’ve grown strong, brother.” Theron inched back.

“I have. Now, go. You’re outnumbered. Without your precious sword, you’ll never best us.”

“Father and Sonia could be right behind me.”

I took another half-step towards him so our feet were an inch apart. “Then, we’re ready for a fight.”

“You should have picked the other team DJ. See this M?” Theron held out his wrist. “You will never be anything without it.”

With a gust of wind, he disappeared. Hearing footsteps, I spied Aaron and Dimitri running down the hall.

Aaron reached us first. “Something triggered the alarms. We have to get out of here.”

With one last look at the crown, I slid the drawer closed. The point wasn’t there; we’d guessed wrong or gotten the wrong information somehow. There wasn’t time to decipher anything just then. Invoking a cloaking spell, we sped down the hall, closing the door behind us. Up ahead, I saw the next door closing and pushed off and flew to it. Propping it open, I waited for the last of our team to pass through. Security officers approached and ran past us. I breathed a sigh of relief, and we ascended to the main hall. Sliding on our bracelets, we slipped outside and into the crowded streets.

“Stick together. We don’t know where Theron is or how many others he has with him. Let’s head to the safe house.”

“Alena and Camille aren’t going to like the group being separated.” Tyler shook his head.

“Safety is number one. We’ve had to do this before. It will just be till morning, and then we’ll regroup, figure out what the next step is.”

Loading the vehicles, we sped off. Aaron and Dimitri stopped to get groceries and then found the safe house.

“I can’t believe Theron didn’t kill you,” I said to Aaron and Dimitri once inside.

Aaron rubbed his head. “He packed a pretty good punch. I was out for three minutes.”

“Why didn’t he kill you?” I paced the living room.

Aaron peered beyond me. “Before he struck me, he said, ‘God, I wish I could kill you.’”

“So, he can’t kill in a church? Or he couldn’t kill you for another reason? How many of the perimeter team did we lose?” I held my breath, not wanting to know how many casualties our run-in with Theron cost us.

“None. Only two others were hit like me and Dimitri, but they’re fine.”

“Where were they located? On the Cathedral grounds?”

“Yes. Perhaps he can’t kill on hallowed ground.”

“That would stack our hand for future missions. We’ll have to ask Grady and Orm about that. If Theron can’t kill on sacred ground, then no witches can. I hate not knowing all the rules. I’m going to call Alena.” I slid a phone from my pocket and walked to the other room.

“Hunter?”

“Yes, are you okay? How about everyone else?”

“Yes, we’re fine. We moved to the secondary location.”

“Good.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “We’re at safe house one.”

“What happened?”

I explained what happened with Theron and how odd it was that he was alone. “His sadistic games drive me insane. And now he knows what we’re up to.”

“Not necessarily. He knows you were looking through old relics, not about the pieces of the sword. The question is, will he tell Thanatos and Sonia?”

“Of course he would. Why wouldn’t he?”

“Maybe he’s trying to figure out what we’re doing. He doesn’t know that the spear they have isn’t the right one.”

“We have to assume Thanatos knows. I’m so glad you weren’t with us. We made the right call keeping you and Camille out of it.”

“It sounds like nothing would have happened even if we were.”

“You’re kidding, right? All three of us together. He would have called for backup. Plus, he wants you. I’m guessing he’d do anything to have you.”

“You’re delusional.”

“I’m not. I sensed it. He was disappointed you weren’t there.”

“Whatever. We’re coming to your safe house. It won’t take an hour for us to get there.”

“No, absolutely not.” I ran my hand down my pants, praying she didn’t fight me on it. “Somehow, Theron can get a lock on DJ and me. It’s not safe for the two of you.”

“It sounds like you and DJ should be separated, not you, Camille, and me.”

“We’ve got our bracelets on. The house is safe. Let’s stick with the contingency plan; we’ll meet up tomorrow.”

“Okay, I don’t like it, but okay.” She ended the call before I could say more.
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When sleep came, my dreams featured images of Theron, our father Thanatos, Sonia, and a dragon. I shot up, cold sweat covering my body.

“You okay?” DJ asked from his bed.

“Yeah.” I shook my head, trying to clear the image. “You can’t sleep either?”

“I need to know more about Theron. How did he find us?”

I felt bad that there hadn’t been time to tell him everything one might do with magic and explained that because we were related he might be able to track us with his blood.

“The two of us together probably left a stronger signature, perhaps he even sensed us telepathically. Every witch has different strengths. I don’t know all of Theron’s capabilities. But I do know one thing, he can be very persuasive.” 

“Like when I almost shook his hand even though I didn’t want to?” DJ hung his head.

“Exactly. Jude seems to be immune to him, or maybe he was just focusing on blocking Theron’s persuasion.”

“So many things to remember. What powers do you think I’ll have?”

“We’ll see. You have photographic memory, right?”

“Yeah, how’d you know that?”

I switched on the light. “Vampire thing. We’ll get some history books from Orm. That way, if you have some downtime, you can be reading.”

“I’m done trying to sleep. Want to get a workout in?” DJ stood and slid his feet in a pair of gym shoes.

Aaron and Dimitri were already in the basement. Once Jude and Tyler woke, we sparred for an hour and headed to the kitchen. Conversation revolved around where the point of the lance might be.

“We have to think like this King Louis, right?” I prompted. “What he believed, what drove him.”

Jude started to summarize his life from what we’d learned in Greece.

I paced the floor as he spoke. “He thought the relics were sacred, holy; he wanted them to be safe. Where would the safest place be? With him, right? In his coffin, maybe?”

“Didn’t Anne say the coffin was once in the catacombs underneath Paris?” Jude jumped up.

I pointed at him. “I believe it was moved there during the war.”

Dimitri tapped on his phone. “King Louis IX’s body lies in the abbey of Saint-Denis, known as the Cathedral Basilique de Saint-Denis. It’s not far north of here. Still, we’ll need forty-eight hours to study the layout and security.”

My phone signaled an incoming call, and recognizing Alena’s number, I tapped the screen.

“Okay, so we need to meet up, decide what is the next step.” Alena didn’t waste time.

“We were just talking about that. We think the point of the lance may be with Louis himself.”

“That’s what my mother said too. Do you have ESP?”

“Great minds think alike, I guess.”

“There’s a hotel right across the street. Mother secured a floor for us. It’ll be ready by four. We can use that as a staging location.”

“Don’t you think two locations would be safer? You guys should take that location, and we’ll secure another. It’s too risky with Theron able to find DJ and me.”

“With this again?” She raised her voice. “If anything, DJ should be sitting these out. The two of you need to be separated, not the three of us.”

“Okay, let’s not fight.” I focused on the guys at the table. “We’ll meet you at the hotel at four.”

“Camille and I are coming to you now.”

“Alena, No—”

“Mother created the safe house for a reason.” Alena ended the call.

“I guess Alena and Camille are coming here.” DJ stood.

Why couldn’t Alena just listen? Why didn’t my powers work on her and Camille? Theron was a real threat. Magic hummed through me, willing to be released.

Opening and closing my palms, I stomped downstairs to the gym and hurled a weight ball at the wall. The house shook around me. Theron could track DJ and me and knew that Alena wouldn’t be far away. Our run-in with him reinforced the plan to keep Alena’s and Camille’s physical forms in a secure location away from me. Why couldn’t Alena comprehend that she was in danger?

What if I practiced my command skills, made them stronger? Maybe I could learn to overpower Alena and Camille. Jude said he learned to command an ape. The darkness within me smiled.

Running to the restroom, I doused my face with cold water. Leaning on the counter, I studied my image. Don’t give in.
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By the time Alena and Camille arrived at the safe house, we had the intel on the Saint-Denis Cathedral from Anne’s team. Aaron and Dimitri started analyzing the security system, and we memorized the layout, hoping to limit our time at the site.

Alena bit her lip. “I vote that Hunter and DJ wear the bracelets at all times. Theron may still be in the area. He could be at the location with an army in seconds.”

“They have Jude’s dad. They could use him to locate Jude. He needs to wear a bracelet too,” Camille pointed out.

“Could this be any more complicated?” I tossed my pen on the table. “I don’t like being left defenseless. We’d only have Tyler.”

Alena shook her head. “It takes two seconds to slide a bracelet off. Besides, Camille and I aren’t useless in our remote forms. Let’s vote.”

The darkness within churned, and I took a deep breath. I didn’t like Alena and Camille teaming up. It’s the right thing. This has to be a team. Who are you right now? The person who just takes whatever he wants? You’ve never been that person; you have to fight that urge. 

I swallowed hard. “You’re right.”

We spent the afternoon studying the schematics of the Cathedral, planning the best route in and out, as well as multiple exit strategies. We trained and brainstormed work-arounds for every scenario we could think of. Still, I remained nervous. Without as much training, DJ was vulnerable, which put us all in jeopardy. But we had a good team, I convinced myself. 

Alena cornered me in the hall as we broke to have dinner. “Are you okay?”

“Sure.” I shrugged away from her touch. “I’m just going to catch a shower before we eat.”

“Don’t do that.” She caught my chin.

“What? I’m fine.”

“Something is going on. I can tell.”

I glanced at the floor and back to her face. “That part of me, Michael’s line I guess, likes to be in control. I’m just getting used to dealing with it.” I realized it might be like Alena’s struggle with her vampire nature, how she had to remember to walk slower, think before she acted, repress the animal nature within.

She wrapped her hands around mine. “You can talk to me about this. About anything.”

“I know. Thanks.” I squeezed her fingers. “I just hate it.”

“Don’t hate it. Embrace the best parts of the gift, and they’ll make you stronger.”

Weaving back to the dining room, we joined the others for the meal. Halfway through, Jacob and Will were called away for a conference call with Anne. When they returned, their somber demeaners told me all I needed to know—something bad, very bad, had happened.

Will approached Alena. “Forgive me, but we must leave at once. Your mother requires our assistance.”

“What?” Alena jumped from her seat. “What happened? Why?”

“Your mother said she would brief you in the morning.”

Balling her fists, Alena straightened her back. “Will, tell me now.”

“Alena.” Jacob reached his hand out to her. “Please, we should not go against your mother’s wishes. She knows best.”

Alena swung to face Jacob. “No, she is good at keeping things from me. Tell. Me. Now.”

Jacob cleared his throat. “Gregor is missing. Sarita called a couple of hours ago. There’s no trace of him.”

Alena’s voice jumped an octave. “Gregor? Missing, like the other vampires? I’ve known him all my life! He’s been kidnapped by Michael’s coven? To be brainwashed and forced to serve them? How did this even happen?”

Will cleared his throat. “That is what your mother fears. We’re not sure what’s going on, but yes, it appears he was taken like the others.”

Alena darted to the door. “Does that mean any one of you could be taken at any second? We’re coming with you. We’ll confront Thanatos now, get Gregor back. We have to rescue Gregor. He’s our family.”

Shaking his head, Will approached Alena. “I know. But our orders are to go to Sarita. Your mother wants you focused on the mission.”

Eyes darting between those of our group, Alena’s pleading eyes landed on me.

I swallowed. “We have to be smart. If we engage now, we don’t have a big enough contingency to hold our own.”

“Mother can have her vampire army there in six hours. We’d have the benefit of surprise. They can’t be expecting us to attack.”

“That’s probably exactly what they want us to do. Then all the vampires could be possessed at once.”

Alena’s shoulders sank. “You’re right. Well, I’ll go. I’m part witch. They can’t shove one of those old witch spirits in me. I can convince Theron to let Gregor go.”

Shaking my head, I took her hands. “He’s not going to just hand him over. We don’t know that they can’t use the sword against you. You’re not a full witch yet.”

“And that place is a fortress.” Alena slid her hands from mine. She zipped to Jude. “You got out. How did you get out? Maybe we can get in the same way.”

Jude shook his head. “I only got out because they were looking for Camille, who got captured, remember?”

“Arrrrh.” Alena screamed. “We can’t just do nothing.”

“Alena.” Camille reached out to her but stopped short. “What if we get the end of the lance tonight? We can fly to Turkey, get the middle piece, and then fly to Rome. We could have all three pieces in a week.”

“Hold up.” Dimitri raised his hand. “We haven’t finished analyzing intel on this location, much less the two others. That’s not enough time to set up a security perimeter.”

I leaned forward. “How long do you need?”

“Forty-eight hours minimum.”

“Can we get two more teams to start on the other locations?”

“If Anne will allow it.”

“Okay, ask. Now!” Alena yelled at Dimitri and stomped off.
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The security team relocated to the hotel, and the house didn’t seem so tight. Still, my nerves tingled with anticipation and worry. What if Theron showed up again? Maybe he couldn’t kill, but he could do some damage. I made a note to have everyone carry a vial of vampire blood, just in case. Still my brain itched with the puzzle of why Theron used restraint.

He couldn’t or wouldn’t kill? I wondered if a kill would be traceable. If he were spying on us without wanting to be discovered, what did that mean? Was he questioning our father’s commands? If he was, would he team up with us? He never believed in the Heaven and Hell mumbo jumbo Thanatos went on about. Theron was smart, way too intelligent and egotistical to be happy standing back while Sonia and Thanatos called all the shots. Theron liked to be in power, that had to be it. He was amassing knowledge for leverage. I rebuked myself for thinking for a half second that Theron would switch sides.

That night, my early start helped me sleep well, and I rose at six the next morning, itching to get through the day and into the Cathedral. We decided to enter just before closing at five.

“I hate this.” Alena’s bottom lip jutted out as she slung a bag onto her shoulders. “We shouldn’t be separated.”

“We talked about this.” I took her hand. “It worked great last time. Within a few hours, we’ll be sitting in the hotel suite with you guys, the end of the Lance of Longinus in hand.”

“It’s just driving me nuts, not knowing if we’ll get Gregor back. And you know I don’t like the trinity being separated.”

“I know.” I kissed her forehead. “But just think, if we can have the three pieces in a week, then we’ll be able to go home and finish high school like semi-normal teens. We could go to prom.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You hate dancing. You’re just trying to distract me.”

“Go. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

“Fine.” She trudged out the door, slamming it behind her.

Finding the rest of the team prepping their gear, I double checked mine. Aaron and Dimitri donated some of their vampire blood and sealed it in vials we zipped in our breast pockets. At three we loaded into the van and headed north. Circling the grounds, we saw the crowd thinning and snagged a spot close to the entrance.

A warm hand laced through my fingers as we crossed to the Cathedral.

My heart skipped a beat as I turned to see Alena beside me. “What are you doing here?”

“Can’t tell if I’m real or not?” A smiled crossed her lips.

“That’s not funny. You need to conserve your energy. This isn’t a game.”

“Just wanted to wish you luck.” She kissed my cheek and disappeared.

Focusing on our surroundings, we entered through the security checkpoint and around to King Louis’s tomb. As guards cleared the building of the last patrons, Jude and Tyler slipped off their bracelets and cloaked the group from view. DJ would keep his bracelet on unless he had to do magic to defend himself, and I would only take mine off to find the portion of the sword.

Slipping behind displays and between pews, we evaded security until four guards were left. Ducking into the office, Tyler put a sleep spell on the officer, and Jude reprogrammed the cameras to show a loop of the past five minutes. Next, we found each of the other officers, sending them into a deep coma. I reached out to Alena and Camille, letting them know we were ready for phase two of the mission.

No smile graced Alena’s face as she appeared in front of me. “We’re ready.”

I slid my bracelet off, and we approached the tomb. We searched the outside, finding no trace of the point of the lance. Standing around the encasement, we debated opening the box. Even though we hated it, there seemed to be no other way. Heaving and pulling, the six of us tried to open the top, but it wouldn’t budge. Aaron and Dimitri added their muscle, and still it didn’t move.

I stepped back from the tomb. “Maybe the three of us have to open it, sort of like we can’t share with anyone outside our team where the pieces are.”

The others stepped back from the tomb, forming a circle around us. I focused my energy on attracting the point of the blade, and the top of the tomb started to glow. Camille held out her hand, and the three of us locked fingers. A loud crack sounded, and opening my eyes, I found the top had shifted position, exposing an inch gap. When we shoved on the side, it slid away easily. Lowering the stone to the ground, I raised my phone over the dark box, illuminating the inside. A skeleton lay on a raised stone tablet, arms folded over his chest. One hand held a cross and the other a pointed fragment of white stone.

“That’s it, right?” I held my hand over the blade, and it began to glow. “Lock hands again.”

As soon as our hands were joined, the intensity of the light coming from the blade tripled.

“What now?” Camille asked. “Is it going to slide out, or do we have to pry it from his fingers? Because I don’t really want to touch—”

King Louis’s fingers opened, and the tip floated up. Letting go of Camille’s hand, I extended my hand. The stone tip shot to my palm, and I wrapped my fingers around it. A warmth spread up my arm to my chest.

“Is that it? Does it feel right?” Alena’s eyebrow peaked.

“It does.” I stared at the fragment, trying to comprehend holding something that was forged two thousand years before.

The stone top rumbled, and I slipped the blade in my inner jacket pocket. I didn’t plan on letting that piece of stone out of my sight. Lifting the covering for the tomb, it snapped into place as we set it atop the box.

I looked to Alena and then Camille. “We should get going. I’ll meet you at the safe house.”

“Don’t forget your bracelet.” Alena pointed at me.

Spinning to face the others, I slid it from my pocket as Alena and Camille disappeared. Pride filled my chest. We were successful. I’d been able to keep Alena and Camille out of harm’s way, and we’d retrieved the first piece of the sword. My plan was going to work. Within a week we’d have the other two pieces and figure out how to break the curse. Then, everything would go back to normal.

Jude and Tyler evoked a cloaking spell, and the group wound to the exit. Finding the guards starting to rouse, we slipped out into the night. As we walked across the parking lot to the vehicle, I scanned the sky. I wouldn’t lower my guard until we were all back safe in yet a second secure location prepared by Anne and her teams. In the vehicle, I released my breath. It took forty-five minutes of weaving through traffic to reach our compound, and my leg bounced as we drove. Seeing Alena and Camille’s SUV pull into the garage ahead of us brought me full relief.

As soon as the doors were secured, I let out a whoop. “We did it!”

Alena ran to me and wrapped her arms around my neck. I picked her up and twirled her around. Then, I slapped Camille’s palm. Seeing DJ’s smile, I offered him my hand. He gripped it and pulled me into his chest.

“I cannot believe this. So that piece is part of the lance that will free witch souls from the purgatory called Sheol? And we are the ones who will make it happen? I have a brother, a family?” He shook his head as tears filled his eyes.

“You do.” I wrapped my arms around him.

We prepared dinner and passed dishes around the table, refueling our bodies and spirits with the company gathered. I looked at each of my friends, wondering how I could have doubted any of them. Tyler, Jude, and even the vampires, Aaron and Dimitri, had all become true family. My eyes landed on DJ, and my heart warmed. Here was a being, blood of my blood and flesh of my flesh, who held no evil. We were safe, all of us.

“So, are we going to Turkey?” Camille drummed her fingers on the tabletop.

Alena set her glass down. “I say yes. We should make the arrangements tonight and leave as soon as possible.”

Theron’s image flashed through my brain, and I blinked. For as much as I wanted this all to be over, I dreaded further exposing the team without full preparation. “Maybe we should go back to the main compound, regroup, rest up, make sure we have all the right intel in place.”

“What? What about Gregor and the others? Every day we spend planning means more vampires soul-jacked by Sonia. We don’t know what housing witch souls will do to them. What if it becomes permanent? We have no idea if we’ll ever get him back!” The pitch of Alena’s voice rose with every word. “Camille, you’re with me on this, right?”

I wrapped my hand around her fingers. “Breaking the curse will release the souls. We know that, right? There’s a lot at stake for all of us.”

Camille slid her chair back. “We can’t plan for every scenario anyway. Just like with the point, we got close and had to rethink. That’s not something we can know ahead of time. Aaron and Dimitri said forty-eight hours, so I’m with Alena. We should go now and let them do their work. Then, we’ll be ready to move when they say it’s clear.”

I assessed each gathered trying to figure them out. DJ seemed non-committal. Jude and Tyler also wavered. The elders, Chalondra and Orm, were harder to read.

“Should we vote?” Alena smiled at Camille.

The mark on my wrist burned, and I balled my fists, hot anger rising to the surface of my skin. We needed more time to make sure Alena, Camille, and the rest of the team weren’t unduly exposed.

“Hunter.” Alena caught my arm.

Her sky-blue eyes brought me back, and I took a deep breath, willing the demon within to retreat. Thoughts brewing with fear, I reclined in the chair. Was I really part evil like Theron or my father? I had to get it under control, excise it, something, anything, before I ended up using it in the wrong way.

I drew in another lung full of air and exhaled. “If you two think we should go to Turkey, then I’m in, and we go to Turkey. I just hate risk.”

“To Turkey.” Watching me, Orm raised his glass.

As we cleared the dinner table, he approached. “What just happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re going to try that with me?”

I cocked my head and herded him away from the others. “You were right. I need to be careful with all this power I have. It feels like it has a life of its own sometimes.”

“Why didn’t you come to me with this? You can’t let this fester inside you.”

“You think I want to tell my mentor, the one who trained me, helped me become strong and powerful, that I have an evil growing inside me?” 

“We all have demons. We learn to live with them. Come, let’s talk further.” He motioned to the door, and we proceeded down the hall to the gym. “Tell me.”

I described the feeling, how my arm burned, how my chest felt like my rib cage would explode.

“When you want your way? Like at dinner?”

“Yes.” I hung my head. I just want to us to be careful. I have to make sure everyone is protected.”

“I know. But you can’t keep your feelings bundled inside; they’ll find a way to manifest. You need to have an outlet. Something you can control, like this rod.”

He raised his palm and a rod shot from the wall and hovered before us. Eying the wood staff, I sent it flying past me to the other side of the room. “I know. I’ve been talking with Alena about it.”

“That is good. You should share this with Camille too. The three of you must be as one. You share your strengths and weaknesses. It is the only way you will be a strong team.”

“Camille is perfect, too perfect.”

“No.” A sword flew from the bench to Orm’s palm. “Her compassion is her Achille’s heel.”

“Why doesn’t she side with me then? Think we need to be more cautious? If we take more time to plan, then there is less chance for getting hurt.”

“She weighs that with the number of people Sonia is hurting. They far override our small team. You feel closer to Alena now? Like you have something within that you need to fight?”

“Yes.” I caught the weapon he hurled at me.

“Embrace the feeling, let it flow through your mind, temper it with your reason.”

“But my reason tells me to keep everyone safe. What if something happens to Alena, Camille, or DJ?”

“You will feel responsible?”

“I am responsible.”

“That is the problem. You alone do not bear that burden; it is shared. The team carries that weight, as one. You should make sure you are all training together all the time, all six of you. You must be as one in all things. You will feel less of that pull of the darkness that is your family’s coven when you are fully bonded with your coven.” Orm laid his hand on my shoulder. “And it is your coven, for better or worse. Your role as a leader is a privilege and burden you must carry, but you do not carry it alone.”

I raised my chin, a thought forming in my mind. I’d disregarded the idea before, but desperate times called for extreme measures. “You’re right. We must be bonded as one, not only Alena, Camille, and me, but DJ, Jude, and Tyler.”

Striding from the gym, I weaved through the halls, collecting Alena, Camille, DJ, Jude, and Tyler. I explained my plan to them and could see the comprehension and equal apprehension in their faces.

“I agree that DJ should join our coven but not on the second part. We’re witches.” Tyler shook his head. “That sword won’t affect any of us. We should be safe from this body-grabbing thing Sonia and Thanatos are pulling.”

I shook my head. “Probably, yes. But this will also protect us from whatever comes. If we have some of each person’s blood, we should be able to find any one of the others, no matter where they are. Whether by magic or the vampire blood bond. It’s not that different than us sipping vampire blood to protect ourselves. It only needs to be done once. The blood will remain part of our systems forever. If we link our magic in the essence of the blood, we’ll all be safer.”

“I’m in.” Alena stepped forward and whisked a dagger from her boot.

“Of course, you have a dagger in your shoe.” Jude rolled his eyes. “I don’t like it. You know what the blood bond means to vampires. How can you ask this?”

DJ raised his hand. “I’m lost.”

Alena summarized the sharing of blood between vampire mates for DJ.

“That is way cool. It’s a no brainer for me. Count me in.” DJ held out his wrist.

Camille and then Tyler acquiesced that it was the best way to safeguard our coven, leaving only Jude. Camille linked her arm in his, and shaking his head, he slid into our inner circle. Holding a bowl up, I offered my arm to Alena. She sliced it, and blood dropped from my wrist. I watched as the cut closed and became pink, thinking I’d never get used to healing so fast. DJ, Camille, Jude, Tyler, and then Alena took turns adding their blood to the bowl. When the vessel passed back to me, I took a deep breath and pressed the side to my lips, letting the warm, sour liquid slide down my throat.

I passed the bowl to DJ. It traveled around the circle until it stopped with Alena. She downed the rest in one long sip. Afterwards, I shared with them Orm’s idea. How we should all be training together, eating and sleeping at the same time so we were as tuned into each other as possible.

Next, we gathered Chalondra, Grady, and Orm to welcome DJ into our coven. I watched him as magic poured through our linked palms. It seemed odd how sometimes I saw my father and brother in him, and other times I found no semblance. With his chin raised and shoulders spread, I fought déjà vu, remembering how our father Thanatos would stand motionless and silent before admonishing me. Would DJ fight the same demons I did?
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Packing the next morning, I called Mom to say goodbye.

“I don’t like you going to the Middle East,” she complained.

“Mom, terrorists are the least of our worries.”

“Well, now I’m really concerned. What are you up against out there? You haven’t been very good about sharing what you’re doing.”

“Just research, Mom. Trying to find out what Dad and Theron are up to.”

I’d never told her the whole story and wondered if I ever would. It wasn’t like she could do anything about it, and I didn’t want her to blame herself. Supposedly, my father appeared to be quite nice when they’d met. It seemed a lot of women were seduced by his charm. DJ, Theron, and I all had different moms, so that was at least three. There were probably more siblings on our family tree. I rotated my wrist, thinking the tattoo was another thing I hadn’t shared with her. How did you tell your mother a magical tattoo appeared on your arm and you might be fated to be next in line to be King of the witches?

I switched topics. “How are you and Grandma and Grandpa?”

“Good. I mean there’s not tons of nursing to do, you know, vampires”—she chuckled—“but Anne keeps me busy collecting blood and venom. I still can’t say what fills my time without feeling weird. It was nice of her to get Grandma’s books for her.”

“Which books?”

“All of them, you know how your grandmother loves her bibles and photo albums. Anne helped her set up a genealogy search website and taught her and Grandpa to use it. Grandma has added several generations to her tree.”

“Wow, that was nice.” I rubbed my hands down my pants, wondering why Anne would go to the trouble. It was a nice gesture but seemed over and above given everything else she had to do.

“And they have Grandpa testing guns and other weapons. He’s in heaven. Reminds him of his younger army days, I think.”

“That’s good. I’m glad everyone is keeping busy.” I stuffed in my jacket and zipped my pack.

“I really missed seeing you on your birthday. I hope we can see you soon.”

“I’m sorry about the birthday thing. It’s looking like we may be back sooner than later, so that’s a good thing.”

“Yes, it is.” The pitch of her voice rose in her usual I’m-about-to-cry tell. “I love you.”

“I love you too. Don’t worry. We’re well guarded.”

“Funny, you didn’t say well protected.”

“That’s my job.”

“Don’t try to be a hero. We’d rather have you alive than not.”

“I know. I love you too. I’ll call when we get to Turkey.” I ended the call before it became much more of a marathon.

Next, I scrolled through my contacts and found Anne’s. Hitting the button, I ran my hand down my pants again.

“Yes,” Anne answered. “What’s wrong? You should be leaving for the flight.”

“I know. We are, soon. I was just wondering why you did all that stuff for my grandma.”

“Well, she likes it, right? I want them to be as comfortable as possible.”

“She likes to knit too.”

“And she made some wonderful blankets for our crew.”

“Anne, there’s something else. You don’t do things like that for no reason.”

I heard her take a deep breath. “Hunter, we need you to be focused.”

Frustration rose in my chest. “Anne, just tell me.”

“Don’t you think it’s odd how much power you have? I mean, yes, you’re Thanatos’s son, of Michael’s line, but we’ve never heard of a mark like that. I don’t want to ask Marcus about it or any other of the witches. If word gets out, then there could be too much attention on you. We have no idea what the mark means. What if your mother’s family descended from a line of witches that stopped using their magic?”

“So, you think that I could have another witch line in me, and that’s why I have a different mark?”

“It’s a theory. But Hunter, this is not something you need to be thinking about. Focus on the next mission. We may never know what your mark means.”

Grabbing my backpack, I headed for the door. “Don’t worry, Anne. I’m ready.”

Exiting my room, I ran smack into Alena. “I was just coming to find you. It’s not like you to be late.”

“Yeah, well, your mom is playing genealogist, so…”

“What’s going on?”

“We don’t have time now. I’ll tell you on the plane.”

“Do we have time for one thing?” She stepped towards me until our faces were centimeters apart.

“Always for that.” I pulled her into my room and kissed her hard.

There hadn’t been any time for us to hang out alone with the hurried schedule. I hoped all this would be over soon. I just wanted to be a normal seventeen-year-old guy again. Squeezing her hand, I led her to the garage. The others had already loaded up, and we climbed into the SUV.
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We were in the air not four hours before landing on a private air field in the southern strip of Turkey surrounded by Syria. The vehicles took different paths through villages to the safe house. We spent two days acclimating and firming up plans. The third day, Alena, Camille, Chalondra, and Orm rented an apartment near the Church of Antioch, and we scouted the location, ensuring all our intel was correct. Deciding all to be well, we approached the front of the building. Passing through the narrow entrance, a feeling of calm washed over me. I patted my chest where the first piece of the lance lay secured in a revolver harness, which held a stun gun as well as dart gun fitted with venom darts. If Thanatos was building an army of vampires, we weren’t taking any chances. I had enough venom to keep at least twenty vampires down for an hour.

Evoking a cloaking spell as guards swept the church near closing time, we wandered through the structure. Further into the dwelling, the ceiling and walls were formed from the rock mountain above. At the back, stalactites hung from the cave ceiling. An altar made of stone sat in the center of the space.

Alena. I called to Alena and Camille.

We’re here, they spoke in unison, and I jumped at the sound of their voices. They appeared in front of me.

“Any magical feelings yet?” Alena asked.

Camille viewed the cavern. “This place is like one big magical hot spot.”

Circling the space and searching every inch, we found no trace of the lance piece. We weaved back to the tunnel opening.

“It must be in there.” I pointed to the dark passageway.

“I don’t like it.” Aaron’s eyes cut to the entrance of the building. “There’s only one way out.”

“We don’t have a choice.” Alena moved into the tunnel.

Aaron, Dimitri, and Grady hung back to guard the entrance, and the rest of us proceeded inside. The cool dank air clung to my skin, and I shivered. Our research told us that St. Peter founded the church at Antioch, and Europeans from the crusades built the front façade. If you were going to hide something important, it made sense to put it where not many would wander. Still, I sided with Aaron. I hated having only one exit.

Flapping wings caught my attention, and I ducked as a bat whooshed past. We took slow deliberate steps, raking the walls, floor, and ceiling with our flashlights. About a hundred feet in, a stone arch framed the end of the tunnel formed by large boulders piled floor to ceiling.

“Let’s hope the lance is here because this place is getting super creepy.” DJ pushed on one of the rocks blocking the path.

Inspecting the formation above me, I found a cross. “There.”

Alena fitted her foot in my linked fingers, and I lifted her up. The cross was embedded in the stone, but she pried it loose within a few seconds. Jumping to the ground, Alena held the wooden cross in front of the flashlight beam. It was fashioned of several carved-wood pieces and bound together with twine. When she unraveled the twine, the four points fell away, leaving a single rectangular portion.

“That’s it. Try to fit it together with the point.” Camille rubbed her hands together and ran them along her arms. “Hurry, it’s freezing in here.”

I slid the point from under my jacket. With the tip in my palm, Camille set the middle portion next to it. Both pieces started to glow, and they snapped together with a click.

“It’s the right one. We found it.”

Letting out a breath, I moved to tuck the lance under my shirt again. The new middle portion shot to the ground.

Camille bent over and picked it up. “Maybe we’re supposed to keep the pieces separated until we have all three.”

“Makes sense. If we each keep one portion, then they’ll be safer. Camille, as healer of the group, it seems fitting for you to take the center portion.” Alena offered her a cloth to wrap the piece in.

Camille slid the piece in her backpack. “Let’s get out of here.”

“You guys can go. We got the piece. There’s no reason for you to drain yourselves.” I motioned to her and Alena.

“Okay, bye, see you soon.” Alena squeezed my hand, and she and Camille disappeared.

“I’m never going to get used to you talking to invisible people.” DJ walked towards the tunnel exit.

“I knew you were stupid, but not this stupid.” Theron’s voice drifted to us as we approached the main hall.

Looking up, I saw Aaron’s, Dimitri’s, and Grady’s bodies on the ground behind Theron. Their chests rose and fell, and I figured the same rules as in Italy applied. He couldn’t or wouldn’t kill on sacred ground. 

Broadening my shoulders, I stopped in front of him. “I’m not sure what the purpose of your visit is.”

Then, I felt it. Like a cold pit in my stomach, a gnawing hunger. My eyes were drawn to his hand. He had the sword of St. Maurice. I signaled to DJ, Jude, and Tyler to stay behind me.

“Still pilfering churches, I see. Some weird fetish you developed, or what? I’m still trying to figure it out.” Theron paced away from me.

Almost quicker than I could register, he hurled the sword past me. DJ jumped, trying to avoid the weapon, but it grazed his bicep. As it hit the ground, Tyler darted to the blade. Theron lifted his palm, and the sword shot to it.

“You guys really should practice speed. What happened there?” Theron pointed at DJ’s arm.

Anger grew in my chest, and I didn’t stop its release. My voice boomed through my throat, rumbling through my head and bouncing off the walls of the cavern. “You have no power here. Get out.”

Theron’s eyes grew wide for a split second. “I may be outnumbered today. But it will not always be so.” He pointed at DJ. “You’ve been marked.”

He sped away, leaving a cold gust of wind in his wake. I ran to DJ. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, man.” He twisted his arm in the socket. “Fine. The scratch is already healing.”

“What did Theron mean? He’d been marked?” Tyler joined us.

“Do you feel okay?” I held DJ’s stare. “You know who you are? Who I am? What we’re doing here?”

“Of course. I’m DJ, you’re Hunter, Jude, Tyler.” DJ pointed at each of us.

“Okay, good, you’re fine. Just a scratch.” I patted him on the back. “Let’s see about our friends.”

Aaron, Dimitri, and Grady stirred and, within a few minutes, stood. Bewildered, they questioned what happened. I interrogated Aaron and Dimitri until assured they hadn’t been body snatched by Theron and St. Maurice’s sword.

“Why would Theron come alone again?” Jude questioned as we made our way to the vehicle.

“I have no clue. I do want to know what he meant by being marked though.”

“The cut bled.” Grady pointed at DJ. “That means he has traces of his blood on the blade.”

I nodded. “So he can trace DJ?”

“What, now they’re coming for me?” DJ closed the van door behind him.

“We’ll make sure you’re safe. Just keep the bracelet on, and you’ll be hidden from any locater spells. Everything’s going to be fine. Your arm is healed. You’re still you. We got the segment of the lance. We’re that much closer to ending this.”

I spoke the words more for myself than anyone. We had no clue what we were dealing with, but it wouldn’t do any good to speculate. I focused on our surroundings as we made our way to the second safe house. As we pulled into the garage and the doors lowered, Alena and Camille met our vehicle.

“What happened?” Alena wrapped her arms around me as I stepped onto the concrete.

“Theron showed up. He’s fast. But I saw it. Did you guys notice that?” I wrapped my arm around Alena. “Theron had to obey me. I have the power to command him.”

“What did you say?” Orm joined our group.

“It’s true.” Jude spoke up. “He couldn’t check his reaction in time. Hunter can control Theron just as he can Grady, Tyler, and myself. We learned his weakness tonight.”

“I wouldn’t get too confident. Theron may have been caught off guard, but he’s likely to develop a work-around.” Orm shook his head. “It is very interesting though.”

“So, that’s it?” Camille laid her hands on her hips. “Theron showed up, you told him to leave, and everyone’s fine?”

“Seems to be.” Jude took her hand. “He grazed DJ with the sword, said something about him being marked, but he’s still DJ, no soul swapping.”

“Marked?” Orm rubbed his forehead.

“You know what that means?” I asked. “His blood was on the sword.”

“They can trace DJ, but our magic blockers can combat that, right?” Alena’s eyes cut around the group.

Orm shuffled to the door. “We should be safe. We’ve acted on the premise that they already have Hunter’s blood and we haven’t been found yet.”

We grabbed food and briefed Anne via video conference. As the others retreated to their rooms, I followed DJ.

“You still doing okay?”

“I guess.” He rubbed his neck. “I feel normal.”

“Good, listen, let me know the second anything feels off.”

“What should I be doing? Staying awake? Going to sleep? I’m kind of freaked out here.”

I gripped his shoulders. “Everything’s going to be okay. We’re safe here. The bracelets will ensure Theron can’t find you.”

“Okay. Hey, whatever happens, I’m glad I did this, met you.”

“Don’t talk like that. You should get some sleep; you look like the dead.”

“Leave it to a brother to be brutally honest.” Pulling me into his chest, he patted my back. “You’re looking pretty worse for the wear yourself.”

“Yeah, I’m going to turn in soon.”

“See you tomorrow.” He waved as he walked away.

Winding to the front of the building, I took up a post in the security room with several of the guards.

“You look exhausted. You need to sleep.” Alena wrapped her arms around my neck. “DJ is fine. Everyone is safe.”

I leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I know. I won’t stay up too late. You should go rest.”

My mind buzzed with the excitement of the day, and adrenaline coursed through my veins. I couldn’t relax. Theron bested us. He was fast, too fast. No, I assured myself. You have the power.

“Dude.” I jumped as Dimitri’s arm landed on my shoulder. “Get some rest. You’re not going to be of any use if you’re exhausted and brain dead. I’ll come get you if anything happens.”

“You guys should do the same.” I slapped the table as I stood.

“That little nap Theron blessed me with will hold us over for a week.” Dimitri chuckled. “That guy is slick. Didn’t sense him coming until he was right in front of me. He’s got stealth and speed. We’ve got to figure how to deal with him.”

“A problem for tomorrow, though.” Aaron pointed at me. “Go sleep.”

“Fine. Thanks for today, guys. Sorry about your naps.”

“Like he said.” Aaron motioned to Dimitri. “Nicest nap in weeks.”

“Okay, I’ll see you in a few hours. Don’t let me sleep past eight.”

I wound back to my room and set an alarm on my phone. Lying on the bed, I took deep breaths, willing my body to let go. When sleep came, I fell into a deep state, not waking until my alarm pinged. Four hours, I thought, hitting the screen to silence the chime. Four hours was an hour more than minimum. Plus, we had nothing to do that day but recover and figure out how to be faster than Theron.

Sitting up, I pulled a shirt over my head. The compound seemed quiet, and I figured everyone was sleeping in. Outside, the hall was empty, and I made my way to the kitchen. Turning a corner, I ran into DJ.

“Oh, hey, sorry, man. Didn’t sense you there.” I took a step back.

He held my gaze for a second, and then his head swiveled around to one side, then the other.

“Hey, are you all right? Are you sleepwalking or something?” I gripped his arm.

The skin under my fingers felt ice cold, and I jerked my hand away. Placing both hands on his shoulders, I reached out, trying to access our familial connection. No magic pinged from him. Even with the bracelet on, I always felt something. I yanked the band from his wrist.

“DJ. DJ!”

Glazed eyes met mine again. “Scusate. Non capisco.”

“What?” I studied his face.

With a puff of air, Alena appeared beside me. “What’s going on?”

“DJ is gone.”

“That was Italian.” Alena took a step back. “Does DJ know Italian?”

“I have no clue.”

A blast of magic energy coursed through me, and not hesitating, I grabbed DJ’s arm. “Stop.”

The current subsided. “Non capisco.”

“It means: I don’t understand.” Alena linked her fingers in mine. “I think DJ’s really gone like Gregor and the rest of the missing vampires.

My heart thudded in my chest, as disbelief and anger washed over me. “That must be what Theron was talking about.”

I swiped DJ’s bracelet from the ground and held it out to him. “Put this on.”

“Non capisco.” The person, whoever they were, said again.

Slapping the bracelet on his wrist, I gripped his bicep and dragged him down the hall.

“Hunter, it’s DJ. You don’t have to be so rough.” Alena trailed behind us.

“It’s not DJ right now. We’ve got to keep this witch locked up until we can figure out what they did with DJ. Hey.” I motioned to one of Anne’s security team. “Do we have a containment room? Like magic proof, escape proof?”

“Sure, what’s going on?” The soldier rose.

“Take us to it.”

We escorted DJ to the room and locked him inside. Shutting the door, I studied the shell that used to be my brother. How could this be happening? I’d failed him, put him in harm’s way, and he was paying the price.

Alena tugged at my fingers. “It’s not going to do any good to stare at him.”

“I can’t believe this is happening.” I rubbed both palms down my pants.

“We’ll figure it out, come on.”

We headed to the surveillance room to scan the video feed. I steeled my emotions as we viewed the footage. DJ appeared normal sleeping in his bed. Then, at just before eight, he drew in a deep breath and sat up. Eyes wide, he surveyed his surroundings. “Non capisco.”

“Are those the only words he knows? How can this be happening? He’s a witch. It’s some spell, some trick of Theron’s.” I paced the room.

Alena traced her hand down my arm. “Could you sense him at all?”

“No, dammit.” I slammed my fist into the wall. “That’s not DJ. He’s gone. I should have been more careful, made him stay in the compound. He’s not a full witch. They linked his body through the blood and swapped out his soul for some dead witch’s essence or whatever.”

“Like we’ve been saying,” the guard shook his head, “vampires don’t have souls. That’s how they’re taking us over. They’ve got to be stopped, or it’s going to be vampire Armageddon.”

“Oh, I’m going to stop them if it’s the last thing that I do.” Storming out of the room, I jogged down the hall.

“Hunter.” Alena ran after me. “Where are you going?”

“Wake everyone up, get all the gear and weapons that we have. See”—I gripped her hands—“I was right to keep you away from these missions. What if that were you?”

Panic grew in my chest, and a chill passed over me. I doubled over to reset my blood pressure. Head spinning, I stood. Still, bile rose in my throat. They’d possessed DJ, and Alena wasn’t safe either.

Alena placed her hands on my cheeks. “Make me a full witch. I’ll be safe.”

“No.” I backed away from her embrace. “You’re not going anywhere near them, not till we have that sword. Dang.”

Pumping my fist into the air, I spun around and continued to the command room. I pushed the alert button, sounding the alarm. Once everyone had gathered, I briefed them on the situation.

We spent four hours performing every spell that might possibly find DJ’s soul, reunite it with his body, bring his consciousness back, or expel whoever was inside him. The mate bond, blood links, locator spells, nothing worked. I decided the best course was to have DJ transferred to Anne’s main compound. The most important thing would be to keep him in our control until we got St. Maurice’s sword from Theron.

“It’s going to take huge numbers to take down Theron, Thanatos, and Sonia, especially with how well guarded their headquarters are.” Grady shook his head.

“Wasn’t everyone for getting the sword away from them? That’s what you argued before,” I countered.

Anne cleared her throat. “The numbers climbed exponentially overnight. As of five minutes ago, the tally is over a thousand vampires missing.”

“What?” Alena bolted from her seat. “Yesterday it was ninety.”

“We’ve been dealing with calls since sunrise in Europe. I was just about to reach out to you when Hunter triggered the alarm.” Anne closed her laptop.

“What are they gearing up for? What is the end goal?” I scanned the faces of the group.

Orm raised a hand. “They believe annihilating the vampire species is ridding the earth of evil and they will be rewarded for the deed.”

“So, they’re just going to have all the vampires commit suicide?” Alena’s voice rose an octave.

“I’m guessing once all the vampires are under their control, they’ll limit procreation or go to more drastic means to end the race.” Anne folded her hands on her middle.

“Like mass extinction? We should have been acting on this before.” Alena paced behind me.

“We didn’t know it would get this bad.” Camille ran her fingers through her hair.

“We do the best we can with the information we have. Now it’s time to stop Michael’s coven.” Sliding my chair back, I stood. “Let’s take an hour to think, and then we’ll reconvene and brainstorm solutions.”

“Their compound is nearly impenetrable, and without a vampire army, I don’t see how we’re going to face off against them. It’s a suicide mission.” Jude knocked his chair over as he stormed from the room.

Silence descended. Waving to the group, I made my exit. A plan brewed in my head, but I needed time to think and a computer to do some research. Before I took five steps, Alena caught up with me.

“We should be brainstorming together, not going our separate ways right now.”

“Everyone needs time to digest things, come up with some strategies, and then we can pool our ideas and see if more arise.”

“People shouldn’t be apart when they hear tragic news like this. We need to, you need to—” She grabbed my arm, halting my progress down the hall. “I know you’re worried about DJ. We’ll get him back. Something will work. From all my mother’s stories, that was the main thread, peace and good always triumphed.”

I felt bad, guilty that I wanted to be alone and realized others might want the opposite right then. Hugging her to me, I kissed her temple. “I’m sorry. My mind is buzzing. I need some time to separate my emotions and think. A run and some computer time are what I need right now.”

She wriggled from my grasp and looked up at me. Standing on her tip toes, she pressed her lips to mine. “Then, I’ll come with you.” A smile emerged on her face.

I bit my lip.

“Never mind.” She zipped away from me.

Drat, I thought. She was mad. But I needed time to formulate the plan circling in my brain. Quiet time and space would help. Changing, I fought the impulse to head out the door and fly to the oldest forest I knew of, the spot I thought there might be creatures who could help us. But it was daylight, and I guessed I’d need the cover of darkness to find them, so I made my way to the gym.

Ignoring the others filing in, I took the stairs to the cardio area. After three miles, I had a list in my head, showered, and headed to the computer bay. The results of my search surprised me. I fought the urge to bolt out the door, jotting down notes until my alarm sounded.

Again, Anne conferenced in via video feed. Hoping that the elders of our group would be able to offer guidance, I asked Anne, Chalondra, Orm, and Grady’s thoughts first. Teaming with Marcus to get the witch population on our side seemed to be their best idea for swaying the balance of power in our favor. Witches had come together before against Sonia when she’d crossed the line in siring Hitler. My shoulders shuddered at the thought, as the scenario before us didn’t seem much different.

How was she freed? Who let her out of her captivity? Did Thanatos? Someone had to have allowed it. There must have been a conspiracy, because Anne monitored Sonia’s body, which laid in a permanent sleep state in the House of Uriel until six months prior. The only witches I trusted were those gathered here.

Standing, I paced, waiting for other ideas to be thrown out, ones that didn’t involve a sure suicide mission. I didn’t mind risk for the sake of the greater good if it were just me, but I couldn’t bear to see Alena or Camille put in harm’s way.

“What of other creatures? What other creatures are descended from the angels? faeries? They would be immune to soul swapping, correct? Anne, you knew a faerie, right?”

Hesitating, she straightened her back. “Yes, our housemate when we lived in London was part faerie.”

I asked the elders, Anne, Chalondra, Grady, and Orm to review everything they knew about the faerie people. Some stories told of lesser angels siring faeries to protect God’s weaker creatures, the humans, from vampires and others who might prey on them. God wanted the humans to believe by faith and saw the faeries as disruptors of his plan. He cursed them to live in the underworld, but the angels, wishing to see their progeny thrive, created loopholes wherein the faeries could pass into the upper world via faerie Rings.

“Are they human sized?” I asked.

“When they pass through the rings, yes, they are.” Orm’s eyes followed me as I circled the room.

“And they have wings? Can fly?”

Orm nodded.

“And they have souls? Would be impervious to being occupied by another soul?”

Again, Orm agreed with my logic. I inquired about their numbers, but nobody knew how many were left or where we could find them.

“What of the werewolves?”

“There are really werewolves?” The color drained from Tyler’s face.

Chalondra cleared her throat. “They are cursed creatures, not of the spirits, so they would be at risk for being taken over by witch spirits just like the vampires.”

 “But no witch soul would be happy inside a wolf. Not in wolf form at least. Do you think Sonia would risk their departed turning against them?” Grady’s face contorted.

I pointed at Grady. “That’s what I thought. They may expect us to make alliances with faeries, but surely not werewolves. It would give us an advantage. Do we know how big they are? What they’re capable of?”

Leaning forward in her chair, Anne released a long breath. “We know of wolves. The packs live in the northern regions of Canada and Siberia.”

“So.” I stopped and faced the group. “What if we use the faeries to draw the soldiers out of their castle, the wolves to attack and distract, and then we slip in and get the sword?”

“What if the sword isn’t in the castle?”

I shrugged. “Do they have anyone else strong enough to wield the sword? Only Theron and perhaps Sonia, right? Even if we can’t get the sword, we can at least take them out of the equation.”

“You mean to kill them?” Camille rolled her seat back.

“It’s not the outcome I would choose, but I don’t think they’re just going to turn themselves over.”

Aaron raised his hand. “Why would the faerie or the wolves help us?”

“You think Sonia is going to stop with wiping out the vampires. If she is really wiping evil from the earth, werewolves are next, right? The faeries are supposed to protect humans. A war between the vampires and witches endangers everyone.”

Anne tapped her pen on the tabletop. “Hunter’s right. The vampires are already calling for retaliation.”

Pulling my notes from my pocket, I mapped out my strategy. “We can leave today.”

“We don’t have safe houses in those locations.” Dimitri pushed back from the table. “Travel like this is a logistical nightmare.”

“Forget the security and safe houses. We need to move quick. This must end before Beltane. Theron cannot be allowed to marry. This evil can’t be passed to another generation.” 

Sighs and groans emitted from those gathered. “Okay.” I slammed my list down on the table. “Jude, Grady, Tyler, pack a backpack. We leave for Africa tonight.”

“Wait, what about us?” Alena glanced to Camille and then back to me. “You’re not going anywhere without us.”

I leaned down so we were face to face. “You’re not safe. You need to go back to your mother’s compound with DJ. Camille can go with you so you two are together. You’ll be stronger together.”

“No.” She backed me to the wall. “We’re all stronger together—where one goes, all go.”

Cutting my eyes around the room, I pleaded with the others. “I’m right, you know it. Alena can’t go with us.”

Chalondra stood. “I’m with Alena on this one. The trinity must be kept as one. You triumph or peril together.”

“Well, let’s not sugarcoat that.” Jude lowered his head to his hands.

Camille rubbed her hand down Jude’s back. “I think we should stay on point with getting the final piece of the Lance of Longinus. If we break the curse, then the witch souls will find peace. We’re so close.”

“And over a thousand vampires are slaughtered by Sonia and Thanatos once they are no longer of use to them.” I slipped around Alena.

Alena formed fists. “That isn’t an option.”

“So, we go to Africa to find the faeries.”
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Things never moved as fast as I would have liked, but by the next morning, Chalondra, Orm, Jacob, Will, and DJ boarded a plane bound for the compound in Mexico, and Alena, Camille, Jude, Tyler, Grady, and I, along with Aaron and Dimitri, loaded a small jet set for Madagascar. The Kakamega Forest in Kenya ranked higher on my list, but I didn’t want to expose our group to a terrorist-infested nation.

The next morning, we met guides for our trek into the jungle. I felt a bit like a crazed archeologist, wearing my cargo pants and a day pack filled with a compass, water bottle, and REMs. The guides studied us as we milled about waiting for an additional guide team. When the second team arrived, they engaged with the first in a heated discussion, exchanging loud phrases in French.

I waved Jude away from the others. “Do you know what they’re saying?”

“They don’t want to take us. They’re wary of Aaron and Dimitri.”

“Come talk to them with me.” As we approached, their group grew quiet. “Is there a problem?”

The first guide I’d arranged the trip with cocked his head towards Aaron and Dimitri. “Those two should not go. You will not see animals.”

“Why?” I played dumb.

“Their smell, not right, too pungent.” He waved his hand in front of his face.

Looking to the vampires, I considered the risk of leaving them behind. After our last run-in with Theron, I realized they might not be failsafe guards.

“Okay, that’s fine,” I told the guide.

“Him too.” He pointed a finger at Jude and then motioned to Alena. “And her.”

I rolled my eyes. How had he picked out not only the vampires but the hybrids? The guides were hunters, and I guessed had impeccable senses. Alena wouldn’t like being left behind, and I doubted Jude would want to be separated from Camille. But without the three of them, it was only Grady, Tyler, and me left. I didn’t like the numbers. Splitting the group in half, without the benefit of Chalondra and Orm to stay with Alena and Camille, wasn’t an option.

“No, they come with us. This is my family. We want to see the jungle together.”

“Those not your family?” The guide pointed to Aaron and Dimitri.

“No, they’re our guards. As long as we’re safe with your people, then they can stay behind.”

“Yes, very safe. You read our reviews. You will have a great day.” Smiling, he folded his hand together and my hopes for finding faeries dwindled by the second.

If the scent of vampires scared the animals, would having Alena and Jude with us prevent contact with faeries? The day’s hike was a cover for finding the darkest, most remote part of the jungle so we could return later to search for the faerie people. Alena’s and Jude’s senses would be helpful in finding our way through the forest, but perhaps technology would have to suffice.

I pulled my phone from my pack and opened a hiking app that would track our course.

“What’s up?” Alena hooked her arm in mine.

“Nothing.” I slid the device in my pocket. “The guides are leery of Aaron and Dimitri. They’ll stay behind.”

“These guides have good senses.”

“You don’t say.” I stepped away from Alena to gather the others.

Alena’s hand caught my arm. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“What do you mean?” I tapped my toe on the ground.

“You don’t look me straight in the eyes when you’re trying to hide something.”

“They didn’t want you or Jude to join us either.”

“Wow, amazing senses, but that’s not an option. We stay together. I’m not leaving you alone to be Theron bait.”

My pride got the best of me, and I yanked my arm from her grasp. “I’m more powerful than Theron.”

“Hunter, I didn’t mean, it’s just, he’s a hybrid.” She reached out to me.

I shivered at her touch and, hands gripped into fists, lifted my eyes to her face. “I know, it’s fine.”

She rolled her eyes and strode to Camille. Frustrated, I followed her to join the rest of the group. As we trudged deeper into the forest, the civilized world fell away and lush vegetation, bright flowers, and the smell of the dirt immersed my senses. Looking overhead, I saw none of the monkeys or birds promised in the tour description. The cry of a vulture circling above caught my attention.

Alena swiped a fern from her path. “How are we even going to notice a faerie Ring? The ground is covered, and there’s not an inch of space. Trees are everywhere. I thought there would be a clearing, a meadow, something obvious.”

Jude translated to our guide what we were looking for, and he waved us to the base of a tree, pointing out a toadstool. When Jude explained further, the worker shook his head, saying he’d never seen anything like an open space with mushrooms. I reached out with my mind, listening, feeling for any hint of mystical energy, but with my senses on overload from the teeming life of the jungle, I sensed no different energy. We hiked six miles and found nothing.

Not wanting to waste any more time, we rested for a couple of hours and headed back out, choosing a night hike to continue our quest alone. It didn’t make sense, defied logical reasoning, but in my mind, if we were to see faeries, it would be at night.

“Tell me again why we didn’t go to Ireland?” Camille slapped her arm, killing a mosquito that landed there. “And why am I the only one getting bitten?”

“Anne said the rings there died long ago. And you smell sweeter than the rest of us.” Alena held out a bottle of bug repellent.

I wondered for a second about Alena’s comment. When I’d first learned about Alena being a vampire, she’d noted I was the most fragrant being she’d ever encountered. I wondered if that had changed, if becoming a full witch bearing the mark of Michael morphed how I smelled, who I was to her. The next second, I rebuked the thought. Do you want to smell like a flower?

The night trek brought us no closer to finding a faerie Ring clearing than the day had.

“Did anyone sense anything?” Alena pulled her bracelet off as we entered our quarters. “Any zing or twinge, or anything?”

We all shook our heads.

“Do we have any proof that faeries still exist. Maybe they’ve all been killed off. Have you ever seen a faerie?” Jude focused on Grady.

“No, but I’ve never sought them out. I concentrated on finding out who knew what so I could protect Camille. We all need sleep. Perhaps another idea will surface tomorrow.”

The guys headed to our rooms and the girls to theirs. I lay awake thinking we should have started with the wolves. An hour ticked by, and I grew no closer to sleep. By two, I gave up and, slipping on my boots, wandered outside. The warm night air hung heavy in my lungs as I drew in a breath. Glancing up at the sky, I longed for the release I felt from flying. I glimpsed back at our cabin and in a split-second made my decision.

Before I could jump into the air, Camille slipped out the door. “Hunter, what are you doing?”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“Me neither. I sensed you were about to leave. Why would you— You’re going to look for the faeries alone, aren’t you?”

“What if the faeries are like the animals, and they won’t appear with vampires around?” The words spilled from my mouth before I realized I’d committed to the theory.

“What about Elizabeth and the half-faerie woman? They were friends.”

“She was half fairy and lived in the human world. These beings are ancient. They don’t come to our plane, or if they do, no one knows of it, which means it’s very rare and only in secret.”

“But can’t they see what’s happening here? Sense it? Wouldn’t they want to help?”

“Maybe, but what if the cost of helping is too high? I have to let them know what the stakes are for everyone.”

Camille shook her head. “Do you even want to break the curse?”

“What? Why would you ask that? Of course, I do. I even sided with you when Alena wanted to help the vampires.”

“Why do you want to break the curse?”

“Because that’s what we’re supposed to do. It’s the right thing.” I stared at her dumbfounded as if it should be obvious.

“But do you feel it in your bones? Know the stakes for your soul?” Her green eyes pleaded with me.

“My soul?” I kicked at the dirt. “I wasn’t raised to believe in Heaven and Hell. I’m seventeen. I can’t even comprehend graduating from college, and now I’m going to live a thousand years, and you’re asking me about the fate of my soul?”

“I’ve experienced it. What it feels like to be in Hell, in the abyss of darkness. When I was marked and they locked me in that cell, I thought I’d never get out. There was no light, no hope, just black and ice penetrating every cell. That’s what we’re fighting for, so our people don’t have to experience that ever again.”

I took her hand. “Camille, I’m so sorry you had to go through that. You know that Alena and I were searching for you, right?”

“Hunter, we’re at war, but you don’t have to be at war with everyone.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about right now. What do you mean? I’m not—”

“If you don’t quit going off on your own, pushing Alena away, you’re not going to have a girlfriend when this is finished.”

I ran my hand through my hair. “I’m just trying to keep you safe.”

“Do you realize every time you separate from us you’re putting yourself at risk? Jeopardizing everything?”

“But I’m—”

Camille grabbed my wrist. “You’re what? All powerful? Do you even have it under control? My mark felt like a weight, like a monster growing in my soul, trying to eat me alive.”

“Well, that’s not what this feels like. It surges through my body all the time, the power, just itching to get out.”

“Renounce it. Throw it away.”

“I’ll need it one day. I feel that in my soul. But, if I use it at the wrong time, with people I love, I take away their choices.”

“You have to accept what you are. Only then can you access the power when you need it and be at peace when you don’t. Have you talked with Alena about this?”

“Yeah, I mean she knows how it feels to struggle with reining in a basic instinct, so I told her.”

“Is that what it feels like every time you want to make a decision for someone?”

“Only on the big ones, when I know we’re putting her and you in danger.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets.

“You have to realize we can protect ourselves, especially Alena.”

“I grew up knowing I needed to protect my mom from my dad, sensed from a young age his apathy toward her. She was all alone, providing for us.”

Camille laid her hands on my shoulders. “It’s in your nature to protect those around you. Think of that instinct like the leadership one. You have to fight it, trust that everyone else will do their job too.”

“So, I’m at war with my father and Theron, Sonia, Alena, you, and myself? When will this be over?”

“You, Alena, and I are on the same side. We want the same thing.”

I locked my gaze on hers. “I feel like I’m the only who can find the faerie people. Like they feel threatened by the presence of vampires and perhaps even more than one of us.”

“Maybe you are the only one.”

“Then, let me go. We need an aerial view.”

Camille grabbed my arm. “It’s too risky. We can rent a helicopter.”

“We’ve been out there all day. Nothing’s in that jungle. Go back inside. You and Alena will sense if I’m in trouble, and Aaron or Dimitri can find me in seconds.”

“This is a bad idea.” Camille tightened her ponytail.

“But you’re thinking about it. You know I’m right. What if it’s our only shot?”

She bit her lip. “Fine.”

“Promise me.” I gripped her shoulders. “Do not wake Alena unless I’m about to die.”

I sprung into the air before she could object. It was a bad idea for me to be out alone, but I couldn’t play it safe any longer. The feeling had become suffocating. Before, I only had to think about Mom. But my list grew too long, and the burden weighed on me every second. It wasn’t logical to think I must bear it alone, but I couldn’t shake the idea.

Flying over the dense forest, I gained altitude, hoping to find a gap in the tree cover, anything that might be a portal. Then, I saw it in the very center, a tiny break in the trees. Hovering over the space, I descended to the forest floor. Sliding my phone from my pocket, I pinged my location and noted the time, half past two. If lore held, I only needed to wait thirty minutes until the witching hour.

I paced the area, repeating aloud again and again what we needed, assistance in stopping Sonia from raising all the dead witches, to get St. Maurice’s blade so my brother and the rest of the vampires would be free. Both my brothers were part-vampire, and I was a witch, so why did summoning faeries feel odd? Don’t berate yourself. You’ve only known about this world for six months. I refocused on the goal.

“If one of you will just talk to me, to us. We need to unite to defeat Sonia and those who lead Michael’s coven. They can’t be allowed to raise these fallen souls.”

Repeating my plea over and over, I circled the small clearing. I thought my eyes would adjust to the darkness, but it seemed to become blacker and blacker. Every nerve tingled with adrenaline coursing through my body. Perhaps this was a bad idea. What if a pack of fossa attacked me? Did they even hunt that way? Did natives live in the forest? I could defend myself, but that would mean exposure, witnesses. Then, everything stopped, the bugs, the birds, the frogs. Even the air stood still.


[image: ]

A quick flash of light shot around me. I heard a whooshing sound and a sharp pain emitted from my neck. Feeling the spot, I found a wooden needle. Another prick pinged on my arm and I grabbed my bicep where another needle stuck in my skin. Pulling it out, I held my phone up high, letting my flashlight illuminate the space.

“I don’t mean to hurt you. Please, just come out and talk.”

Shoop, shoop, shoop. Three more needles pelted my body, hitting my thigh, torso, and forehead. My muscles seized, and I dropped to the ground. I could see, hear, think, but not move. Six large bronze-skinned men materialized from the darkness. They held spears in one hand and instruments, I guessed to be blow guns, in the other.

“So, you want to meet a faerie, do you?” One with a white beard loomed over me.

“Right now, I just want to be able to blink.”

He plucked the needle from my face. “You should have your wish soon.”

“Thank you.” I went to sit up, but my muscles didn’t respond. “Are you—”

Forming a ring around me, they extended their wings. faeries were real, or I was on a bad trip induced by whatever toxin laced the wooden darts. “Is this real?”

“You’re a witch, and you’re not sure faeries are real?” one dressed in green robes asked.

“How do you know I’m a witch?”

“We saw you fly into the clearing, no wings. You’re a witch. Plus, you smell like them. And we can, you know, sense your thoughts. Didn’t you even research faeries before you came looking for us?” He pulled a needle from my bicep.

“Thank you.” I pushed myself up to a sitting position and pointed to my leg. “May I?”

“You’ve got your magic, unless we slap these on you.” He produced a string of beads from his pants pocket. “Guess standing can’t hurt.”

Another of them, dressed in red, plucked the wooden shaft from my leg and offered his hand. “Steady, you might need a minute.”

Standing, the ground tilted below me, and I stumbled to a tree stump. “Thanks, again.”

“Thanking your attackers, that’s new.” He laughed.

Eyeing the group, I assessed my situation. Could faeries do magic? Was I in real danger?

“Wow, you’re new, aren’t you?” The white-bearded gentleman twisted the hairs on his chin and squatted in front of me.

“Can you read my thoughts?”

“Isn’t that what I just said, mate? Yes, unless you block us out.”

“I have nothing to hide.”

“And the answer to your question is no, you’re not in danger. Your magic would be faster than our weapons.”

I studied his face. “My magic, or all magic?”

“Yours. You are very powerful.” He circled behind me.

“What about you?” I turned to the man in the robe. “How powerful are you? You can fly? How fast? And you are warriors?”

“Some of us choose to join our armies, protect our own people, but all of us are protectors of the human realm.”

My eyebrow shot up. “The realm, or the humans?”

“Smart.” The one dressed in red with crimson wings approached. “The humans. And you wish to convince us the humans would be in danger if vampires start to retaliate against the witches for taking their kind. But the vampires risk exposing themselves if they do that.”

“Michael’s coven can’t be allowed to raise their departed souls. How many witches does that flood the earth with? Witches in vampire bodies.”

The white-bearded one chuckled. “Vampires with souls. Sounds like a good trade to me.”

Bolting up, I charged him. “They are beings too. They don’t deserve to have their lives taken over.”

“Especially your brother, right? Don’t bother talking. Between us, we know everything.” Red wings hovered over me. “And no, we are not all green as in your children’s books.”

“Or light-skinned or red-headed.” One in a multi-colored robe approached.

“It would help if I knew your names.”

“I am Alemayehu.” The white-bearded faerie held out his palm. “My name will suffice.”

I stood and grasped his hand. “I am Hunter.”

Alemayehu shook his head. “We will not help you, Hunter. This is not our fight.”

“What if humans started dying? Are there other faeries that may decide differently?”

“Why do you think you need faeries? Shouldn’t this be a vampire problem? Perhaps werewolves or trolls would fight with you?”

“I thought you knew all my thoughts.” I glared at him.

“Yes, you believe they would be taken over just the same. You would be delivering an army to Michael’s coven. This Sonia cannot be that powerful. It would not be stood for.”

Balling my fist, I leaned towards him. “That’s where you’re wrong. This is an old dark magic. It’s been growing for years, and they mean to have dominion over all the beings. Surely you see the threat in that.”

“I do not believe it. The witches will check their own. They have done it before and will step in again.”

“Yes, with Sonia, but now she is free, immortal, and more powerful than ever.”

“The witches will solve it. We’re done here.” With a flash of light, the faeries disappeared.

Muscles twitching, I plopped onto the tree stump. I’d failed to convince them. It seemed they’d already made up their minds, and I wondered why they bothered coming. Perhaps they were sick of me hounding their land. Maybe they thought they could change my mind, stop me from thinking faeries would help because others might. Standing, I stretched my arms. This was a victory. I learned something. We just had to find faeries that were willing to stand with us.

It took all my energy to fly back to our cabin, and I trudged up the steps. Nothing happened when I tried a cloaking spell. Realizing that whatever was in those darts and my two flying sessions had tapped my strength, I tiptoed to my bunk, collapsing on the mattress.

“Hunter? Hunter—” Alena’s voice broke through the fog of my sleep.

“What?” I pushed up on my elbows, and my head throbbed. “Oh, God, my head.”

She slapped my arm. “You scared us to death. It’s after noon. You’ve been comatose half the day. Camille, Grady … no one could find anything wrong with you.”

Chancing sitting up again, I shrugged. “Probably the past week just caught up with me.”

“Camille and I made some chicken broth for you.” She held a bowl out to me.

My stomach grumbled, and I swung my legs to the floor. “I feel like I could eat a whole chicken right now.”

“Well, that’s a good sign. But I think you should start with this.” She set the platter on my lap.

I indulged her and sipped the salty warm liquid till there was none left in the bowl. I hated keeping things from her but didn’t want to tell her about my jaunt the prior night. “I’m sorry I worried you.”

“Are you crushed we didn’t find any faeries?”

“Yes and no. I’m not sure how hopeful I was. We have to figure something out though and fast.”

She faced me. “What about another forest? Or should we go to the werewolves first?”

“I think it has to be faeries first. I don’t think we’re going to get any other support with some secure muscle power.”

“Okay.” She jumped up. “Where to next?”

“Daintree Rainforest in Australia is supposed to be over one hundred eighty million years old.”

“Food, and then travel plans.” She slipped her fingers in mine and pulled me up.

We’d been at such odds, it felt good to be on the same page for once even if she didn’t know the whole story. Entering the great room, the others greeted me, but I avoided Camille. While Aaron and Dimitri worked on travel plans with Anne, the rest of us sparred in the gym. My muscles felt sore, but my magic seemed to have regained its full strength. It felt good to push my body, make it stronger, but being together with the team reminded me of who wasn’t there. DJ.

Camille found me when Alena showered. “What happened?”

I admitted how six of them paralyzed me with the darts, and Camille popped me on the arm.

“Hey, why’d you do that?” I rubbed my skin.

“Cause you’re an idiot, that’s why. I was so stupid to let you go. What if they’d kidnapped you, taken you back to their realm or wherever they’re from?”

“But I got good intel, their poison is a good defense, and although this group wouldn’t help, another may.”

She harassed me with questions, most of which I couldn’t answer, till we heard Alena shut off the water. Pointing at me, Camille backed to the door. “That will be the last time I let you pull something like that.”

I didn’t care if she was mad at me. I knew how to contact the faeries, and I would do it again when we got to Australia. That was what half of me said; the other half thought I might be going insane. Perhaps we should be concentrating on our own people, the witches, instead of leaving that piece to Anne and Marcus.

Giving Alena time to dress, I knocked on her door. “We should call your mom, see what progress they’ve made with the witches.”

“Hunter.” She wrapped her hand around mine. “I know you’re freaking out. My mind is swirling with how to get DJ and Gregor back too. We talked to my mom this morning. Chalondra and Orm are contacting the witch covens. But none believe them. They think it isn’t possible.”

“Why didn’t you brief me on this? What about Marcus?”

Her red locks swished back and forth as she shook her head. Red tears started to pool in her eyelids. “It’s not good. Marcus and his coven will side with us. They are only half as large as Michael’s now that Theron is engaged to a daughter of the next largest coven. The elders fear Sonia, and the younger generations want what Sonia is offering, a strong witch faction that doesn’t have to worry about vampires.”

I locked my hands around her biceps. “We could show them how vampires and witches can get along.”

“Are you forgetting that DJ, Jude, and I are not supposed to exist? We could be executed along with our parents.”

“Damn.” I stomped away from her.

She wrapped her arms around my middle. “We’ll get them back.”

“You don’t know that.” I spun into her.

“We have to have faith.”
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On the flight, I researched the Aboriginals people of Australia and their belief in “spirit beings” that conveyed knowledge from the creative beings in the spirit realm. I thought about how the witches, vampires, and humans lived in peace long before the flood and wondered if it would be possible again. Most superhero stories depended on the heroes remaining anonymous because humans would never allow more powerful beings to exist out of fear the beings would rule or harm them. I guessed it to be true. If you look at human relationships with any other creature, beast, or bird, whether protected in the wild or raised for food, humans had control or the means to control animals.

I focused on the maps and aerial views of the forest and noted potential portals to the faerie realm. The trick would be to keep Alena and Camille distracted. I needed allies. Grady, Jude, or Tyler would never agree, but Aaron and Dimitri might.

Landing, we loaded into an SUV Anne arranged for our stay and headed to a safe house. It lay in the middle of the forest. The hike the next day through the dense jungle felt like a waste. I couldn’t even enjoy the scenery for thinking of how I might escape that night. I got my chance when everyone else went to sleep and Alena wanted to spar. Aaron and Dimitri volunteered to work out with her, and I pretended to be tired.

One o’clock came, and I removed my shoes and tiptoed down the hall to the control center. With Aaron and Dimitri occupied, the room was empty. Checking that no one saw me, I slipped into the dim room. I knew my way around computers. The passwords would have been the trickiest part except for the fact that I’d pulled them from Aaron’s brain while we were hiking. Witches weren’t supposed to be able to read minds, but I focused on the task all day and had been able to find the password in Aaron’s thoughts. It felt wrong, and I didn’t like it, but I convinced myself it was a means to a good end.

Tapping on the screen, I brought up the video surveillance programs and reset them to play the feed from the back of the house in a loop of the previous hour. Next, I padded to my room and put on the Kevlar jacket and pants Anne had designed for us. The suit felt like wearing bricks, but I figured it was better than being drugged again.

I evoked a cloaking spell and made my way to the back exit. Tapping in the door code, I released the lock and clicked the door shut behind me. Hiking a mile into the forest, I took to the air. I circled the forest once, looking for the darkest part, and descended into the trees. Using my phone for light, I searched for a clearing. With the start of the witching hour, the forest grew silent. The hairs on my arms pricked with anxiety. This would either prove to be the smartest or the dumbest thing I’d ever done. Hadn’t I learned my lesson last time?

A branch cracked behind me, and I pivoted towards the sound. Amber eyes glowed in front of me, and the woman pointed a cocked arrow at me.

“Why are you here?” Green wings flapped on her back.

I raised my palms. “Don’t shoot. I’m alone and mean you no harm.”

“Why do you think you could do me harm?”

Spreading my shoulders, I tugged on my sleeve, revealing the mark on my wrist. “I’m Hunter Michaels.”

“I’ve heard of you.” She began to circle me. “You contacted my brethren in Africa.”

“Then you know what I need?” I confronted her. “Who are you? Will you aid us in defeating Sonia?”

“I am Queen Titania, ruler of Aubren, the Kingdom below this realm.”

Many questions floated through my head, but I focused on the goal, getting her to agree to lend us soldiers. She listened while I explained our circumstance and how we believed the faerie could aid us in breaching Michael’s coven’s complex.

“We have experienced the powers of the creatures of deep earth. They try to invade our realm also. Our primary goal is to keep the human realm safe from evil beings. This Sonia appears to be an evil soul that must be stopped.”

“You’ll help us then?”

“I can only lend you two hundred soldiers, but there are other kingdoms that may give their support as well. I could go to them on your behalf. You must give me a day to speak with them. Come tomorrow, and I’ll have an answer for you.”

“Can’t you go now? My time is limited. We must move fast. Coming here took a lot of effort.”

“I saw you in the forest earlier. You were right to come alone. We are forbidden to commune with soulless creatures. The hybrid girl poses a problem. If the other kingdoms know you are with her, they will not aid you.”

“So, you believe Alena is soulless?”

The Queen nodded. “There is not a question of beliefs. She is until she is made full witch.”

I drew in a large breath, thinking we should ignore Orm and make Alena a full witch at first light. It was too risky for her to not be. She could be possessed like DJ at any moment. Jude had no trouble with the trials. Theron was made a full witch. Alena would be fine.

Refocusing on the faerie in front of me, I offered her my palm. “I will wait here until you return then.”

She ignored my outstretched hand. “You will wait here a whole day?”

“Can I enter your realm, plea the case myself?”

“No, it shall not be.”

A male faerie appeared behind her. “Titania, we should go.”

“You won’t take me, or can’t?”

“You would not be able to re-enter Earth’s plane.”

Well, that wasn’t acceptable. “I will come tomorrow night. We can discuss our plan of attack.”

The two faeries evaporated, transforming to gas and seeping into the ground. Studying the forest floor, I found no hole or portal. I could have flown back to the cabin, but I wanted time to think. Two hundred wouldn’t be enough soldiers. I needed a thousand. I contemplated whether I should share the news with the rest of the team and decided against it. When the faeries and I came to an agreement, then I would tell them.

Checking my phone for direction, I focused on the path ahead. As the witching hour waned, sounds of the forest grew around me. Birds called and bugs buzzed. Monkeys let out hoots and howls. I walked through a thick patch of trees and the air cooled causing me to shiver. The dark leaves overhead rattled against each other as the wind whipped around me.

Frozen air hit my face, and a dark figure descended to the ground before me. Black wings spread and folded behind his back. A smile spread across his pale face.

“Hi, Hunter.”

“Hello.” I squared my shoulders and bent my knees, ready for whatever might come next.

“I mean you no harm.” He circled me.

I swiveled to match his steps. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“Don’t you want to know what I want?”

“First, I’d like to know who you are.”

“I go by many names.”

I reached out with my mind, but there was nothing to be read. It seemed as if my magic hit an ice-cold wall, and I prayed my other powers would work against him.

One side of his mouth bent up. “You’ll have to wait for me to answer your questions.”

“I don’t like games. What do you want?”

“I want to help you.”

“Who are you?”

“No guesses?” His words transformed to a hiss as he finished the phrase.

I stared into his black eyes. “None.”

“Surely you sense that I am and am not like you. But you also fear you are more like me than you prefer. Abaddon, Apollyon, Beelzebub, Leviathan, Serpent of Old.”

I raised my chin. “Lucifer.”

“So, you do know who I am.”

“In theory.”

“Didn’t think I was real? You have living proof that I am, and still you do not believe?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Alena, her mother Anne, Jude, and even your brother are my descendants. Although if pushed, I may only claim Anne. Such a beautiful child of darkness. Alena would have been but for her tainted blood. If only I had gotten to Anne before that brute of a brother of mine.”

“Anne stands for everything that is good about their species.”

“Perhaps, but she will protect the species above all. If pushed, she will not hesitate to kill for her own.”

“Your descendants are being kidnapped by Sonia. Is that why you are here? Why not go to Anne? And how can you help me if you too are soulless?”

“I am not a soulless creature, nor are my followers. Our souls were cut off from their life force, so we cannot pass along that life force in another being, thus the soullessness of the vampire line. Maurice’s sword has given Sonia and Michael’s coven the upper hand. The power has shifted out of balance.”

“Looks to me like it’s shifted towards evil. I would think that would be your thing.”

“Let us not quip about semantics. The faeries will not be able to deliver you the power you need.”

I chuckled. “And I’m thinking you can, and that you want something in return.”

He clapped his hands together. “That was not hard to guess. But my price is not steep. We want the same thing—Sonia dead.”

“Don’t you have the power to kill her?”

“I do not have that power in this realm.”

I took a step back from him. “So, she is immortal. No one can kill her. Do you fear her?”

“Fear is not an emotion I’m familiar with. But I am aware of threats to my power. Sonia, like her mother, houses a strong soul. She will not be content to be subservient to anyone. She, Thanatos, and Theron must die. Once the sword of St. Maurice is destroyed, she will no longer draw power from Sheol.”

“All three of them? You just said Sonia before.”

“They will be faithful to her.”

“You don’t know that.”

One of his eyebrows arched. “You don’t know they won’t?”

“Who is Sonia’s mother?”

“Lilith. She lay also with the angels of light. I’ve worked hard to keep her soul in Sheol, away from my realm. If she and her daughter are reunited, they will gain power.”

“I don’t plan on killing anyone. I only want to destroy the sword.”

Winding round me, he shook his head. “But you wouldn’t really be killing anyone, just placing their soul in the sword for safekeeping.”

“You’re mincing words. Why don’t you do it yourself?”

“I cannot bear the sword. Only someone of this plane may yield it.”

It felt like my head might explode with the complexity of the situation. I slumped onto a tree stump behind me. He offered what I needed, enough force to get into Sonia’s compound, right?

“What powers do you and your army have here?”

“Again, very smart question.”

My mind went black. I could see nothing, hear nothing, feel nothing. Then, a blinding, piercing shot of pain jolted through my body. I curled up in a ball, praying for my life. The next second I saw him, Lucifer, standing before me like nothing happened.

“We may not be able to cause physical harm, but we can make anyone believe anything at any time.”

I summoned my powers and put a up a shield. “Try again.”

Seeing the darkness, the nothingness, hovering in front of me, I pushed it back, keeping it at arm’s length.

“You are a powerful witch. I have not seen one stave off my attack before. Sonia’s army won’t have their senses about them. They are souls in foreign bodies. We will render them useless, and you and your friends can slip into the compound, find Sonia, and take the sword.”

“You sound very confident. You know she is there, with the sword?”

“I can sense the souls that sustain her as well as the sword.”

Lucifer represented everything we needed—knowledge, an army—all right at my fingertips. “What if I can’t get the sword or we’re not able to capture her soul? What if they elude us?”

“I will make sure she is delivered to you. All you have to do is pierce the sword through her heart and then destroy the sword.” Lucifer started to circle me again.

“You are giving something before my part is done. What is the penalty for me failing?”

“There is no failure. I help you and you do the deed, or you and yours will be forever cursed to be haunted by my kind. Most afflicted take their own life within weeks.”

Looking to the sky, I took a deep breath. “I need some time to confer with my team.”

“You’re going to tell them? You were keeping the meeting with the faeries from them. Why not this?”

“I think they will notice when an army of black-winged angels appear.”

His mouth rose on one side. “Yes. Anne’s daughter is pure like her father. She will not tolerate deceit.”

I brushed past him. “I’m done talking with you. Come tomorrow night, and I will have my answer.”

A blast of cold air pelted my face. I blinked and he was gone. Shaking off the frigid sensation, I checked my phone and started off to the cabin. The forest remained quiet, too still, as if frozen in time, and I began to jog. I wanted no more surprise visitors. There’d been too much magical activity in these woods for one night, and I started to feel like a sitting duck.

Sounds of the night resumed, and the weight on my shoulders began to lighten. I planned to come clean with Alena and the rest of them. This wasn’t something I would hide. Sonia needed to die anyway, right? But did they need to know the whole story? Alena wouldn’t agree to killing Theron, of that I was sure.

Beating of wings and a warm pocket of air brought me out of my thoughts. I needed to focus on my surroundings. The sound grew above me, and I craned my neck to see a white-winged being descending in front of me. I recognized the face. I’d seen it before in the painting on the wall in the House of Uriel.

Fists balled at my side, I waited for him to land. “Uriel.”

“You know who I am?”

“Your face matches that in the painting. I didn’t think you appeared to humans.”

“We both know you aren’t human. I see Lucifer paid you a visit.”

Holding my sleeve tight over my gold mark, I straightened my spine. “Is that why you’re here?”

“Whatever he asked, you can’t do it.”

“You don’t know what he asked.”

“I can guess that he offered you his army. What is the price?” His eyes bore into mine.

“Sonia, Thanatos, and Theron. He wants their souls captured in the sword.”

“He wants you to kill them with the sword. The sword will trap their souls so they won’t enter Sheol.”

“That’s what he said.”

“Will you do it?”

My head pounded. “They must be stopped, for good, but I don’t know that I can kill my father, my brother, no matter what they’ve done. What will happen if Sonia becomes more powerful than Lucifer? What power do these dark angels have?”

“Good questions. Most may not enter this realm unless you allow it. Many give them this power. Let them into their thoughts.”

“Can I revoke their power, send them back?”

“Yes.”

“And the curse Lucifer spoke of? Can I prevent him from following through on that?”

Uriel shook his head and paced in front of me.

“But you don’t think I should take his assistance? How else are we to defeat them? Do you have an army to lend us?”

“I do not. The Lance of Longinus is the way. You must remain innocent to break the curse.”

“There’s no other way other than to get the sword of St. Maurice from them. Sonia should die. My father already killed me once.”

“But your brother?” Uriel’s gaze held mine. 

His eyes looked like ones I saw every day. Alena’s. “What other names do you go by?”

Uriel turned away. “This is not a conversation for this night.”

“You are Lucas, Alena’s father, Anne’s husband, the brother that got to Anne before Lucifer? Have you been helping us all along? Was it you that guided Alena’s boat? You are Lucifer’s brother?” I couldn’t stop from asking the questions that pelted my psyche. “Do you know how to defeat Sonia without using his army?”

Grasping my shoulders, he spoke in whispers. “We are all brothers, Michael, Lucifer, all of us. My name is Uriel Lucas de Genesee. And yes, I am all of those things. But no, I do not know how to get to Sonia. I can’t lend you soldiers.”

I backed from his grip. “We cannot use the vampires. The witches will not side with us. The faeries don’t have the numbers. What choice do I have but to accept Lucifer’s help?”

Uriel—or Lucas, I guessed—glanced up at the sky. “I appreciate that you protect my daughter. You are good to do so. I must go.”

“Just like that? You have to go? I thought you came to help. Won’t you see Alena?”

His faced dropped. “I can’t see her until the curse is broken. Do not make a deal with Lucifer. You must remain innocent. Orm is right to make Alena wait to be made a witch.” Uriel Lucas de Genesee spread his wings and shot into the sky.

“How did you know?” I yelled into the night. 

How did he know that question weighed so heavily on my mind? Do not make a deal with Lucifer? Give me another option. More vampires were taken by Sonia every day. She had to be stopped and soon. DJ had been hijacked by some random witch soul. Who knew what torture he experienced each second. My chest heaved with anxiety. Was I the only one who knew for a fact Uriel was Alena’s father? No, Lucifer knew, and that was dangerous. But Alena wouldn’t see her father, at least not face to face, until the curse was broken. I had to make sure that happened.

The summer solstice grew closer, and we had to defeat Sonia before the solstice waned. I felt it in my bones. Alena should be far from the battle when it came. She was strong but too vulnerable. Sonia would shove some soul into her without blinking. If only I could get them apart, separate Theron, Thanatos, and Sonia. But how did I draw them out? Alena could bait Theron. He wanted her to. They’d taken Camille so that the trinity would be kept apart. Why not me? Perhaps they did want me too, or maybe they didn’t think I was strong enough. That they might underestimate me was a good thing.

The screech of a monkey brought me back to the forest. Eying the trees, my mind searched for answers. I could use my powers to command the animals, other witches, people. No, that wasn’t the way. I wouldn’t be lured by the darkness. Thinking of Lucifer, I knew what I had to do. I must tell Alena and Camille everything, even about the faeries and Lucas. But, the one thing I would not bend on was that Alena should be nowhere near the sword of St. Maurice.

I shot into the air to just above the trees and took flight to the cabin. This time I didn’t cloak my presence but marched right up to the front door. Alena appeared before I could engage the lock.

“Why were you out? Where did you go?” She scanned the forest behind me, her nose twitched. “Hunter, who were you with?”
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Kissing her cheek, I squeezed her hand. “Come with me. I have a lot to tell you.”

Leading her down the hall to my room, I shut the door. I hated that I had to tell her I saw her father. It seemed the cruelest of news. I started with the story of Titania, then described Lucifer’s visit, and finally how Uriel Lucas appeared.

“You just said Uriel Lucas?” She grasped my arm, clenching it so hard it became white. “As in Lucas, as in my father? My father is Archangel Uriel?”

“Are you really surprised?”

“No, I think I knew all along. He came to see you and not me?”

I explained to her what he told me about trusting Lucifer, the sword, her becoming a witch, and when he could see her.

“He’s just cruel. I hate him.” She stomped across the room.

“But it won’t be long. We’ll break the curse, and this will all be over. We just have to figure out who to trust. Dang witches are driving me nuts. Why won’t they just side with us?”

“Mom is scared there’s going to be a war. If the vampires strike, the witches will retaliate, and it won’t be good for anyone.”

“But if the vampires make a move, the witches might be enticed to side with us against Sonia.”

“Maybe.” Alena bit her lip. “But we can’t kill Theron. That is unacceptable.”

“I think we should see what the others think.”

She slapped me on the head. “That’s for going behind my back to the faeries. Lucifer found you, my dad found you, and Sonia could have found you out there alone.”

Rubbing my head, I made my way down the hall to round up the others. Once everyone assembled, I described the assistance offered by Titania and Lucifer and the warning from Lucas. With the late hour, no one could decide on which option seemed best, and we tabled it for the next day when we could conference with Anne, Chalondra, and Orm.

“My mom’s going to freak about my father coming to you. I hate to tell her.” Alena followed me back to my room.

An idea popped into my head. “Will breaking the curse render Sonia mortal? Isn’t she using the fallen souls to keep her alive? Won’t they be released? She’ll just be a really old witch again.”

“Lucas said breaking the curse will not release the souls from the vampire bodies, right? Only getting the sword from Sonia will do that. You really won’t let this go for a second, will you? Take a break, get some sleep. We’ll all think better with rest.”

“I want this to be over, to go home, and get my life back.”

Alena slid her hand down my arm and took my hand. “Is this such a chore for you? Where did the boy that was inspired to free the witches from this curse go?”

“That boy thought the witches wanted to be saved, that someone would care. No one cares because they don’t know that we even exist. I wonder what would happen if we could tell everyone, witch and vampire alike, that we’re close to breaking the curse for everyone, to stop this archaic war between our species, for you and DJ, Jude, to be free from fearing punishment for what you are. I feel like even if we do break this curse, it won’t make a difference.”

“If we break the curse, take the sword of St. Maurice from Sonia and imprison her, it will make a difference. No one will have to fear her again.”

“And therein lies the problem, how to get to Sonia.” I slammed my fist into the wall.

Gripping my shoulders, Alena twisted me to face her. “How long has it been since you slept? Get some rest, and we’ll figure something out tomorrow.”

I relented but couldn’t wind down, so I showered and then lay on my mattress, staring at the ceiling. As the adrenaline cleared from my system, sleep came.
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“We aren’t making any progress with the witches. None of them will side with us against Sonia. You’ll have to break the curse first. Maybe then they will rally.” Orm paced in front of the video camera.

“You guys were the ones trying to convince me to deal with Sonia first.” I shook my head. “What is it going to take to convince the witches? I’m almost ready to tell the vampires to start moving against witches myself. Maybe then they will care. Can’t we at least tell them the trinity exists?”

Chalondra shook her head. “Not until the sword is united. All the forces of Hell will rally to make sure the curse isn’t broken.”

Camille’s eyes grew wide. “What kind of power will Sonia have in Sheol? Could she gain enough to affect this realm?”

“It seems that Lucifer believes her soul will be passed to Hell where she will become a dark angel.” Orm rubbed his chin.

“So now we have to worry about Sonia becoming some evil spirit with the power to haunt us for eternity?” Alena asked.

“No one has ever seen one of them till Lucifer contacted Hunter. He must be desperate.” Chalondra shook her head.

Standing, I paced to the far wall. “We’re getting nowhere. I say we go to Italy and retrieve the third piece of the sword, break the curse, and rally the witches. We’ll talk to you once we’re in Italy.” I punched the button on the phone and ended the video call.

Not able to take in more, I stomped from the room. DJ had to be okay. It just wouldn’t be fair for him to be hijacked and never return to his old self. I wondered if Sonia and Thanatos targeted him to get to me. We were lucky to have been able to keep him. If he’d been taken by Sonia, we’d probably never get him back.

While Anne’s team worked on our travel arrangements, I sparred with Jude. The problem of how to get the witch community behind us weighed on my mind. If they wanted what Sonia was offering, domination over other paranormal beings, how would I convince them? Wasn’t it enough to live some thousand years and have your soul pass to Heaven or wherever our freed souls would find peace? Why did they feel trapped? Of course, now that every lifestyle seemed accepted, I guessed it could feel more stifling that witches had to hide our nature.

“What if there were some way for us to tell the witch population about what we’re doing? Who we are?” Jude commented.

“It’s impossible.” I shook my head. “I’ve thought of every angle. It’s too dangerous for Alena and her mother.”

“But what about me? My mother’s no one, and Sonia already has my father. I’m a full witch. Camille, you, and I could tell our stories. I bet we’d get some support. Theron may be enticed by the promise of living a free life without fear of persecution for being a hybrid. We could at least get the Vampire Council to change the rules, and then Alena would be safe.”

“It’s not a bad idea. We must get the sword first. We’d be naïve to think this is just going to change overnight. It hasn’t even been a hundred years since Hitler.”

His face sunk. “We are nothing like Hitler.”
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“Hunter. Hunter.” Alena shook me awake.

“What?” I rolled over to face her.

“Vampires attacked a coven in Northern Europe, Orm’s former coven. They slaughtered all of them.”

I jumped to my feet. “What?”

Bloody tears pooling in her eyelids, she explained how a group of vampires attacked a village of witches living in Siberia.

“Thanatos contacted Mother. He’s demanding the vampires responsible be executed.” She covered her face with her hands as red tears ran down her cheeks.

Wrapping both arms around her, I kissed her head. “This is horrible for both species. The witches shouldn’t be surprised though.”

Shaking her head, she fiddled with her blouse. “Mother sent an army of five hundred to find the attackers.”

“Will she execute them?”

“The council rarely uses capital punishment. They prefer to imprison offenders. It is far worse a fate for vampires.”

Releasing her, I swiped a shirt from the floor. “We have to get the last piece of the sword before both species are in full-out war.”

She caught my wrist. “We’re the most powerful beings on Earth. We have to stop this.”

“We will once we get the sword.” Pulling the shirt over my head, I headed for the door.

We made our way to the command room and called for an emergency meeting. The others trickled in, and Alena and I briefed them. I couldn’t imagine what Orm must be feeling. Part of me reasoned the vampires were justified. Witches took their loved ones, but not those witches. Perhaps the vampires had a bigger plan. Were they trying to lure Thanatos and Sonia out?

I spoke first. “We have to go to Italy and get the last piece of the sword before this escalates further.”

“You mean becomes too dangerous for witches to go anywhere. Who knows what vampires are planning.” Camille’s eyes cut to each one gathered. “We have to do something to stop this.”

“Let’s confer on the plane. Dimitri can you get us out of here within the next few hours.” I looked to the vampire sitting at the desk.

“Already on it.” His fingers flew across the keys.

We dispersed to our rooms to pack. I thought of the lance. We had its point from France and middle piece from Turkey. The handle lay in the Dome of St. Peter. I laid the point and mid-portion on my bed wondering how we were to break the curse. To be honest, it scared me. The relics represented everything insane about my life, and while I’d embraced it, I fought against the reality, willing to wake up from a tumultuous dream in my bed in Los Angeles. If Alena and DJ could be part of that alternate reality where I still played guard on my basketball team, it would be perfect.

“What are you doing?” Alena’s voice brought me out of my trance.

Wrapping the lance pieces, I shoved them in my pack. “I think we should take these with us when we go to the dome.”

“We?” Her eyebrows rose. “You’re letting me go?”

“What are you talking about? Letting you go? Of course you’re coming.”

“Camille and I are coming to the Basilica with you and the others to find the last piece of the lance? You never let us come before. You insisted on us staying hidden the other two times.”

I grabbed her hand. “For the record, it wasn’t me letting you or not letting you. We all decided it was safest for you to project your spirits to the locations. We don’t have Orm and Chalondra. There isn’t time to get them here to protect you. I think these”—I held up my bag—“will lead us to the last piece. Once we have it, we can break the curse, and we’ll be closer to figuring out how to free DJ and the other vampires.”

We made our way to the front room where everyone gathered. A large SUV waited in the drive, and we piled in. Looking out the window, I shook my head. It’d been stupid to waste time seeking out the faeries. I wondered if Titania would come to the forest or if she knew I wouldn’t show. After seeing Lucifer there, I never wanted to go back again. My shoulders shuddered.

“You okay, dude?” Jude clicked his seatbelt in place.

“Yeah, just trying to figure out how this got so out of control.”

Jude shook his head. “It was in control before? We’ve been flying blind since the beginning of this crazy ride.”

Thinking about Camille, Jude, and Tyler, I realized they’d been thrown into this life too. Was there a choice? We committed to this; the fight was worth it. This age-old war between our species had to end. I wasn’t sure how to do it without killing Sonia and Thanatos, perhaps even Theron. Their souls seemed to be pure evil, bent on controlling the witches, ending the vampires. Evil vampires, I thought looking to Alena. She smiled and wrapped her hand around mine. I would never believe she was evil. Witches also needed to be free of fearing the vampires and the afterlife of purgatory in Sheol. Was it any better to believe your soul would be trapped forever no matter your actions than to believe you had no soul? I prayed breaking this curse changed that for the vampire species.

It seemed the witches had lost their way, forgotten their places in the world. They felt imprisoned by the need to hide their nature rather than empowered to do good in the world. I thought about what my mark on Earth would be beyond breaking the curse, how I might make my community a better place.

The vehicle stopped, and I lurched forward, the seatbelt catching me before I got too far.

“You’ve got to break out of this funk, man.” Jude slapped me on the back as he exited the SUV.

We waited in the hangar as the pilot inspected the plane. My mind swirled with the implication of finalizing our quest for the sword. I recited the last two lines to the poem in my head.

 

Once laid out then nevermore, only he may open the door.

Within the Book that lays the tale, the blade’s true master shall be restored.

 

The words haunted me since the day the books revealed the location of the three pieces of the lance. Before then, I believed Jude to be the one to open the door to his family’s house. But with the new information about the lance, I wondered if it might only be used once more, to break the curse, I guessed. Did breaking the curse open a door leading to the Book that would restore the lance’s true master, Longinus, the Roman guard?

After piercing the side of Jesus, Longinus regained his sight, and he became a crusader for Christ. Imprisoned for his beliefs, he lost his teeth and tongue but still spoke as if he’d never been harmed. His blood restored the sight of the Governor that had him beheaded. Was St. Longinus to be resurrected?

“Hunter, you coming?” Alena’s voice brought me back to the present.

We spent our time on the plane planning the extraction of the lance’s handle. As before, we’d enter as tourists and cloak ourselves until the Basilica closed. Then we’d put the guards to sleep and disable the alarms.

“Anne is having ten additional vampires meet us in Rome,” Aaron explained.

I shook my head. “We need a witch outside, maybe two.”

“Jude and me.” Tyler pointed between them.

“No, we need you with us.” I paced away from them. “We need more muscle. If Orm and Chalondra could be there, it would be perfect.”

Alena wrapped her hand around my arm. “We can’t put them in harm’s way.”

“Because they’re old, or because they know so much?”

“For either of those reasons.”

“There isn’t anyone else we trust.” I slouched back in my seat.

“My father.” Tyler spoke up.

“Where is he?”

“I’ll message him.” Tyler walked to the back of the plane.

If Tyler and Grady could be outside, then we’d have three full witches, a hybrid, and two vampires inside. It would be enough.

Our time in the air seemed to drag on, but we finally landed just after midnight. On the way to the safe house, we passed Vatican City, and my bag started to rumble.

“What was that?” Alena grabbed my bag.

“I don’t know.” When I opened the pack, the two portions of the lance glowed.

“Freaky. Guess that means we’re on the right track.” Jude rubbed his hands together.

I hugged the bag to me as if it might fly away. Praying we’d made the right choice in abandoning our search for an army, I zipped my pack shut and secured it between my feet.
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Sleeping in the next morning, I made my way to the kitchen when my alarm sounded at ten. After breakfast, I joined the others in the gym. We sparred and warmed our muscles until mid-afternoon. Then, we dressed in typical American tourist outfits and loaded into the SUV. At St. Peter’s Basilica, my bag warmed on my back. Trying to ignore the uncomfortable temperature, I followed Alena up the stairs to the top of the turret. 

She slid her hand in mine. “One day, I want to come back and really see the city.”

“It feels good to have you here with me.”

Pushing to her toes, she kissed my cheek. “I should have been every time.”

“Okay, guys, focus. Please. I don’t want to lose my head today.” Dimitri strode away from us.

Winding down the stairs, we toured the interior of the Basilica. Finding an empty alcove, we waited till closing time and cloaked our presence. As the church grew quiet, a hum rose from my back.

“It’s time.” Alena proceeded to the altar.

“What about the guards?” Dimitri asked.

“I think we’ll be out of here soon. These relics want to be united as much as we want them to be.” Kneeling on the ground, I slid the pieces from my pack and laid them on the altar.

The fragments started to glow. A light flashed above us and we jumped back.

“There.” Alena pointed to the top of one of the wooden pillars.

Pushing off with my feet, I jumped into the air, stopping to hover in front of the glowing space. With a rumble, a wooden shaft broke from the rock ceiling. The piece shot past my face and floated to the altar. Descending, I watched as the other mid-section and point of the lance rose. The intensity of light increased as the three parts swirled around each other, dancing in their own light. They slowed, and the handle positioned itself above the center of the altar. The other two pieces floated above it, closing in the distance between them until popping into place, forming a complete lance.

It began to twirl and descended to eye level. Circling the altar, the lance swirled between the three of us. Power surged through my veins as it stopped in front of me.

“It chose you. Take the lance.” Alena’s voice sounded as a floating whisper in my ear.

“Once laid out, then nevermore. Only he may open the door. Within the Book that lays the tale, the blade’s true master shall be restored.” Camille recited the last two lines of the poem.

I held out my hand, and the lance lay on its side and lowered itself to my palm. The wood of the handle felt soft on my skin, and I wrapped my fingers around the shaft. A loud thud echoed through the church, and the floor trembled beneath my feet. Stone tiles under the altar buckled and fell away, revealing a tunnel.

My legs shook as I walked towards the opening, and I balled my open palm into a fist to quiet my nerves. I considered my options.

“Are we supposed to go down?”

Alena slid to my side. “I guess so.”

“Here.” Camille handed me a flashlight.

Wiping my hand on the fabric of my pants, I took the light and clicked it on. The beam revealed dust beginning to settle on the stairs. Glancing at Alena and Camille, I stepped onto the first stone shelf. I descended into the darkness hand tight around the lance. Behind me, Alena held up her light, illuminating a stone altar.

“What’s going on? Where did this tunnel come from?” Jude’s voice echoed through the chamber. 

“Stay there. Guard the entrance,” I yelled up to him.

“You don’t think we need witnesses?” Camille looked between Alena and me.

 “Never mind. Bring Tyler down here,” I yelled to Jude.

Refocusing on the altar, my beam found a scroll of sorts. A thin strip, what appeared to be made of leather, wrapped around two wooden rods. “Is this Roman?”

“I’m guessing so. It would be St. Longinus’s text, right?” Alena stood beside me.

Camille leaned over the book. “Or St. Peter’s?”

“What’s going on? Is that the lance?” Jude’s wide eyes bore into mine.

“It appears so.” I rolled my hand over.

“It chose him.” Camille held my gaze.

“But why?” I shook my head. “I thought we were supposed to be equal. It doesn’t make sense.”

Alena held her flashlight above her head. “It makes perfect sense. Camille, you believed as soon as you saw Jude’s magic, right?”

Camille nodded.

“I was raised a witch. Hunter, you were the only one who had to be convinced. I still feel like you haven’t fully committed and need to be reminded of who you are.”

“I haven’t committed?” I held the lance out in front of me. “I’m holding a two-thousand-year-old sword I grabbed out of the air. I walked down a staircase that I had no clue where it would lead.” Those were the words I uttered, but I knew she was right. I held back, but for good reason, the power that burned inside me only wanted more power, and I feared if I gave it a voice, it would never stop. I had to balance that part of myself with reason—bridle it, guide it, so it didn’t consume me, make me evil like my father and brother.

“What’s going on down there?” Dimitri’s voice invaded my inner monologue.  “We can’t stay here all night.”

“Dimitri’s nervous. We should go.” I lowered my backpack to the floor and slid the lance inside.

“Take the scroll.” Alena’s hands hovered over the pages.

“Are you sure?” I took a deep breath.

“I’m thinking if it lets you take it, it’s yours.” Tyler surveyed the space.

Rubbing my palms down my pants, I took hold of the ends of the rods. The scroll was heavier than I expected, but it lifted easily enough, and I slid it into my bag.

“We should see what else is here.” I held the flashlight over my head. “The poem reads: once laid out then nevermore. What if we can never enter this space again?”

The stone walls formed a circular room, not ten feet across. We inspected the blocks of the floor, walls, and ceiling but found nothing else, no writing, no objects. The only thing in the room besides the altar seemed to be the scroll.

“That’s it. That’s all we’re meant to have, I guess.” Tyler walked to the stairs.

“Wait.” I kneeled beside the altar and ducked underneath.

In the middle of the underside of the stone top, an image was carved. Three figures, hands locked above their heads, held a dagger. A semi-circle was placed above the dagger.

Alena kneeled beside me. “The sun or the moon?”

“I think the moon. Wouldn’t the sun have beams coming from it?”

“Didn’t the sky darken on the day of Christ’s crucifixion?” Tyler pointed at the drawing.

“There was an eclipse.” Jude inspected the carving.

“Guys, you’re making me nervous.” Dimitri shouted from above.

Retrieving my phone, I snapped some pictures of the image and then the rest of the room. I waited as the others ascended the stairs, taking one last look at the space. Seeing nothing else, I jogged up the stone staircase. As soon as my second foot hit the main level, the rocks moved behind me, closing the opening.

“Once laid out then nevermore,” Jude repeated. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself.”

“Let’s get out of here.” I examined the expansive hall around us, thinking my brother Theron would appear any second.

He couldn’t know about the lance or the scroll. It had to be protected until we could translate and preserve it.

A guard approached, and I froze. Motioning to the others, each did the same. He strolled by as if seeing nothing, and I exhaled in relief. We circled around the outside walls to the exit.

Use magic to unlock the door. Alena’s voice sounded in my head.

Too obvious. We need a back entrance.

We followed the guard to the back of the structure and into a section of offices. He entered a room filled with monitors. Tiptoeing past, we found an exit door. But he’d see the door open, it would sound an alarm. Feeling a cold blast of air, my heart jumped. I’d only felt that chill in the presence of one other. Lucifer? Thinking fast, I summoned my magic and froze time. My chest heaved as my heart slowed. Sending a quick blast of energy to the door, I engaged the handle. Releasing the spell, I jumped through the opening, pulling Alena with me. Camille and the others stumbled though the doorway behind her.
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I gasped for air and fell to one knee beside Alena. “Are you okay?”

She wrapped her arms around her middle. “What did you do?”

“I didn’t want the door opening to be caught on camera. We couldn’t leave a trace.” I surveyed the others. “Everyone okay.”

Seeing Camille nod, I motioned for everyone to move away from the church. We wound round to the Vatican entrance and slipped through, finding our vehicle waiting. Inside, the weight of the task caught up with me, and I fell into the seat.

“What the bloody hell was that?” Dimitri yelled at me. “You gave me a heart attack. A little warning would be nice.”

“Sorry. We needed out fast. I can’t explain it. I just got this feeling. Let’s get out of here.”

“Your wish is my command.” Aaron put the SUV in gear and started backing out of the parking space.

In my pocket, my phone buzzed. I slid it out and viewed the screen. Theron. The car lurched forward as I answered the call.

“Hello, brother, good to converse, you know, in a non-magical way. Where are you? I thought I’d see you here, you know, at St. Peter’s.”

Had the chill I felt been Theron? Dang, he was getting fast. But it wouldn’t have mattered, we were stronger than him. I focused on the buildings blazing by. “I’m not sure at the moment.”

“What are you up to?”

“I don’t know. Maybe ask your father or grandmother.”

“He’s your father too.”

“Only on paper, brother. I have to go.” I ended the call, hoping they weren’t tracking the signal.

I needed a different phone. Thanatos had all the records for this one. What was it about phones that made them feel like an extension of yourself? I crushed the screen, broke the device in half, rolled the window down and tossed it out.

“Why did you do that?” Alena’s head whipped back.

“I shouldn’t have had that phone in the first place. My father gave it to me. All my stuff is backed up. It’s fine.” I clasped her hand.

“What did Theron say?”

“Couldn’t figure out how he missed us.”

She squeezed my hand. “He’s getting fast. We couldn’t have been in there more than five minutes.”

“Aaron, how long were we in there uncloaked?”

“Four minutes, forty-two seconds.”

“That’s right, baby. We’re just that good.” Jude smiled.

Grady shook his head. “Let’s not celebrate till we’re back in the safety of Anne’s compound.”

Tyler slapped Grady’s leg. “We got the lance. This is what you’ve been looking for your whole life. Aren’t you a little bit proud or something right now?”

“If you guys weren’t in the middle of a war between species, I might be. This is exactly what I tried to keep you from.”

“Dad.” Camille reached out to him. “We’ll figure it out. We’ve gotten this far. We can’t let these people down.”

The vehicle slowed, made a turn, and descended into an underground parking garage. Doors slid closed behind us. I shivered as the weight of our accomplishment registered in my mind. Shouldn’t I feel relieved? We still had no clue how to break the curse. What if there were no curse, and it was just a made-up story to give generations of witches hope for redemption? What if the angels created the tale so someone would find the lance for them?

Did it matter? We would decide where to go from here, no one else. The SUV stopped, and we piled out. I waited till everyone exited both vehicles.

“Guys,” I called out, motioning for them to gather around. “Thank you to our vampire comrades. This is a good day and a great achievement for all of us. Tonight, we celebrate.”

Cheers went up, and staff from inside joined our impromptu celebration. As others dispersed, Alena, Camille, Jude, Tyler, and I stood in a circle.

“It’s kind of surreal. I can’t believe it’s done.” Alena smiled.

Sliding the pack from my back, I lifted the lance up. With a white point, the blade seemed to be made of stone. “Wouldn’t a Roman soldier have a metal sword?”

“Metal swords were around a thousand years before Longinus,” Jude added.

“Should we see what happens if the three of us grip it at one time?” Camille took a step towards me.

I held the blade out between us. Alena and then Camille stacked their hands on mine, gripping the lance.

“Guys, are you sure about this? Maybe we should wait for Chalondra and Orm, get my dad or something.” Tyler closed the gap between himself and Alena. “Alena hasn’t transitioned to a full witch yet.”

Frustration rose in my psyche. I wished he didn’t feel this connection to Alena.

She planted her feet. “It’ll be fine, Tyler. No one has ever pieced this sword back together. We know as much or more about it than anyone.”

“And we still have no clue what we’re doing.” Jude took a step forward, positioning himself behind Camille.

My brother’s absence pricked in my brain, but I focused on our hands and the lance. An image of a man writing appeared, as soon as he lifted his hand from the page, it burned to ash. Another hand held a quill, dipped it in ink, and began to etch on a scroll, then another and yet another. Each time the pages combusted in flames. Another man, dressed in modern attire, sat at a desk writing in a journal. He tore the page from the binding, folded it and handed it to a child.

“That was Jude’s father. It must be the poem that has been handed down to his family.” Camille’s eyes cut to Jude.

“So, the poem is the key?” I struggled to comprehend the images.

“Concentrate.” Alena closed her eyes again.

No more visions appeared, and after counting to sixty, I gave up. “I don’t think there’s anything else to see. I’m exhausted and starving.”

Camille stepped back. “I could go for a hot meal.”

“We have to safeguard the sword.” Alena released her grip on the handle.

“It’s not leaving my possession.” Opening my jacket, I slid out the blade Aaron gave me and fitted the lance in its place.

Inside, each person we passed congratulated us. We loaded our plates in the kitchen and made our way to the conference room. Anne, Chalondra, and Orm sat in front of the camera as we took our seats.

“I can’t believe it. I can’t believe it’s done.” Chalondra looked wide-eyed at the blade. “You are truly the chosen trinity.”

Still, neither Chalondra nor Orm knew what we were supposed to do with the blade. Anne reported she reached out to Thanatos and then Marcus to express her regrets over the massacre, but neither took her call.

“Peace is fragile. We must do something to alleviate the tension.”

“Let’s sleep on it.” I pushed my seat back and stood. “Perhaps rest will bring clarity.”

Every muscle of my body ached from the stress of the past weeks, and I rubbed my hands down my pant legs.

Alena laced her fingers in mine as I stood. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just wiped out. I’m going to turn in. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I leaned over and kissed her cheek.

Winding down the hall, I realized finding the lance felt anticlimactic, surreal. I think I expected Heaven to open up, light beams to shine down, something dramatic. Maybe we should have created more of a ceremony. Perhaps I needed to step up and lead it, but with the prior day’s tragedy, and hundreds of vampires, including DJ, missing, it didn’t seem appropriate. Nothing was going right.

Except you have the lance. Closing my door, I slid the blade from my jacket. The wood felt like soft cotton on my palm. I swiveled it in my palm, getting a feel for the weight. Its point was worn, I guessed from centuries of weathering. I wondered whether we could carbon date it. How old would the stone be? Could we guess the true master by knowing its origin? Was carbon dating even that accurate?

Sliding the lance in my pocket, I washed up. I lay the blade in front of me, never taking my eyes off it as I changed into clean clothes. As I slipped under the covers, I tucked the lance under my pillow.
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Lucifer circled me. “You know you need me. You’ll never get your brother back. How long till the soul makes his body a permanent home, till he forgets the person he was? The witches are more united than ever. You’ll never persuade them to side with you now that the vampires slaughtered a coven. They want the power of the sword, Sonia’s sword. They don’t care about their departed brethren or their souls’ futures. They’re concerned about their lives here and now, protecting their loved ones from the evil vampires. Sonia can do that for them. She’s got an army, and you’ll never get to her without my help.”

Lucas swooped down from the sky. “Don’t listen to him. You must break the curse.”

“The answer is no, right, Lucas?” Lucifer hissed.

Lucas spun to face me. “You have the power. Once the curse is broken, Sonia won’t be able to abduct any more vampires. The witches will start to believe. They will see that peace is the answer.”

Lucifer chuckled. “Peace is the answer to the problems with the soulless vampires?”

“Be gone.” Lucas snapped his fingers and Lucifer disappeared.
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I woke with a start, sweat covering my face and chest. Reaching for my phone to check the time, I remembered ditching it. Shivering, I checked for the lance. My fingers found the hard blade, and I pulled the covers up to my neck. Eyes growing heavy, I fell asleep again.
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A humming sound grew in my head, and my skin tingled. I felt witches, lots of witches, were on the move. Pulling on clothes, I slid the lance in my pocket and ran to the control room, a buzzing still sounding in my head.

“Something’s wrong. The witches are up to something. They’re going to strike the vampires.” I took a seat in front of a keyboard beside Aaron and Dimitri.

Punching some keys, I pulled up a satellite map. “I need a phone.”

The guy next to me slid me his and I dialed Orm’s number.

“Hello?” he answered.

“Orm, it’s Hunter. Where are you?”

“Still at Anne’s compound.”

“Tell her to warn all of the vampires. Make sure they don’t retaliate. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The witches are going to attack.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. Just warn Anne, now.” I ended the call.

I had no clue where they were going, just the knowledge that they were in transit.

Camille burst into the room. “Do you sense it? Something’s happening.”

“Yeah, got that feeling five minutes ago. We need to be there. Stop them from attacking.” I approached Dimitri. “How fast can I get a plane?”

“An hour?”

“Not good enough. Camille, get a coat. We’re leaving now.”

Jude appeared behind Camille.

“You sense that?” I asked.

He nodded and I motioned for them to follow. Heading to the living quarters, I knocked on Alena’s door. Not finding her, we weaved through the halls to the gym. She met us just in front of the doors.

“What’s going on?”

“You feel the hum?”

“No, what hum? I could sense that you were anxious, but that’s it.”

“It’s like a low-level buzzing in my head, like lots of witches are congregating. I think they’re making a move against the vampires. We alerted your mom. Camille and I are going to try and stop them.”

Her hands rested on her hips. “What do you mean? You and Camille. What about me?”

I tugged at her arm, but she didn’t budge. “We don’t have time for an airplane. I’m taking Camille. It’s too dangerous for you. Ahhh—” A jolt of electricity shot through my head, and I doubled over.

Camille fell to her knees beside me.

“What happened?” Alena wrapped her arm around my back.

Standing, I shook my head. “I have no clue. Camille, we have to go.”

I started down the hall towards the front of the house. Alena trailed me. “Do you even know where they’re going? How far you’ll have to travel?”

“I’ll be able to sense them.”

“I’m worried about you. What if Theron, Thanatos, or Sonia are there?”

“We’ll deal with it.”

She dug her nails into my forearm. “You could get killed.”

“I’m strong, Alena, very strong. I can feel it. They can’t hurt me. We have the lance. It’ll help our case.”

“You don’t know that.” Alena bit her lip, and a drop of blood formed.

I rubbed my finger over the cut and licked it. “Wish me luck.”

“You’re kidding, right?” She reached into my pocket and pulled out the lance. Running the blade along her arm, she drew blood. “At least drink this.”

I pressed my mouth to her wrist and sucked hard. The first time I’d drunk vampire blood, it tasted of salt and metal, and I nearly heaved. But it’d become such a part of the routine of my life, I didn’t think anything of it.

Standing, I wrapped my arms around Alena. Her blood always left me in a daze for a minute, and I smiled down at her. “Thank you, love.”

“You’re so cute when you’re high on vamp blood. Almost makes me not mad at you. Almost.” She glared at me.

“You ready?” Camille called from down the hall.

“Yep. You juiced up?”

“She’s ready.” Jude appeared behind her, and I guessed he’d fed her his blood.

“We need a vote on this.” Alena trailed me down the hall. “Jude, get Tyler.”

“What’s going on?” Bleary-eyed, Tyler appeared from around the corner. “I can’t get this buzzing out of my head.”

Alena brought Tyler up to speed. Frustrated, I flung open the door and walked outside, motioning for Camille to join me. As soon as she stepped onto the porch, I threw up a barrier spell.

First Jude and then Alena and Tyler hit the invisible wall.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Alena complained.

“A lot of witches and vampires are going to die if we don’t stop this. Jude, Tyler, guard Alena. We’ll be back.” I jogged down the steps to the lawn. 

I rotated, locating the direction of the magical pulses and pointed north. “That way.”

“I agree.” Camille joined me.

“Okay, hold on.”

“Let me out of here.” Alena yelled from inside.

Camille locked her arms around my middle, and I shot up into the air.

She’ll forgive you. I heard Camille’s voice in my head. 

If we’re successful.

We can’t risk her being taken.

An image of Theron popped into my head. Do you see Theron? I asked Camille.

He found the safe house.

He must have sensed my movement.

We can’t go back. Too many lives are at stake. The barrier spell will hold. Focus, Hunter.

Blocking out the image, I concentrated on following the pings of magic. They led me due north, and I pooled all my strength into the flight. Still, I couldn’t help but keep tabs on Alena. We zoomed through the air, but I reestablished my connection with Alena.

“So, my brother has gone and left you. Where’s he off to this time?” Theron sauntered up the steps to Alena.

“Trying to save our two species from slaughtering each other,” Alena answered.

“You think he can do that? I mean no one knows him. He has no reputation, clout, position, no power.”

Jude folded his arms over his chest. “You’d be surprised.”

“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Theron stood opposite Alena.

“No way in hell.” Tyler balled his fists at his side.

“But aren’t you in Hell?” Theron held Tyler’s stare and then cut his eyes to Alena. “I am, what with all this sword business. I say we get rid of all these old geezers and start new. What do you say, Alena?”

“So, kill Sonia? Your father?” Alena questioned.

“Yes, I’m guessing you want the same thing, what with the vampires being taken hostage and Hunter’s brother, well, I guess my brother too, being soul-jacked.”

Alena’s eyes narrowed, and I realized my view of the encounter flowed not only from Alena, but Jude and Tyler too. They had been added to the trinity’s circle.

Theron placed his hand on the door frame. “We should be leading. We’re the future of our species.”

“Who do you mean by we?” Jude questioned.

“Why, Alena and me of course. Of course, as a hybrid and friend to Alena, you would be given an inner circle seat.”

Tyler shifted weight between his feet. “What of Camille and Hunter, the rest of the leadership of the lines?”

Theron pointed at Tyler. “This is the new order. The witches have messed things up enough, don’t you think? Our species will reign over them.”

“You’re crazy.” Jude backed up and started to close the door. “It’s your family who have messed things up, and you’re doing nothing to stop them.”

“Why do you think I’ve come to you, Alena? We will make the perfect union.” Theron’s thin lips formed a half-smile.

Alena caught the door before it closed. “Aren’t you betrothed to be married on Beltane to seal Michael’s coven to Iliad’s?”

“She is a child, easily managed, as are all the witch covens. Once we have the sword from Sonia, the power will be all ours.”

“So, you’d help us get the sword?” Alena questioned Theron.

Stop! I pushed the thought to Alena. Get him away. Every second he spends there makes it more likely Sonia and Theron will find you.

What if he will help? came her response.

I prayed Jude and Tyler could hear me. Jude, Tyler, close the door and get away. You can’t trust Theron. 

Jude, Tyler, Hunter’s right. What if it’s a trap? Camille reiterated my plea. Hunter won’t focus on flying if he’s worried about Alena. Get her away from Theron.

After Camille’s request, I saw the door slam shut, and breathed a sigh of relief as Tyler grabbed Alena and pulled her down the hall.

They will keep her safe. Aaron and Dimitri won’t let anything happen to her. Camille’s voice echoed in my head.

I prayed she was right. Had I made a huge mistake leaving Alena behind? What business did I have trying to stop a war between the witches and vampires? But I felt it in my gut. These witches were my people. 

No, your subjects, another voice echoed in my brain, and I forced the thought out. The vampires were Alena’s people. I would do anything I could to prevent further losses on either side.

Would Sonia and Thanatos show? Would this battle be enough to draw them out? Would they bring the sword? Try to convert more of the vampires? No, their deeds would be exposed. They’d have to answer to witches and vampires alike. What if the witch community condoned their behavior? How would I stop them?

You know how. 

Again, I rebuked the premise. The witches had to decide to step away from whatever they had planned of their own volition. I wouldn’t force them.

What if they won’t listen? The voice entered my head again. 

Was it that part of me, the dark section of my psyche that demanded obedience, or could it be Lucifer pushing me to use my powers and give him what he wanted, Sonia trapped in the Sword of St. Maurice forever?

Would that be so bad? I closed my mind to that voice. You are the balance, the protector, not the tyrant Sonia and Thanatos are, I repeated to myself.

This is war, boy, the voice replied.

“Hunter!” Camille’s voice broke through my psyche, and I realized we were headed for the water. The North Sea. I reoriented myself.

“You think they’re marching on the Northern tribes?” I asked Camille.

“Makes sense. That’s who attacked Orm’s birthplace, right?”

“From best we can tell. Anne had the warriors brought in for questioning. Only the families are left in the villages.”

“They’ll be slaughtered.”

“Not if we can stop it.”

I pushed all my energy into flying, and we sped ahead. My tension seemed to be fueling my power, and the current of magic rushed through me. Light grew in the northern sky as we crossed over the peninsula. The hub of power drew me to the western shore. A group of witches, some three hundred strong from the size of the crowd, marched north. A village of stone houses with thatched roofs stood on a cliff overlooking the ocean several miles ahead of them. I descended to the ground landing in front of the witches.

Taking a deep breath, I snatched the lance from my pocket.

“Hunter.” Camille’s eyes cut to me and back to the beings before us. “These are very old witches.”

If any group of witches would want the curse broken and their future souls to be free of damnation in Sheol, it would be them, right?

A tall male witch approached me. “You are of Michael’s line?”

“I am. I am the son of Thanatos. Who are you?”

“I am Philip, leader of this coven. I’ve never heard of you before. Theron is the only son of Thanatos. Yet, I sense you to be who you say. Why would Thanatos deceive us?”

“He kept me hidden, thinking I would amount to nothing. He was wrong.”

“So, Thanatos didn’t send you?”

“No, I am here to stop whatever you are planning.”

“The vampires can’t go on unchecked. They must pay for their sins. This is the only way we show them that we are strong like in the old days.”

“Do you know why they attacked the coven in Russia?”

“Why do vampires do anything? Because they are vampires.”

I described how Sonia used St. Maurice’s sword to place the souls of dead witches in vampires. “The vampires are just trying to get their loved ones back.”

“Lies. I don’t believe it. This is the same nonsense Chalondra and Orm are trying to convince us of.”

“Orm trained me. We are of the same coven. We speak the truth.” Holding out my arm, I held his stare. “Read me, and you will know it’s true.”

He snapped his fingers. “Two of Uriel’s lines come forward: a reader and a truth seer.”

A woman and man snaked through the crowd and crossed the open space to us.

“I am Thomas. I am a reader.” The man dipped his chin.

“And I am Dawn, a truth seer.” The woman bowed her head.

Thomas gripped my forearm, and Dawn offered her palm. I laid mine atop hers, and she closed her eyes. Power surged through me as I opened the compartments in my mind I wanted them to see. Not many witches had that skill. Orm said he’d never seen a witch with the talent. It would serve me well.

Dawn jerked her hand from mine. “There is another brother, a hybrid, sired by Thanatos. A witch soul possesses his body.”

“Over a thousand vampires have been taken. This cannot be. It is a lie, the same lies Chalondra and Orm were peddling.” Thomas released my arm.

Dawn faced Thomas. “You know it’s not, brother, I saw the same.”

Thomas narrowed his gaze. “Why do you have a relationship with the vampire queen?”

“She helps protect me and my friends from Sonia and my father.” I motioned to Camille.

“Why would your father be a threat to you?”

I took a deep breath. “Because I am a Child of Light, as is Camille. They don’t want us to break the curse and release the souls from Sheol because they draw power from the fallen. But see this blade? It is the Lance of Longinus made whole once again.”

Whispers spread through the crowd.

Philip stepped towards me. “What of the third of the trinity?”

Camille lifted her chin. “We have been united. You know it to be true, or we could not possess the lance.”

A hush fell over the group, and everything seemed to freeze. Not a single sound reached my ear, not even the call of a bird.

Phillips glanced between Camille and me. “So, you have everything you need, the trinity, the sword. Break the curse and the souls will be released.”

“Yes, we believe the souls will be freed from Sheol, but this will not undo the magic of St. Maurice’s sword. The sword Sonia possesses must be destroyed for that to happen. That is why we need all the witches to join together. Sonia must be stopped. The vampires will keep attacking unless we remove Sonia.”

Dawn shook her head. “There must be a trial.”

“Try her.”

Thomas paced away. “We already put her down once. She is too powerful now. No one can stop her.”

I shook my head. “If we band together, we can.” 

“My coven and I will not fight.” Philip walked to the crowd.

“You were willing to attack the vampires. You had to know there would be losses. Why not challenge Sonia and Thanatos?”

Dawn started to back away. “Her magic is too powerful. If she can use the sword to extract souls from Sheol, who’s to say she can’t take ours?”

Dumbfounded, I looked to Camille. How had we not thought of it as a possibility? 

See, you need me, Lucifer’s voice drifted through my head.

I called to those gathered. “Is this why none will stand against her?”

Philip approached. “Those of Michael’s line may be safe. The rest of us will be just as defenseless as the vampires.”

“But if we all attack, she’ll be overpowered. Even if some are affected, the magic will be reversed when the sword of St. Maurice is destroyed.”

“Who knows what condition we would be in afterwards. And what if we are not successful? She will kill us all.”

My brain itched with the power building inside me. Why couldn’t they just see it had to be done? Why weren’t they willing to risk a little to do the right thing? You can make them join you. I wanted it to be Lucifer’s voice attached to that thought, but I couldn’t deny it to be mine.

I lifted my chin and projected my voice. “Today’s attack must be called off. Anne is punishing those who attacked the Russian coven. They are not even here. Only innocent women and children are left in the village.”

Murmurs rose in the crowd, and Philip straightened his back and came to within inches of me. “Why are you so close with the vampire queen? And who are you to say what we should and shouldn’t do? You are but a boy.”

Power rumbled through my body. Philip stepped back.

“Hunter.” Camille wrapped her fingers around my bicep.

Looking down, I realized I held the lance cocked and aimed at Philip’s chest. Taking a deep breath, I stowed the blade in my jacket.

“We all want the same thing. Peace for our people.” My skin tingled with the magic lurking under it. I had to be smart. If they knew how much power I could wield, they would come for me. “We are here to answer any questions you have.”

I held my palm out to Dawn and cocked my head, signaling for Camille to do the same. Question after question came from those gathered, and we answered as to how we’d found each other and where the pieces of the Lance of Longinus lay hidden.

“So, if you’ve been hiding from Sonia for months, why expose yourself now?” Philip paced in front of me. “And why not bring the third of the trinity?”

“We are trying to stop you from killing innocent beings.”

“The vampires did not hesitate to kill.”

“And they will be punished.”

A young male approached. “Hand them over to us for trial. Bring the guilty to us, and we will leave in peace.”

“You know I cannot do that.”

The beating sound of helicopter blades caught my attention. Looking to the sky, I saw three aircraft approaching from the north. Shaking beneath my feet brought my attention back to the ground. An army of vampires crested the hill.

“This army is with you?” Philip demanded.

“I imagine the vampires are here to see that you do not march on that village.”

The wind kicked up as the helicopters landed behind us.

“What if a few witches witness the trial of those accused? Would that be an acceptable solution?”

The helicopter motors died, and Anne approached from behind. “Camille, Hunter, thank you for coming.”

“Anne, this is Philip, leader of the coven gathered here.” I motioned to the witch leader.

“Philip, nice to meet you.” Anne offered her hand.

Philip backed up. “I will not touch a vampire.”

“I am deeply sorry for your loss. My people want peace. The perpetrators will be tried and sentenced appropriately.”

I motioned to Philip. “Philip demanded the guilty be handed over to them. I suggested a few witches may be able to witness the trial.”

Anne nodded. “I believe that may be a fair solution. What say you, Philip?”

Philip returned to the group of witches and conferred with a few gathered in the front.

Anne spun to face me. “You shouldn’t have come here. You’re endangering—”

I raised my palm trying to prevent her from saying more. “I would never put her in jeopardy.”

“He is able—” Camille started.

“Enough.” I guessed Camille knew the extent of my powers, but I needed that knowledge to stay within the bounds of our coven. We were the keepers of the balance. I would not trust those outside the circle.

As their group disbanded, Philip strode to us with three witches following behind. “These three will come witness the trial.”

Anne shook her head. “The trial isn’t scheduled for weeks. We’re still gathering evidence.”

I motioned to the helicopters. “Camille and I will travel with them to the vampire compound so that they may oversee the process.”

“It is agreed.” Philip nodded.

We stood on the field for two hours watching the witches retreat. The vampires headed back north, but I didn’t feel comfortable leaving till sunset. Anne and Camille’s helicopter lifted off first, and we followed. Even though I was pretty sure I could best any witch, I was leaving nothing to chance. We landed in Oslo and boarded Anne’s plane bound for LA.

I hated being out of touch with Alena and made my way to the back of the jet. 

Camille followed. “Are you worried about—”

I tapped my ear, and she nodded. Taking a seat, I motioned for her to sit across from me. She held out her palms, and I wrapped my fingers around hers. I closed my eyes and concentrated on Alena’s image.

She paced in front of a bank of monitors. “They’re on the plane now?”

Dimitri placed a hand on each of her shoulders. “Yes, Camille and Hunter are headed to California with your mom.”

“And they’ll join us here after getting those other witches to Mother’s compound in LA?”

Camille released my hands. “See she’s fine. We would have known if something happened.”

I leaned towards Camille and whispered. “What do you think of Theron? And of the notion that Sonia may be able to use the sword to strip a witch’s soul away?”

“You or I could block that type of magic, but maybe a less powerful witch would be vulnerable.”

Reclining in my seat, I guessed she was right. I hated everything about our predicament. Vampires were vulnerable. Witches were vulnerable. There had to be someone we could use to overpower her. 

I offered you an army. Lucifer’s voice sounded in my head.

Lucas’s warning picked at my brain. You must remain innocent. 

Maybe we could convince enough witches and vampires to fight with us. Sure, some would succumb to Sonia and her forces. But if we had numbers, we could distract them long enough to get into the compound. With vampires, witches, perhaps a few faeries, and our crew, it might be enough. We just had to find the right witches and vampires. I thought of Aaron, Dimitri, Will, and how they’d do anything for Alena and Anne. Anne’s guard would fight with us. Marcus and his coven had pledged to stand with us. There had to be others.

My mind replayed Anne’s story, her quests to unite the vampires, her skirmishes with Sonia and Thanatos. Anne never led an attack against the witches. But Erik’s tribe had. That tribe might be willing to fight, but I needed more witches. If there were enough vampires, say two or three for each enemy we might overcome the enemy. 

Now you’re thinking like me. Lucifer whispered in my ear.

Slapping my forehead, I mentally cursed myself. The answer had been right in front of me. Anne had the right idea all those years ago. Instead of flying around to find faeries, I should have been gathering my own people, listening to their stories and telling mine. Instead I’d played it safe, stayed in hiding. I wondered if Alena and Camille would agree to my plan of action. I doubted it, but desperate times called for bold moves. If we could march on Sonia before Beltane, she wouldn’t have Iliad’s coven at her side. That was it, if we could convince Iliad to withdraw his maiden from the engagement, then Sonia would lose his numbers. I needed Marcus. He could get me introductions.
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“Oh my God! What did you think you were doing?” Alena slammed into me and wrapped her arms around me the second I was out of the vehicle. “You could have been captured or killed.”

“Me?” I loosened her grip on my neck, grateful to be back with her in Mexico but still upset about her interaction with Theron. “What about you? Why would you even consider talking to Theron?”

“He wants to do the right thing. I know it.” Alena gripped my hands.

“No, he wants you to think he’ll do the right thing. He wants to have all the power. Removing Sonia and Thanatos is his path to getting that. We’d end up in the same place we are now. Theron would never give up that sword.”

“I don’t want to argue. You’re here. We’re finally all back together.” Alena pressed her lips to mine.

Her warm soft skin and the feel of her body against mine had me wishing we could forget all the mayhem surrounding us and more so the tens of people trying to ignore us making out in front of them.

Ending the kiss, I pressed my lips to her forehead. “I’m glad you’re okay. Let’s not repeat that with Theron, okay?”

“I won’t, but—”

“Stop fighting.” Camille wrapped her arms around Alena. “Everyone’s safe.”

Seeing my mother and grandparents enter the garage, I jogged to them.

“Hunter.” Mom hugged me. “It’s been so long. I was worried.”

“Everything’s good. I’m fine.” I hugged Grandma and Grandpa.

Anne said Mom had been taking care of DJ, and my first question for her was about him.

“He’s struggling.”

“I want to see him.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Mom caught my sleeve as I walked away.

“I need to know.” Alena, Camille, and the rest of them followed me inside and to the medical ward.

“Hunter—” Mom wrapped an arm around my back, explaining how he—or the spirit controlling him, I guessed—tried everything to escape: faked a seizure, choking, ripped the furniture apart, and started hurting himself. “We’ve had to keep him sedated for his own safety.”

DJ sat comatose, leaning up against a padded wall, drooling from one side of his mouth where a tube exited his mouth and was taped to the side of his cheek.

“What are you doing to him?” I demanded.

“He won’t eat. If he rips the feeding tube out again, we’re going to have to knock him out and put him on an IV drip.”

“This is unacceptable.” I pounded my fist into the wall across from them.

My bones cracked, and I wrapped my other hand around the bloody digits, forcing magic into my broken fingers.

“Hunter.” Alena ran her hand down my back.

“This isn’t right. We have to do something to help him.”

“We will.”

“I have to go to the covens and help them see they have to stop Sonia.”

“That isn’t even a remotely acceptable plan. Sonia will eat you for dinner. Don’t you remember what happened in Mexico City?” Alena shook her head.

“The tides are turning. We’re gaining momentum. A small coven was reported missing. Vampires are getting smarter about their tactics. Witches will be swayed. We just have to find the right ones.”

Alena paced in front of me. “So, we wait for them to come to us then. If you make me a full witch now, we break the curse. Then, Sonia won’t have any more souls to harvest from Sheol.”

“If your father hadn’t warned Hunter against it, I would side with you.” Camille stood beside Alena.

“What if we make a list of all the witches Chalondra and Orm know, call them, talk to them via phone or video conference?” I asked.

“Still too risky. If one of them is aligned with Sonia, she’ll know we’re making a move against her.” Alena shook her head.

“She has to know we’re going to make a move. We need more muscle. I can go back to the faeries.”

Dimitri cracked his knuckles. “We can amass vampires. The unregistered ones don’t care about killing witches.” 

“We can’t have unchecked vampires in my facility.” Anne spoke for the first time since the beginning of the conversation. “My army will have to be enough.”

“Mom, you want more vampires to be highjacked? Abducted?”

“No, I agree something must be done. This is not your problem though. It’s a vampire problem. I will contact Sonia, go to Italy if I have to.”

“Mom, you’re not going anywhere without our protection.”

“We have our suits.”

“That’s the key.” I jumped from my seat. “Vampires with the crystal-clad suits. Can we make more?”

“The cave is a protected landmark. We can’t mine more, but we can repurpose the crystals we have. Perhaps make lighter suits with modern fabrics. I can put some of my researchers on the task.”

That afternoon we started training with weapons, learning to use our muscle rather than our magic. Alena, Jude, and the vampires had an advantage when it came to speed and strength. Camille, Tyler, and I had to be in top fighting form.

Alena’s weapon of choice became a bow and arrow. I liked that she could be of use from a distance. Her speed and strength were an advantage at close range, and it seemed the arrows rounded out her skills. Camille chose a long lightweight sword and became skilled at throwing it a good distance. The days ticked by, but my mind wouldn’t focus enough to figure out what worked best for me.

As keeper of the lance, it would always be at my side, but I needed something more.

“What?” I demanded of Orm.

He scuffled across the floor and, pointing at a blade fixed to the wall above his head, levitated a sword to me. The grip covered my palm, and the wide blade had good weight. I wrapped both my palms around it and sliced the air in front of me.

“It suits you.” Orm smiled.

“Where did this come from?”

“It is believed to be King Arthur’s sword.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“That’s the thing about legends. They only matter to those that believe.”

I tightened my hold on the grip and slashed the punching bag in front of me. “It’s sharp.”

Orm shrugged. “All of Anne’s weapons are in perfect condition.”

Sparring with Dimitri, I worked my muscles until they seared with wear and sweat poured from my forehead. Although the vampires rallied around the call to arms, our efforts to gain more support in the witch community failed. In the plus column, Anne’s researchers engineered a lighter magic-blocking suit, but they only had enough crystals for two hundred. We estimated Sonia’s army to be five times that.

I poured all my frustration into my workouts, and by week’s end, even with his speed, I could best Jude.

“What have you been eating? Magic muscle food?” Jude doubled over, panting.

“Gotta channel this frustration somewhere. I’m going to go crazy if we don’t make a move soon.”

“You think that’s wise before Alena is a full witch.” He blocked my shot.

I forced his sword to the ground. “Alena’s not going anywhere near Sonia, Theron, or St. Maurice’s sword.”

“You’re going to try and keep her out of it?”

“Anne will back me on it.”

Spinning away from him, I caught sight of a weight ball connected to a thick chain. Beside it, a net of metal chain hung on a hook. Abandoning our match, I studied the wall of weapons. That was it; these were the key. 

“Look.” I pointed to the instruments. “If we fashion ropes out of the crystal-studded material, we could incapacitate an enemy, make them unable to perform magic. And all it took was one crystal the size of a dime. We could fix the crystals to arrows.”

“You’re brilliant.” Jude dropped his sword.

We wound through the halls to Anne’s office and then followed her to the research lab. The top guy halted his machines.

“This is major. We’ll have to do some testing, but . . . brilliant.” He slapped me on the back.

“Okay.” Anne folded her hands together. “We’ll look forward to testing those in a couple of days. I do have the results of the carbon-dating on the lance.”

She motioned to a conference table and we sat down. “My scientists tell me that the blade is actually bone dating from approximately 150,000 to 300,000 years ago.”

I swallowed. “Bone? What type of bone?”

“Human, most likely a rib judging from the size.” Anne folded her hands on the table.

“Isn’t that when the first homo sapiens appeared?” Jude stared at me.

My stomach soured at the thought of me holding a human rib. “Where would Longinus have gotten something like that?”

Jude shook his head. “This just gets weirder and weirder by the day.”

“Well, that’s as much information as they could get on it.” Standing, she motioned for us to follow her. “We’re gathering for dinner in an hour. You should clean up.”

Making my way to my quarters, I wondered about the dinner event. Our training had been so intense, the cafeteria staff worked round the clock, and we grabbed food as we got hungry. After showering, I found a long table set for a formal dinner in the dining room.

“What’s going on?” I whispered to Alena.

“No idea.” She hooked her arm through mine.

We sat around the table with Anne, Jacob, Will, Aaron, Dimitri, Chalondra and Orm, Camille and Tyler, their parents Janine and Grady, and my mom. I could feel it, an undercurrent of change, and it pricked at my nerves as we ate. As the dessert dishes were cleared, Anne set her napkin on the table and cleared her throat.

“We’ve decided you’ve had enough training for a while, and you need to go back home.”

Alena jumped from her seat. “You’re kidding, right? What about Sonia and Thanatos?”

“They’ve had every opportunity to come for you. It’s not like we’re sending you there alone. You’ll be well guarded. We just believe you’re due for some teenager time. Go back to school, go to prom, graduate with your friends.” Anne rose and paced behind us.

Camille laid her napkin on the table. “I’m not leaving Alena and Hunter. Iceland is too far away.”

“You won’t be going to Iceland. You can go to school with Alena,” her mom said.

“Graduate from high school? Like normal people.” Alena rolled her chair back.

“You kept up with your classes at the compound in Mexico. It won’t take you long to catch up again.” Anne laid her hands on her hips.

I pushed my chair back and stood. “So, we go back to high school, like nothing is wrong? We’re making progress here. The weapons will be ready in a week, and we can attack Sonia within two. This is urgent. DJ can’t stay like this. Sonia can’t be allowed to amass more troops.” 

“Mom, we decide our path, not you,” Alena insisted.

Chalondra cleared her throat. “Perhaps some background is in order. We think you’ve lost sight of what this all means, are caught up in this rivalry with Sonia, and forgotten who witches are supposed to be. You’ve heard Anne’s story and her experience with Sonia as well as Orm’s viewpoint on living in a coven, but most witches have lived among humans for centuries, happily and peacefully.”

Chalondra proceeded to tell us her father went to college and became a doctor, healed wounds and illnesses otherwise untreatable. Her mother served as a midwife, helping deliver babies and sometimes saving infants. Born June 21, 1899, Chalondra wanted to teach history.

“On my seventeenth birthday, the visions of Longinus and the lance began. My family circumvented the globe, searching for information about the prophecy and the other two of the trinity. We found where each was buried, one succumbed to a mysterious illness none could heal, and the other took her own life after going mad from the visions.”

Returning to the United States, they traveled west and settled in Los Angeles. “I found Eden and Fahim there. I helped unaffiliated vampires and other souls come to terms with their gifts and tried to guide them to use their potential for good as Eden and Fahim did.”

I shifted forward in my seat. “What other type of souls do you mean? Do you know others who may help us?”

“Underground werewolves mostly. Elves sometimes. But these types of beings are hard to find and unstable at best. They couldn’t be trusted.” She rose. “This is not the point of the story, my family lived among humans, helping where we could, finding joy in sharing our gifts. My destiny became helping souls like us find peace. This work benefits vampires, witches, and humans alike.”

Frustrated, I sprung from my chair. “But we can’t ignore the threat from Sonia. What she’s doing isn’t right.”

“Hunter.” My mom caught my arm. “That’s not what we’re asking. You can’t go after Sonia until the army is ready. Meanwhile, go back to LA, finish high school, go to prom, be a teenager. You’ll never get this time back.”

I shook my head. “Or, we can because our lives will span a thousand years. High school is nothing compared to that. This is too important to ignore.”

Anne stood. “We agree, Hunter. But your mother is right. Nothing can be done until Alena is made a full witch. That’s seven weeks away.”

Clearing his throat, Grady drew our attention. “I grew up much like Chalondra did. My family lived among humans. Being healers, we sought to help when it made sense. My father was the town doctor, and I in turn went to medical college, earning my degree and joining my father in his practice. I fled when vampires killed my parents and siblings, living much like a gypsy until I met Janine. When Camille started seeing Alena and Hunter, I knew she had to be protected. I thought if I left, and never exposed her to magic, she would be safe. I realize now that you cannot avoid destiny. You three are the chosen ones, and I believe you will know when the time is right. Do you feel that now?”

I patted the lance, thinking it ludicrous that I considered this thing at my side a being unto itself. “The blade feels content with me.”

Grady looked between Alena and Camille. “And what of you, are you at peace?”

“Not with more vampires being taken each day.” Camille rolled her chair back.

Alena wrapped her hand around mine. “But, they’re right. The vampire army is our best shot. We have to wait for them to be ready. We have no idea what’s going to happen when we break this curse. I’d like to see my friends again, have some closure.”

I balled my hand into a fist. None of us would be safe until Sonia and my father were gone. “Unless we use Lucifer’s army. We could march tomorrow. Are we really going to allow Sonia and Thanatos to remain alive after what they’ve done? Didn’t you learn anything by Sonia’s last imprisonment? It wasn’t enough.”

Camille studied Jude. “I vote for going back to school. I know it probably can’t be in Iceland, but at least I’d get to text and email my friends back home. Let them know I’m okay. Say goodbye.”

“You can come to school with me. All of us can go to school together.” Alena jumped up, her ponytail bobbing on her head.

I pictured her in her cheerleader outfit and couldn’t deny that I’d much rather be in school than dealing with evil body-snatching witches. The voice in my head twitched. I needed to save DJ. Why give in? Make them listen to you. No, I thought, I am doing this the right way.

“Fine, Tyler can come to school with me and Jude with Alena and Camille, make sense?” I dropped to my seat, defeated.

“I already finished high school,” Tyler scoffed.

“Hunter can’t be left alone,” Grady noted.

I hated that it was true, but if Sonia or Thanatos came after me, I’d need backup.

“You got your degree in Iceland. You may need a US diploma for school in the States anyway,” Janine offered. “It’s only for a few weeks.”

“Maybe you might even make a friend.” Camille made bug eyes at her brother.

“I had friends in Iceland. Lots of them before all this craziness happened.”

“It was your choice to join us.” Camille bumped her shoulder to his.
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Anne arranged condos for each family in her high rise, and the next morning, we boarded a jet for LA. Alena weaved her fingers through mine as we took our seats. “Who are you going to call first?”

“Layla and Jacob. They are going to freak when they see the condo.”

Alena stared at me. “You know you can’t bring them there. It’s too dangerous.”

“My whole life is too dangerous.”

“Good thing you’re a powerful witch god.” She smiled and planted a kiss on my lips.

Snapping my seatbelt in place, I pictured how I might ask her to prom. With only one week to the event, I needed to think fast. Perhaps Jude and I could team up and help each other. I figured he’d want to take Camille. My phone dinged, and I picked it up.

What are you thinking about? Alena’s text read.

Why are you texting me?

Because it’s fun.

I laughed. You’re a ding bat.

No, I’m a vampire bat. She added an emoji of a female vampire.

On the flight, I brainstormed ideas for the big prom-ask video. By the end of the flight, I had my lyrics, as amended from Pilot’s Magic, circa 1975. I remember my mom playing the song while she cleaned and telling me it reminded her of my grandma doing housework.

 

Yeah, yeah, yeah, you’re magic, I know

I won’t ever believe it’s not so

You have to be magic, I know

I have to believe it’s just so

 

Never been to prom

Never seen a dance so big

Thinking about you today

Thinking that maybe you’d like to come

Dance with me at the prom

 

Yeah, Yeah, Yeah, you’re magic, I know

I won’t ever believe it’s not so

You have to be magic, I know

I have to believe it’s just so

 

So tell me straight

Am I too late

Cause thinking of you

I have to know

Please, will you be my date for prom?

 

Yeah, Yeah, Yeah, you’re magic, I know

I won’t ever believe it’s not so

You have to be magic, I know

I have to believe it’s just so

 

Okay, yes, it sounded a bit hokey, but those things were supposed to be that way. I just had to conjure myself a decent singing voice.

The sun sat high in the sky as we touched down in LA. Winding through the palm-tree-lined streets, I remembered my life prior to this circus. It made me think of DJ and how he might never see his friends again. Really, I had no right to claim him. We’d only known each other for a couple of weeks before he’d been soul-jacked. Still, I felt this unmistakable connection to him. He was my blood, and I would make things right for him.

Once my mom, grandparents, and I unpacked our things, I headed straight for Jude’s condo to ask about teaming up to create prom-ask videos. He liked the idea, and we enlisted vampire Jacob’s help in the production piece.

“You guys were right to come to me with this.” Jacob laughed. “Will would’ve eaten you for breakfast. His generation just threw women over their shoulders and that was it.”

“I heard that.” Will’s reply came from down the hall. “Just because you grew up in a civilized town didn’t make you any better, what with the ridiculous courtship rules and arranged marriages.”

“Okay, let’s focus,” I urged. “We’re not talking forever commitment here. We’re talking prom.”

“So, we’re really doing this?” Jude asked as we edited the videos. “Just going to school, dances, like nothing is wrong.”

I shrugged. “What else should we be doing? We failed with the witches. Anne is gathering her forces. I can’t take Lucifer’s offer. The faeries will be dead in seconds if the sword can extract souls.”

“You don’t like it?”

“No, but I’m out numbered. We wait for Alena to become a full witch, break the curse, and go after Sonia.”
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Alena jumped from her seat and flung her arms around me when we unveiled our prom-ask videos at dinner. “Okay, so we have to figure this out because we’ve got to all go to prom together.”

Due to desired prom arrangements, Alena insisted that all of us needed to go to both proms, she reworked our school assignments so that Camille attended with me and Jude and Tyler with her. I didn’t like Tyler spending so much time around Alena but decided Camille would fit in better with my friends anyway. I couldn’t picture Camille hanging out with the cheerleading squad.

My reentry felt awkward at best. Camille and Layla hit it off right away. But it’d been six months, and everything had changed. My friend Jacob took my spot as guard on the basketball team, and while the coach was happy to have me back in practices, he wouldn’t let me start.

I stole any time I could to see Alena. Knowing our vampire friends watched Camille, Alena and I snuck away for lunches in our secret garden. In the evenings, we met up for workouts and study time.

Mom stood just inside the door as I entered after eleven Thursday night. “The point to this was to get some distance from all the witch stuff.”

“What do you mean?” I hiked my gym bag up and continued down the hall.

“If you’re with Alena twenty-four seven, then that’s not a break.”

I spun to face her. “Mom, this is what my life would have been. Alena would be in my life whether we’d gone on this trek for the lance or not. Staying away from Alena won’t make me any less a witch.”

“I don’t want this life for you. I want you to go to college, get a shot at a normal life.”

“What can you do about it anyway? I am who I am. This is my choice.”

“Is it, or do you feel obligated?” She wrapped her hand around my mine.

“You’re saying I should abandon DJ, just leave all these vampires and witches unprotected. This is my destiny. I can help them, and I want to change things for all these people.”

Her eyes pleaded with me. “I don’t understand why it has to be you.”

“I don’t either. I just know that it does.”
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My breath caught when Alena entered the room. She looked like an angel in her white prom dress. Her strawberry-blond hair hung in ringlets around her face, and her blue eyes seem to sparkle as they landed on me.

“Well, this isn’t awkward.” She surveyed the entourage gathered to see us off to prom.

“You look amazing.” I fitted the corsage of pink roses on her wrist.

Her cheeks became red. “Thank you.”

Our parents snapped picture after picture, releasing us after they captured every possible combination. Nervous, I held Alena’s hand tight as we made our way to the elevator and down to the parking garage. Will, Jacob, Aaron, and Dimitri waited beside a black-stretch-limo SUV to drive us to the dances.

“I can’t believe I’m going to two proms.” Camille slid into the seat opposite us. “I don’t think I would have even gone to prom at all in Iceland.”

“Not even with your friends?” Alena’s eyebrows shot up.

“I really only had one. Moving every two years isn’t conducive to making friends.”

Alena swung her hair over one shoulder. “Been there, done that.”

“All’s well that ends well, I guess.” Jude squeezed Camille’s hand. “No more moving after the curse is broken.”

“I almost forgot about that part of the curse. When are we going to figure out how to break it?” Camille’s gaze fell on me.

“I guess after Alena becomes a full witch.”

“Hey, none of this talk. This is a curse-free, witch-free night. This is about friends enjoying the most important night of high school together.” Alena opened the refrigerator and produced a bottle of sparkling grape juice.

Jude leaned forward. “I might need something a little stronger than that to forget about prophecies and destinies, especially with four vampires as bodyguards.”

“We’re just lucky Mother didn’t send Orm and Chalondra. How buzz kill would that be? Not that I don’t love them, but could those two be any older?” Alena laughed.

“I’ll drink to that.” I lifted the glass Alena filled for me. “To friends.”

“Friends forever.” Alena smiled and clinked her glass to mine.

Holding our glasses out, we tapped them to each other. 

“To sisterhood,” Camille started.

“And brotherhood.” Jude nodded to me.

“To us, always one.” I held my glass up high.

“Always one,” the others repeated.
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We began the evening by meeting my friends for dinner. Anne arranged a private room and catered meal. Afterwards, we proceeded to my prom at a downtown hotel. I liked being with my friends and introducing Alena to them. We danced to some hip hop and then a couple of slower songs.

Alena’s alarm dinged, and she slid it from her bag. “Time for my prom.”

“Let’s say goodbye to my friends.” I squeezed her hand and led her through the crowd.

Finding Layla, Jacob, and the rest of my buddies from the basketball team, I said my goodbyes. I forced a smile as Alena skipped in front of me to the waiting SUV. With a gnawing pit in my stomach, I waved at Layla and Jacob before climbing into the vehicle.

Alena’s friend Sophie met us at the entrance of their prom event. She hooked her arm through Alena’s, and Camille, Jude, and I followed them into the ballroom. Sophie and Nick, who Alena had sort of dated, were the only friends I’d met, and I nodded and smiled as she introduced David, Hannah, and Melody and their dates.

Heading to the dance floor, Alena stopped short. She pointed at the screen as pictures of Ganby and his memorial appeared. I wrapped my arm and her waist and kissed her temple. A tear formed in the corner of her eye, and I pulled my handkerchief from my pocket.

“It wasn’t your fault.” I tucked her hair behind her ear.

She buried her face in my chest. Taking a few deep breaths, she raised her chin and looked up at me. “But if it’d been anyone else he’d picked on, he’d still be alive.”

“Theron killed Ganby. It wasn’t your fault.” I squeezed her shoulders.

She nodded and slipped the bloody tear-stained handkerchief into her bag. “Okay, happy faces.”

Spinning, she walked to Sophie and David. I caught her hand before she reached them and whispered into her ear. “I love how big your heart is.”

She wrapped her arms around me and hugged my shoulders. “I think I love how big your heart is too.”

“Let’s get out of here,” I whispered into her hair.

“Sounds good to me.” Taking my hand, she led me out of the ballroom. “Where to? The roof?”

I shook my head and motioned to the exit. “Too dangerous. The courtyard? There’s a fountain and twinkly lights.”

“Come on.” She pulled me towards the elevator. “What can go wrong? We are some of the strongest beings alive.”

I wanted it to be perfect, for her to have everything she ever wanted. “Okay, just for a minute.”

Climbing the eighteen floors to the top, I fried the wires on the alarm with my magic, and Alena broke the lock.

“We make a great team.” She skipped to the roof’s edge.

“Wait, come here.” I jogged to catch up. “I have something to tell you.”

“What is that?” Her eyes held mine.

I gathered her hands in mine. “I don’t just think I love you. I know I do.”

A smile spread across her face, and I pressed my lips to hers.

Stepping back, she laced her fingers through mine. “I love you too.”

The next instant, I registered a gust of cool air, hooked my arm around her waist, and launched us towards the stairwell.

“Leaving so soon?” Theron blocked our path.
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“What are you doing here?” I positioned myself between him and Alena.

“Getting good at finding you for one thing. But also, I’m kind of hurt, you see, rooftops are kind of our thing.” Theron craned his neck, smiling at Alena.

“Isn’t Beltane tomorrow, shouldn’t you be like preparing for your wedding or something?” Alena interjected.

Theron laughed. “You didn’t think I would actually get married. I’m seventeen years old. No one gets married at seventeen anymore. Turns out we don’t have to be married for the covens to be melded, just engaged. It works well for me since I’m still waiting on you.”

I spread my shoulders. “I think you could be waiting a long time.”

“Why don’t you let Alena answer that for herself?” The side of his mouth rose.

“What do you want?” I glanced up, expecting to see Father or Sonia at any second.

“I actually want the same thing you do.”

“And what is that?”

“Sonia and our father gone.”

Alena stepped from around me. “Why would you want that? Aren’t they grooming you or something?”

Theron’s thin lips curled. “They’re just using me to yield the sword.”

“You know it’s the wrong one, right? It won’t break the curse.”

“I’m not stupid. I don’t care about any curse, except for they don’t want it broken, so I do. I’m guessing that’s what you’ve been looking for, right? Longinus’s Lance? Did you find it?”

“Maybe.”

“You show me yours, and I’ll show you mine.” Theron opened his leather coat to reveal St. Maurice’s Sword.

I pushed Alena behind me and jumped back. “Why would you risk betraying Sonia and our father?”

“I hear them talking, making plans to erase the vampire species from existence as well as all others they believe to be unholy beings. That’s what they think of me too. My own father loathes who I am, half a being with no soul.”

“But you’re a full witch. Don’t they recognize that?” Alena took a step towards him, and I blocked her path.

“Somehow, I’m not good enough. But you, you guys can help me. If we band together, we can kill them.”

“We’re not killing anyone. Our only goal is to stop Sonia from shoving witch souls into vampires and to free the ones who’ve been occupied. You have the sword. You can end all this. Destroy it, and Sonia has no more power.” Motioning for Alena to stay back, I stepped to within three feet of Theron. Was I stronger than him? Could I get the sword from him? My heart raced. I had to keep him, and above all the sword, away from Alena.

“No.” Theron slid the sword from his jacket. “This is my power. They have no idea I took it.”

My eyes cut to the sky again. “I’m guessing it’s not going to take long to figure it out.”

“Help me kill them.” Theron’s gaze switched from me to Alena. “We can’t be persecuted, locked away, forced to hide our true nature anymore. We are stronger than they are. We should be ruling. Everyone that has kept us down must be shown how it feels to be loathed.”

“Whoa?” I held out my palm. “What are you talking about?”

“Hybrids.” Swinging the blade, he paced in front of me. “We can’t be treated as second-class citizens anymore. I won’t live that way. If you won’t help me, I’ll find someone else, perhaps Lucifer.”

I held his stare. “Lucifer? Who’s Lucifer?”

“Liar. He told me you would deny it.”

“Okay, fine.” Continuing to back away, I balled my hands into fists. “What did he offer you? And what was his price?”

“He’ll give me an army to help kill Sonia and Theron. He only asks that I either destroy the Lance of Longinus or kill one of you.” He aimed the point of the spear at my chest.

Alena leaned around me. “But you came to us. You’re trying to do the right thing by asking for our help.”

Theron snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “That’s why I’m here. We can both get what we want. You can break your stupid curse, and I get the muscle to bring down Sonia and our father. Of course, I’m guessing she has to be a full witch first. What are you waiting for?”

I knew that look, and I knew my brother. Theron only cared about one thing, himself. He wanted power, and he wanted Alena.

“What do you propose?” I asked.

“Now we’re getting somewhere.” He resumed pacing.

“I keep the sword so Sonia and our father can’t use it, and you attack with your vampire army. It’s a win-win.”

“What’s the catch?”

“I get to keep St. Maurice’s sword and Sonia and Thanatos.”

“What are you going to do with them?”

“Freeze them, or better yet, encase them in those magic-blocking crystals Anne’s army loves so much. I’ll make sure they never escape.”

“That’s ridiculous. That’s only a win for you.”

“You get to break your precious curse, fulfill your destiny, and walk off into the sunset.”

“But all those vampires will still be possessed.”

“I can release them whenever I please.”

“Well, show us you mean what you say. You have the sword, release them now.”

“Are you kidding? Sonia and Thanatos would be here in two seconds. Have you forgotten the part where Sonia’s immortal?”

“Won’t destroying the sword strip Sonia of her immortality?”

“Yes, but I didn’t say I would do that, just release the vampires that have been soul-jacked. I need the sword. It’s my only leverage over Sonia and Thanatos.”

“Why do you need leverage? And how do you propose we capture Sonia?”

“I threaten to destroy the sword unless Thanatos makes me High Priest. Without the sword, Sonia is nothing. You have the crystals, right? They will make me High Priest, and we encase them in crystals so they’ll never be able to use magic again. Then, I will show everyone who really are the most powerful beings on the earth.”

I straightened my back. “What makes you think you should lead in father’s stead?”

“Because he has anointed me so. The witches will accept me as their leader. What? You think it should be you? No one knows who you are. You’re a joke. That little stunt last week did nothing except expose you for the fool you are.”

My magic grumbled in my chest. “I won’t allow you to become leader.”

Theron stepped towards me. “Who wants to have power now?”

Taking a deep breath, I willed my magic to dissipate. It wasn’t the time to engage Theron, not when he had the sword so close to Alena.

“I agree that things need to be changed. No one should have to hide who they are, be second-class citizens, but we must let everyone have a voice.”

“No.” The sides of his lips turned down. “The witches and vampires made these rules. No hybrids, that’s what they decreed. They are morons that can’t be allowed to have a vote. We need to replace all of them.”

“Because hybrids did horrible things. We must show them hybrids are not bad. The way to show them that is to lay down your arms, expose Sonia and Thanatos, and let the witches decide their fate.”

“Sonia and Father will never let that happen. Sonia is too powerful. It must be a surprise attack. I will give you your in, and then you attack and put her down.”

“And you are nowhere near the fight?”

“I will have the sword. Alena could help me keep it safe.”

“Right? And so we are back to Alena. She is not getting anywhere near you or that sword.”

“I would never hurt her.”

My brain reeled. For as much as it seemed to make sense to partner with Theron, every cell of my body yelled not to trust him. I’d made the mistake of giving him the benefit of the doubt many times, and he’d always double-crossed me.

“Sorry, I’m not sure I can trust you. Give us the sword, and maybe we can strike a deal.”

“Give you the sword?” He threw his head back and cackled. “Then I would have no leverage. You need me. Admit it.”

“Making a deal with you is just as bad as making a deal with Lucifer.”

“What did he ask you to do? What was his price?”

“We had to kill Sonia and Father.”

“And you’re too wimpy to do it.”

My rage exploded. “Yes, because it’s wrong.”

He charged me, and I sent out a shock wave. Hitting the barrier and bouncing back, he glared at me. “Admit it, you want to.”

“That’s not true.”

“But I know you love her.” Before I could blink, he launched the sword at Alena.

Releasing another barrier wave, I diverted the path of the spear, but watched in horror as the tip sliced her cheek.

I grabbed her arms. “Are you okay?”

“My cheek! Is it healing?” She pressed her palm to the wound.

As she moved her hand, the gash in her face closed. “Yes, it’s healing.”

Seeing the sword on the ground and sensing Theron’s approach, I jutted my leg out and kicked it away. Spinning, I hooked my arm around Alena and pinned her to my back.

“How did you do that?” Theron circled around me.

I swiveled, keeping myself positioned between him and Alena. “I’m powerful and fast.”

“I can see that.” Theron jumped to the sword and launched himself over the side of the building.

Alena struggled against my grasp. “Where did he go? We’ve got to go after him. We were so close to getting the sword. Getting him to join us.”

“No, we have to get you inside and home.” I wrapped my arms around her, and keeping low, shot for the door.

I pressed the elevator button but decided the stairs would be faster. Inside the stairwell, I grabbed my phone and called Will to get the car and then Jude to be ready.

“But you said I’m healing, right?” Alena stopped on a landing.

The wound had closed, but a stark-white line, like a new scar, persisted. I pulled the handkerchief from my breast pocket. “Yeah, it’ll be fine. Here.”

“I want to say goodbye to my friends.”

I wanted to yell at her, make her understand how scared I was for her, how idiotic I felt for exposing her like that in the first place. I should have played it safe. We shouldn’t have been on that roof. I stopped and gripped her arms. “Alena, I’m so sorry. We should’ve never been up there. We need to get home, now. We have no clue whether Theron contacted Sonia and my father, if he’s playing both sides, or if they sent him here.”

“He was being honest. I know he was. He wants away from them. Is there something you’re not telling me? Is my cheek okay?” She held up her phone above her head.

I grabbed her hand and pulled her to the stairs. “It’ll be fine. Let’s just get home.”

As we jumped down the flights, she talked to her friend Sophie, and I directed Jude to meet us at the bottom of the stairs. Aaron, Dimitri, Jacob, and Jude surrounded us as we exited to the lobby.

Sophie froze as we approached. “Alena, what happened? There’s blood everywhere!”

Alena pressed the handkerchief to her cheek. “The wind is crazy up there. A piece of glass hit my face. But it’s okay. I just need to get a bandage on it.”

“Your dress is ruined.”

“It’s just a dress, at least it didn’t get my eye.”

“I guess so. I’m so bummed you have to go. What about the after party?”

“I’ll text you,” Alena called back to her as our vampire bodyguards herded us to the exit.

Outside, Jude strode ahead and opened the door. As Alena stepped into the vehicle, Camille flung her arms around Alena. “Are you okay?”

Alena wriggled out of her embrace. “Tell me the truth. How bad is my face?” She exposed the line on her cheek.

“It’s fine. It’s healing.”

“Healing or healed?”

“There’s still a mark, like a new scar.”

Alena’s breaths became jagged. “It should be healed completely. I don’t have a single scar on my body.”

Holding up her phone, she examined the wound. “What if I’m marked or the sword was laced with poison?”

Heart racing, I braced myself as the vehicle sped through traffic. Would Theron poison Alena? Was she somehow linked to the sword? Could they find her? Shove another soul into her body?

“No.” I wrapped my hand around hers. “Theron said he wouldn’t hurt you.”

Alena made bug eyes at me. “Right before he hurled the sword directly at my heart.”

“It’s my fault. I provoked him. He wants to get to me by hurting you, force me to help him.”

“Help him what?” Jude looked between Alena and me. “What happened up there?”

Wrapping my arm around Alena, I pulled her to me. “We’ll tell you everything once we’re safe at home.”

Turning into the parking structure, we descended two levels to our private garage. Will stopped beside the door to the elevator. Anne, Chalondra, Orm, and several vampire guards surrounded us.

“Everyone is making too big a deal of this.” Alena shoved me away and exited the vehicle.

Her mom held up a blanket, and Alena whisked past Anne into the stairwell. Jumping from the SUV, I ran after her.

“What’s wrong? Everyone’s just concerned about you.”

“I know, and I hate it.” She jumped to the next flight. “I need a shower and some time alone.”

I watched as she bolted up the stairs, slamming the door on the top floor behind her. Returning to the group, we rode the elevator in silence. It wasn’t until we were in her foyer that Anne’s hard gaze landed on me.

“What were you thinking? Why were you on the roof?”

“Alena wanted to go.”

“And you obliged her, of course.” Jude shook his head.

“Give him a break. He couldn’t have known Theron would show up with the sword. I’m going to make sure Alena’s okay.” Camille started towards Alena’s room.

My stomach churned as I thought how close Theron came to harming Alena. “Can we sit, maybe get some water or something?”

“Will, ask someone to get water. Let’s sit in the study.” Anne crossed into the next room.

Chin to my chest, I followed her and took a seat. After downing a bottle of water, I relayed what happened, finishing with the fact that the gash on Alena’s face didn’t seem to be completely healing.

Anne slammed her hand on the table. “How could you have been so foolish?”

“Believe me. I know how stupid it was.”

“It wasn’t his fault.” Alena appeared behind me. “Hunter wanted to go to the courtyard. The roof was my idea. Plus, I’m the one who thought Theron may be trying to make things right, join our side.”

“Sit.” Anne offered Alena her seat. She studied her daughter’s face. “Do you feel okay?”

“Yeah, I feel fine. But I’ve never had a scar before. Something is different about this cut.”

Anne approached Orm. “What do you think?”

 “I think we have to take all precautions.” Orm swallowed.

I stood. “Alena should be made a full witch as soon as possible. How quickly can it be accomplished?”

“She just has to pass the four tasks.” Camille jumped up. “Each one need only take an hour or so. She can be made a full witch by morning.”

“If she’s up for it. You should be in top form for the trials.” Orm stood.

“She’s a vampire hybrid. The trials were only mentally taxing for me. But I guess it’s Hunter’s decision as coven leader?” Jude leaned against the wall.

Camille shook her head. “You’re forgetting you would have failed the healing one were it not for my help.”

“She’s smarter than all of us. Healing isn’t a problem, and neither is communication. The leadership piece may be the only challenge. What do you think? Are you ready, Alena?” I hoped and prayed she felt ready.

“Are you kidding? I’ve been waiting for this all my life. Bring it!”

We made our way down the hall to the gym. I let Orm take the lead, testing her knowledge of spells and herbs and then her communication powers. Then it was time for the healing challenge. Orm brought in a stray dog from the back alley. Alena laid her hands on his torso, and he ran around yapping and licking everyone within minutes.

“Okay, Alena, your final trial.” Orm spread his shoulders. “Command the dog.”

“What do you mean?” Alena curled her fingers and released them.

“Make the dog do something.”

Alena crouched over and called the dog to her. It wagged its tail and licked her face. “Sit.”

“Not with verbal cues,” Orm insisted. “He could have been trained. Command him to do something it would not naturally do. Make it go to Will.”

Alena’s eyes cut to me and back to Orm. “But that’s just cruel. He’s terrified of them.”

“He hasn’t even brushed the surface of cruel.” Camille shook her head.

“Compassion for other beings is your strongest trait. You’re smart, and that serves you well, but your empathy can be a weakness. You must know when to overcome it. Right now, if you don’t command the dog, you fail the trial and will never be a witch.”

He’d gone too far. I balled my hands into fists. “That’s not your call, Orm. It’s mine.”

“She has to pass the trial.”

“And she will.” I nodded to Alena.

“Fine.” Her hands went to her hips.

The dog’s ears drooped, and it tucked its tail between his legs. He turned to Will and back to Alena. Trembling, it circled to face the huge vampire and inched to him. Large bloody tears formed in Alena’s eyes.

“Enough. She proved she could do it. That’s all that’s necessary. Do we need a vote, or do I just decide? I believe Alena has passed all the trials.” I surveyed Chalondra’s and then Orm’s moods.

Even though I was the leader, they were elders, and I thought I owed them the respect of asking their opinions. Not that I would have considered them if they said no. Chalondra and Orm nodded their approval, and I looked to Grady and then Camille, Jude, and Tyler. They each consented in turn.

I stepped towards Alena and took her hands, not exactly knowing how to proceed. “Alena, you have passed the trials and are accepted into this coven as a whole member of our community. Blessed be.”

The words formed in my mind as I spoke to them as if from somewhere deep inside me. Alena’s hands warmed and tingled in mine, and a huge smile spread across her face. She flung her arms around me, and I’d never been so happy in my life. This would protect her from whatever hold the sword had on her. It had to.

“You never told me it felt like this. My whole body is tingling, pulsing with power. I feel like I can do anything,” she whispered in my ear.

“It’s a lot of power. We have to use it wisely.” On my back, I felt heat emitting from the lance.

Alena reached out to me. “Is that the lance?”

I nodded, and she spun to the others. “It’s time to break the curse.”

“Perhaps you should rest. You’ve been awake for twenty-four hours.” Anne spoke for the first time in hours.

“Alena, Camille, Jude, Tyler, we should talk.” My mind pinged with the knowledge that DJ should be there.

This curse started with the witches. The Creator sought to punish . . . Was that what I believed? No, The Creator sought to limit witches’ numbers by forcing them to move and suppress their power in the afterlife by holding their souls in Sheol. The four originators of our people—the archangels—Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, and Alena’s father Uriel—were bound to their angelic form save for one year in a hundred. We, Alena, Camille, and I, the Children of Light, could end the restrictions on our people, allowing us to know peace in this life and the next. What of the vampires? Would breaking the curse allow them to possess souls? Give them the opportunity for their souls to live on?

I prayed DJ’s absence wouldn’t impede ending the curse. We needed Alena to be safe from being possessed by another soul. Besides destroying the sword of St. Maurice, breaking the curse and releasing all the fallen souls from Sheol represented our only other option. Without souls in Sheol, Sonia and Thanatos—or Theron, I corrected myself—wouldn’t be able to take over any more bodies with their witch minions.

Alena, Camille, Jude, Tyler, and I met in the center of the room.

“We should find a quiet room, perhaps in my apartment, and figure out what to do next.”

“I agree.” Alena took my hand and then Camille’s. “We have to do this right for all of our people.”

The five of us took the back staircase into my apartment and wound through to the study. The windows faced east, overlooking the city and desert beyond. A faint-pink light grew on the horizon as dawn grew near.

“I can’t shake the feeling that we should be outside, somewhere holy.” Camille sat in one of the over-stuffed chairs.

We each took seats and pulled them into a circle around a coffee table. 

“Where are we in the poem?” I slid the paper with the poem from my pocket and smoothed it on the tabletop.

 

In a land ringed by gods, an ancient city sleeps.

The Alonso crest adorns a door, holding the Earth’s ancient lore.

Their beauty surpassing all, a soulless people roam the earth.

They know not love of God or man, but a forbidden creature holds fate.

Younger still, an angelic breed, hold the balance of the creed.

In their midst, children with three shining souls prepare a lance.

Once laid out then nevermore, only he may open the door.

Within the Book that lays the tale, the blade’s true master shall be restored.

 

“Here. We prepared the lance.” Alena put her finger on the third to last sentence and read the next line out loud. “Once laid out then nevermore, only he may open the door.” 

“What door?” Camille paced to the window. “Is it a metaphorical door? Is a person being laid out?”

“Or the lance?” I slid the lance from my pocket and laid it on the table between us.

The lance started to spin.

Tyler jumped up. “Who’s doing that?”

Each of us shook our heads.

“So, it has magic of its own?” Jude asked.

“I guess.”

As I focused on the lance, it slowed and stopped rotating, the tip pointing at me.

“It chose you.” Alena laid her hand on my thigh. “You’re the one who may open the door.”

“What door?”

“Within the Book that lays the tale, the blade’s true master shall be restored,” Camille recited the last line of the poem. “What book?”

“The Book.” I crossed to the shelves. “The Bible, the Christian or Hebrew?”

Alena appeared behind me. I swear I’d never get used to how fast or quiet she moved. “Longinus was Roman and converted to Christianity. The carbon-dating data indicated the lance is made of human bone dating back to the earliest humans though. Maybe Longinus just found it. How are we supposed to figure who the true master is?”

“The bone is old, like Eve or Adam old?” Camille asked. “They were like God? Made of God’s image, so an angel? We’re to restore an angel? But which angel?” Camille joined us at the book case.

“Not Eve. Lilith. She came before Eve.” I lifted the Hebrew bible from the shelf. “Michael was the leader of the archangels. Who was the first to sire a child with a human? That would have been the first sin, if you will, by the angels, right? Did Michael take a human wife first or one of the others?”

“Is there any way for us to know that?” Alena plopped into her chair.

See you know without me even telling you the story, you knew Lilith was the first woman because Lilith—

“Stop.” I closed my eyes and shut Lucifer out of my head.

“What? Who are you talking to?” Alena jumped in front of me.

“No one. Sorry. It was Michael, Michael and Lilith are my great-grandparents.”

“How do you know that?” Alena shifted to the front of her seat.

“It makes sense. Lucifer said Sonia was Lilith’s daughter, and she is of Michael’s line, so it’s not a stretch.”

Now you’re getting close to the mark. Who do you think created the curse? He had to serve penance for his sins. Michael created the curse and killing him will break it. Use the lance to kill Michael. He started this. That’s what the poem says . . . the blade’s true master. You know it’s—

I slapped my head, forcing Lucifer out of my thoughts.

Alena grabbed my wrist. “Where did you just go?”

“Lucifer is trying to convince me to kill Michael.”

Camille rose from her seat. “Lucifer is talking to you? How often does that happen?”

“Not often. It doesn’t matter. It’s all lies.”

“What did he say?” Camille approached, followed by Jude and Tyler.

“That Michael created the curse to pay penance to God for lying with Lilith, that we had to kill Michael with the lance.”

“But what happens if we kill Michael?” Alena asked.

“And even if we could find him, how do you kill an archangel?” Tyler flung his hands up.

“We’re not killing Michael. I walked away from them. If Lucifer wants us to kill Michael, we definitely aren’t doing it, even if we could find him. My guess is killing Michael makes all of Michael’s line, including Sonia, die. That’s what Lucifer wants.”

You want it too. Ignoring Lucifer’s voice, I paced back to them.

“Maybe we’re making this too hard. Where was that place that Theron and Thanatos took the sword of St. Maurice when Theron became the owner or keeper of the sword, or whatever happened when Theron received the sword?” Tyler posed. “Was that place significant?”

“I think it was just remote, but maybe.” Alena tapped on her phone and pulled up a map of the park beside the coast.

“The first humans lived in Ethiopia. It doesn’t fit. Besides, we’re not leaving this building until the curse is broken and Alena is safe.” I wrapped my hand around Alena’s.

“What about Orm’s library? There must be spells to unlink a spell from a talisman.” Alena started to the door. “Let’s try there.”

I caught Alena’s arm before she got too far. “Every other answer we needed came from the three of us linking together. It might be that easy. It’s worth a shot. Don’t you think if Orm knew how to break the curse he would have said something?”

“Hunter’s right? Let’s try it.” Camille held out her hand.

We sat down around the round coffee table and moved the lance to the center. Holding hands, Alena recited the poem. The lance rotated, again stopping with the point aimed at me.

“Okay, that’s not freaky.” I shivered as a ping of magic flowed from my head to my toes.

“What if it requires a blood bond?” Alena released my hand and sped out of the room.

Returning, she set a knife and bowl on the table. “If we mix our blood and drink it, we’ll be bonded as one.”

“Worth a shot.” I sliced my hand and let the blood drip into the bowl.

Alena and Camille did the same. Holding my breath, I took a sip of the red liquid and passed it to Alena. She smiled and downed a big gulp.

“Show off.” Camille grimaced, took a deep breath, and sipped the blood.

Alena held out her hands. I took one, and Camille the other, then rested her other hand in my outstretched palm. As we touched, a jolt of warmth shot through my body. It felt different, new. I closed my eyes, and an image of an angel appeared. He hovered over a woman with a baby in her arms, tears falling from his cheeks. A man lay on the ground in a garden, and the angel reached in his chest and pulled out a rib. As he set it on the ground, a woman materialized around the rib. He dug in the man’s chest again and pulled out another rib. Using twine, the angel fixed a piece of wood to the bone. I waited, but no more images appeared in my mind.

I opened my eyes and looked to Camille then Alena. “Michael made the lance, right?”

“Orm has a book with pictures of Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, and Uriel.” Alena pointed to the far wall.

Tyler rose. “I’ll go get it.”

“I have another idea.” Alena lifted the sword and dipped it in our blood.

She held it out to me. “It is yours.”

My palm burned under the lance, and a pain shot through my side. Wincing, I lifted it between us. “It is ours. There were three of us for a reason.”

Alena fit her hand above mine, and Camille wrapped her fingers around the grip below. I watched their faces, wondering if they would experience the burning or tinge in their sides. Seeing no reaction, I assumed the pain had been a warning.

Closing my lids, I saw Longinus with the blade, him slash the chest of Jesus. Then, my perspective switched. I looked up at the outline of a body on a cross. It was as if the image was blurred and covered with a white veil. Still, I knew the man to be Jesus. Water poured from the cut, and dropping the lance, I held out my hand, caught the drops, and doused them on my face.

“Forgive me, Savior, for I have sinned.” Opening my eyes, I could see the lance on the stone in front of me, the image now clear and sharp. Was blind, but now I see.

An angel appeared over me, and thinking I had gone mad, I shut my eyes. When I opened them, the angel held the knife. The sun set, and darkness surrounded me. I watched as if in a dream as the angel rolled a large round stone from in front of a cave cut into the side of a hill. The angel floated inside and reappeared carrying a body wrapped in white cloth. Looking into the sky, the angel shot up and disappeared into the stars. My mind went dark. Sucking in a deep breath, I released my grip on the sword. Alena and Camille did the same, and the lance fell to the table.

“Once laid out then never more. Only he may open the door.” Alena recited the next to last line of the poem. “That was Michael or the same angel we saw with the woman.”

Tyler laid a book on the table, opening to a page with images of the four archangels who sired the witch lines.

Alena pointed to Michael. “He is the one. Isn’t that the angel you just saw?”

I nodded. “Michael opened Jesus’ tomb and took his body to Heaven, then?”

“Okay, this is freaking me out. I want it to be done.” Camille pointed to the page with the poem: Within the Book that lays the tale, the blade’s true master shall be restored. “It has to be the Bible.”

Jude crossed to the shelf and lugged a large Bible back. It’d been in my family, or my mother’s human family, for generations. The leather cover felt soft under my fingers, and I opened to the book of Genesis. “What are we looking for?”

“I think we’re looking for instances of where Michael appears in the Bible.” Alena held up her phone and started tapping on the screen.

Four passages named Michael. Two we dismissed, but two were of interest. From Daniel, beginning with verse one of chapter twelve, the Bible stated that Michael, a great prince and guardian of his people, will rise, and the other people, the people written in the book, what book it didn’t say, shall escape and the wise “shall be like the stars forever.” In Revelation, chapter twelve, Michael battled against a dragon, Satan, or Lucifer as I liked to name him, and its angels, but Lucifer and the angels did not prevail and were sent down to Earth.

“Don’t we already know this?” Alena pushed the Bible away. “That’s what happened in the past.”

“Or what will happen, Michael will come to release his people, like the people from Sheol, as in breaking the curse?” I looked between Alena and Camille.

“So, Michael is the blade’s true master? He breaks the curse? We don’t have the power to do that? And how do we get him to come? We have to keep them from shoving some random soul into Alena.” Camille’s voice rose in pitch as she spoke.

“It’s okay. Everything’s going to be okay.” I rubbed my hand on her back, sending calming vibes into her skin.

Those were my words, but inside, my thoughts swirled. Either the curse would be broken, or I was marching on Sonia’s compound to destroy that sword before anything happened to Alena.

Jude took the seat between Alena and Camille. “Then we call on this Michael.”

Alena slumped back in her chair. “It won’t work, remember. He’s cursed to do the bidding of the Creator except in the ninety-ninth year of each century, just like my dad.” Alena kicked the table, sending it, the lance, and the bowl of blood across the room. “The idiot cursed himself.”

The sky grew dark, and a bolt of lightning flashed from the clouds and hit the rod on the building across from us.

“See, you need me.” A dark-winged shadow flew past the window.

“Did you hear that?” Camille’s skin transformed to a pale blue.

“I heard that.” Alena’s mouth gaped. “Did you hear that? Who was that?”

I knew the voice. I’d recognize it anywhere. I wiped my sweaty palms down my jeans. “Lucifer.”

“Lucifer is here?” Alena jumped up.

“Maybe you shouldn’t call archangels idiots,” I countered.

“Okay, everybody calm down. Let’s reset.” Camille drew in a deep breath. “Take my hands.”

All five of us locked hands and focused on happy positive thoughts. I pictured each of my friends. Alena, scar-free, sitting in a college class, me waiting for her outside, and us walking to our next class together. Camille in medical school. Jude with his own Ju-Jitsu studio. Tyler with a mountain-biking company. And then I thought of DJ, and my mind went blank. I had no clue what his hopes for the future might have been.

“What is going on?” Anne’s voice filtered into my consciousness.

I opened my eyes to see a clear bright-blue sky and Mom, Anne, Chalondra, and Orm in front of us.

“What happened to the apartment?” Anne continued.

“Things got a little carried away.” Alena set the table upright.

“What about the winged creature outside and the voice, ‘See, you need me?’” Orm shuffled to us.

“Turns out . . .” Alena rocked on her heels. “You shouldn’t speak ill of important powerful angels. They don’t really take too kindly to it.”

Orm’s gaze landed on Alena. “I think you are done for the day.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.” Alena folded her arms over her chest.

“We’ve all been up for thirty-six hours. We should get some rest and regroup in the morning.” I wrapped my arm around Alena, praying her semi-slumber would be extra deep after the tough day and a half we’d had. She wouldn’t like what I planned to do next.
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“I can’t believe you’re doing this!” Camille stomped into my room.

I slung my packed duffel over my shoulder. “Anne’s army is ready. We’ve got to destroy St. Maurice’s sword.”

“Alena is going to hate you for leaving her behind.”

“I’d rather her hate me than be a host for some ancient witch soul.” I walked away.

“She’s a full witch. You don’t know that she’s vulnerable.” Camille skipped to catch up with me.

“We don’t know that she’s not either. That mark on her face from the sword isn’t going away. There’s only one way to ensure she’ll be safe.”

Entering Anne’s command room, I checked the monitor feed from the garage. Aaron and Dimitri lifted boxes into a black SUV, and another set of guards packed a second vehicle.

Checking for my phone and the blade in my pocket, I exited the room, bound for the garage. “You don’t have to come. You can stay behind, and Tyler can come with me. That’s probably a better plan anyway.”

“What’s the strategy for getting in? How do we even know where the sword is?” Camille followed me.

“I did a locator spell on Theron. He’s at the compound in Sardinia. The sword will be with him.”

“Hey.” Camille caught my arm. “You know this could be a suicide mission, right? That place is Fort Knox, Alcatraz, and a missile silo all in one.” 

“With Anne’s forces, we’ll have it covered. Are you in or not?” I looked to the floor and then back at her face.

“Fine. I’ll meet you in the garage in five.”

“Make it three.” I ran down the hall.

Jude found me in the weapons room. “What took so long?”

“Camille.”

“I thought we were leaving her out of this.”

“Me too. Someone blabbed. I’m guessing Tyler.”

“You don’t think she’ll tell Alena, do you?”

I buckled a knife holster just below my knee and fit a dagger in it. “Our best chance is to get away as fast as possible. You ready for this?”

“I’m ready.” He lowered his pant leg, covering a knife.

Taking the stairs two at a time, and then jumping from stairwell to stairwell, we landed in the basement and exited to the garage.

Will approached. “What took so long?” 

“Camille.”

“She’s won’t alert Alena, will she?”

“I hope not. We’ll know in one minute.” I turned my arm over and stretched it out, exposing my watch. “We roll out in two.”

Shutting the tailgate of the last SUV, I felt Camille’s presence and looked up to see her exiting the stairwell. Tyler and Grady followed.

Grady slung a pack from his back. “Add this to the heap. I’m not letting my daughter go back to that place alone.”

“This is good. That makes three of you who know the complex.” I shoved Grady’s bag in the vehicle.

We finished packing the transports and climbed inside one of them. Our SUV was the second in a caravan of twenty holding over a hundred vampires prepared to fight with us. Two hundred more would meet us on the island of Sardinia. Opening my laptop, I established the connection with the others traveling in our caravan. We needed to rest on the flight, so Will and Jacob briefed everyone in route to the airport.

The vehicles weaved through the dark city into a private hangar where a 747 waited for us. Guilt pricked at my mind as we loaded the bags onto a conveyer and watched them travel up to the cargo hold. I exposed my watch. The longest I’d ever known Alena to rest for was eight hours, which meant I had about six hours before I had to face her wrath. At least it would be virtual. With Chalondra and Orm, Anne had enough muscle and magic power to keep Alena in LA. I’d beg for forgiveness after we destroyed St. Maurice’s sword. Nothing else mattered. I would make sure she stayed safe and DJ became himself again.

Boarding the plane, the mission command convened in the conference room. Aaron, Dimitri, Jacob, and Will would lead the vampires. Their job was to get us inside. After that, Camille, Grady, Jude, myself, and four vampires, would find the sword and destroy it. I spread my fingers and balled my fist again and again as we reviewed the plan. There were over a thousand vampires with witch souls at their disposal. We had three hundred vampires and the crystal weapons. Would it be enough?

You need me. Lucifer’s voice trailed through my consciousness. Shaking my head, I stood. “I think we’re done. We all should rest.”

Will held out his palm as the team dispersed. “It’s a good strategy. We can get you in.” 

“Is this a good-luck handshake or goodbye handshake?”

“This is a thank-you-for-fighting-for-Alena handshake.” He gripped my hand and slapped my bicep with the other palm.

I made my way to the sleeping quarters. It’d been over forty-eight hours since I’d slept, and I fell into a deep slumber. My alarm startled me, and I jumped up. My first thought was of Alena and how she must be awake and livid.

Aaron grabbed my phone. “No more communication. We go silent from here except for the short waves.”

“Wait.” I reached for the device.

“Hey.” He grabbed my arm. “It’s better this way. You won’t hear her complaints till you’re safe and sound back in LA.

We gathered in the conference room for updates. There wasn’t any odd movement at Sonia’s compound, and our plan would proceed as decided upon.

Fog cloaked the island, and we descended through the clouds to an airport on the eastern shore. Anne had two other planes, one landing on the western side and one on the northern tip. The next eight hours were critical. We had to stay hidden until sundown.

Seeing Camille’s shoulders shake, I leaned towards her. “You ready for this?”

She held my gaze. “This place is pure evil. It has to be destroyed.”

A chill shot through me at her words. My eyes cut to Jude. “How about you? Are you good?”

“Oh, I’m more than ready. Don’t forget they have my father.”

“Jude, I—”

His hand landed on my thigh. “I know. That’s not our mission. I won’t get distracted. We find the sword and destroy it. Anything else is a bonus.”

“Let’s make sure we get out of there. Alena will kill me if something happens to any of us.”

The plane touched down on the runway in a sea of fog so thick I couldn’t see a single building or tree, anything beyond five feet.

In front of me, Will descended the stairs to the runway. “The fog won’t clear till noon. That gives us two hours of cover.”

Inside a hangar, we found five buses waiting. Tourists descended upon the island in summer months, and although we were a little early for the season, these would be our best cover. There was only one road to the compound, and our team would take it to the castle. The other two teams would hike in, one from the west and the other from the east. Five boats stood ready to approach from the south. Anne had a small helicopter that would hover off the coast and five transport copters standing by. Land, air, and sea escapes awaited us if we survived.

Aaron, Dimitri, Jacob, and Will boarded the bus with Camille, Grady, Jude, and me. All of us and twelve of Anne’s top soldiers made up the front team. Ours would be the second in the main caravan. The first transport would take out their entry guards, and we would infiltrate the castle. Camille felt sure she’d be drawn to St. Maurice’s sword as she had before, and I prayed we could find it without being detected. Our cloaking ability would be limited with four vampires to protect. We’d tried to talk them out of going inside, but they couldn’t be persuaded.

The buses wound through the narrow streets of the city to the countryside. Just as predicted, the fog lifted by noon to reveal a blue, cloudless sky. We stopped at a resort northeast of the compound to wait till sundown. I paced down the hall.

Jude approached. “The waiting killing you too?”

Rubbing my hands down my pants, I shook my head. “Alena is going to kill me if anything happens to you guys.”

“Hey, we made this decision together.”

“No, I drove the plan. Camille decided to go along.”

“She could have overridden your decision.”

I rubbed my neck, thinking there was no one who could dissuade me from my course of action. The sword would be destroyed to keep Alena safe, and it would happen that night. 

See you need to lead. Lucifer’s voice echoed in my mind.

“Hey.” Jude shook my arm. “Where did you go?”

“I’m here. I’m ready. This is going to work.”

We confirmed positions with the other teams, held a final briefing, and got some food.

“You haven’t asked about Alena.” Jacob nudged me as we loaded the bus.

“I don’t want to know. She probably hates me about now.”

He held my stare. “You’re doing the right thing.”

Her voice echoed in my head. We’ve got to stick together. We’re stronger as one. I prayed I hadn’t made a huge mistake.

As the sun set, darkness descended, the temperature dropped, and the fog rolled in from the sea. The bus headlights cast an eerie glow as the low clouds reflected the light. Three miles from the compound, we switched off the lights. I peered into the darkness, knowing the other two units flanked us, but saw nothing.

“What do you think Alena is doing right now?” Camille whispered. “It’s odd not to have any connection with her.”

I frowned and wondered if Alena would ever forgive me. “She’s probably plotting how to escape and join us.”

Our bus stopped half a mile from the compound’s outer gate and waited for confirmation to proceed. I hated not knowing what was going on. Imagining the driver injecting the roaming guard with the toxin and the others jumping from the vehicle to take out the rest of the outer gate force, I held my breath.

“All clear. We’re in with no alarms,” a voice communicated through our short-wave radios.

I released my breath and ran my hands down my thighs. Our bus pulled into the woods, and the others behind us parked between the trees as best they could. The team greeted us as we walked beside the road.

“Went like butter in a hot pan, boss,” the leader said. “The cameras are on a loop, and the others are waiting for you outside the wall. The space between the wall and castle is dark, just like the satellite data indicated.”

“Good.” I shot him a thumbs-up. “Fall in behind us.”

We weaved through the brush to the point group waiting at the wall. Using hand signals, we slid through the gate. Staying low, we crossed the meadow in silence and stopped behind a line of bushes. The huge castle loomed in front of me. Lights illuminated the manicured lawns between us and the main entrance, but the only other access points were the courtyard in the center and back doors facing the sea.

Taking a deep breath, I nodded to the point team. Baylor, a vampire dressed in an anti-magic suit and armed with poison syringes, loped to the opening, half-stumbling as if intoxicated.

Two guards exited the security room and approached Baylor.

“Sir, who are you? How did you get in here?” The first guard to reach Baylor held his arms out wide as if to corral him away from the entrance.

“I don’t know. I walked, I guess.” Baylor rocked on his feet.

“You can’t be here, sir. Let me get someone to escort you out of the complex. We can call a taxi for you.”

In one swift move, Baylor hooked his arm around the closest guard’s neck, injected him with the poison, and jumped to the second guard, doing the same. Staying low, Baylor dragged the two around the corner out of view of the guard station.

Ten of our men crossed the space and stood behind the wall with Baylor. Vampire speed always surprised me, and I exhaled a breath, realizing that we might get in without incident. I hadn’t decided if it was best to be discovered or not. If the guards didn’t recognize us, they might escort us into the compound, giving us our in. But if they did know who we were, we’d be dead in seconds.

Motion above me caught my eye, and I spied hundreds of vampires gathering on the towers and walkways above us. The large garage doors opened, and a wall of vampires marched towards us. They were sending out the troops.

I looked to Camille, Jude, and Grady and then Aaron, Dimitri, and Jacob. “That’s our cue. You ready?”

“I’ll hold the lines out here.” Will cocked his head to our troops, gathering behind him.

“Till we meet again.” I held out my arm.

He locked his palm around my forearm. “Till we meet again.”

Spinning, I evoked a cloaking spell for myself and Jacob. Camille and Jude did the same with Aaron and Dimitri. I launched myself into the air, and we sailed over the vampires streaming from the castle entrance.

Is this too easy? Camille’s voice sounded in my mind.

Does it matter? I replied as we slipped through the inner doors and over the heads of the oncoming soldiers. Isn’t this how you escaped before? Just focus on finding the sword.

Gray stone walls, floors, and ceilings lined the narrow passage way. We sped to a large room where she hesitated. Then, she took the left hall to a stairwell. I hate this place.

Taking in a deep breath, she descended the spiral staircase. I brought up the rear of the group, keeping an eye out behind us. So far, I hadn’t seen any true-witches and thought it odd that the whole compound was filled with vampires. Vampires with witch souls and the ability to do magic, I corrected myself.

We descended three stories before reaching the bottom level. Camille stopped, and her gaze landed on me. Feel that? She signed as she communicated with me so the others would understand. 

Witches, lots of them. I signed back.

The sword is here. She described the cavern-like space we were about to enter and reminded us how Sonia had been made immortal six months before.

Theron will have the sword. Find him. I communicated to the others.

Anyone think this is too easy? Grady replied.

Their whole coven is probably in there. This is going to be far from easy. It doesn’t matter. Everyone know what to do? I looked to each face and got a nod from each.

Jumping into the air, I rounded the corner. Candles lined the vast room cut from stone. Sonia and Thanatos sat in chairs at the bottom of the amphitheater. Theron stood behind Sonia, sword hanging from his belt. Their coven members sat on the stone benches as if in a trance.

I glided over their heads to the bottom level and wound round and landed beside Theron. I watched as Camille, Jude, Grady, Aaron, Dimitri, and Jacob lined the back wall. Reaching out with my mind, I tried to contact Theron.

Theron, I’m here. We’re ready to make a deal.

Theron’s hand went to the sword, and I held my breath as Sonia’s eyes cut to him. She adjusted her skirt and turned back to the witches.

Isn’t this a surprise, brother? The side of Theron’s mouth bent up.

We’ll help you take down Sonia and Thanatos and let you become the High Priest. Just give me the sword.

I’m not giving you the sword.

It will be entombed indefinitely where no one can use it.

You haven’t broken the curse. I hope you were smart enough to make Alena a full witch. Although I see she’s not here. At least you got that much right. He turned his head to face me.

In one swift motion, he drew the sword from his belt and aimed it at Jacob. Sonia and Thanatos jumped to their feet, and I realized my mistake. The energy it took to communicate with Theron distracted me from cloaking Jacob. I’d held the spell too long, and my powers waned. I guessed Camille and Jude might be nearing the same point.

Jacob disappeared, and I guessed one of the others cloaked him. We needed to conserve our energy for the fight to come, so I signaled for my team to drop our cloaking spells. Gasps spread through the room as the coven members realized we surrounded them.

“Fear not.” Sonia raised her hand, and the crowd silenced. “We have a few more vampire volunteers that wish to join our forces.”

Sonia motioned to Theron. As he waved the sword over the chasm, I took a step back. A blue glowing orb rose from the dark abyss, and Theron directed it to Jacob. As Theron pointed St. Maurice’s blade at the vampire, the orb hovered in front of Jacob’s chest. It brightened and lunged at Jacob, hitting his crystal-lined suit and bouncing off.

“Interesting.” Sonia swirled around. “I hope you have a lot of those suits. Theron, I believe you know what needs to be done with Hunter’s friends.” 

I lifted my hand and shot a wave of magic at Theron. The sword fell from his hand, but he lunged and swiped it from the ground. He waved it in the air, and hundreds of blue orbs rose from the hole behind us. The sound of footsteps drew my attention, and I saw our troops filing into the cavern. Relief flooded my brain as I processed that at least this team made it through the enemy lines.

A blast hit me, and I flew across the room and slammed into the wall. As I landed, I sent healing energy into my shoulder. My father hovered over me. “You’ve always been weak. This is where you realize you will never be great.”

“You’re wrong.” I jumped to my feet and sent a wave of magic at him.

He stumbled back, and his wide eyes landed on me again. Behind him, I saw our soldiers locked in skirmishes with the coven witches. These were Anne’s strongest fighters, and with the weapons they’d developed, I didn’t worry for them. My thoughts went to Camille. She had Grady and Jude to protect her, and I would know if she were in danger. I refocused on Thanatos, Sonia, and Theron. Theron yielded the sword like a conductor’s baton, guiding souls to our vampire soldiers. The blue-orb souls hit the suits and bounced off as they had with Jacob.

I scanned the space and found him cornered against the wall, the soul bouncing off his chest, slamming him into the rock. Another blast hit me, and I landed on my back. Jumping up and soaring over my father’s head, I landed on the other side of him. He and Theron didn’t scare me, but I kept my eye on the sword and Sonia. What did she want? I knew the answer: the curse intact, her power source safe, herself and Thanatos in control of the witches. How much did her son mean to her?

Dodging a rock Thanatos hurled at me, I glanced at the pit behind me. Warm air rose from the wide crevice, and an orange glow indicated there might a heat source below. Whistling wind caught my attention, and I rolled to miss an oncoming knife aimed at my chest. His intentions were clear. He would kill me. 

Kill him and kill Sonia, and you will be rid of their threats forever.

Whether the words came from Lucifer or the darkest part of me, I couldn’t be sure, but I forced them from my psyche. Taking stock of our men again, I saw Jacob still wrestling with the soul on his torso. Theron’s eyes darted between the blue orbs, and his wide smile hinted at his satisfaction in yielding so much power.

Rising, I focused all my power on Thanatos, driving him to the ledge. He tried to block my magic with a counterwave, but I pressed back, penetrating his protection wall. His stare hardened as he battled the force. Still, I’d broken through and had him in my grip. Directing the beam, I levitated him over the chasm.

“Mother.” Thanatos flailed in the air, fighting against the force that held him.

A gust of wind sailed past me and caught him, sending him to the ground beyond me.

“You think you are stronger than us?” Sonia’s gaze locked on mine. “You haven’t experienced power yet.”

A blast hit me, and I sailed across the space to the rock wall. My back hit, and the air whooshed from my lungs. Falling to the ground, I fought to draw in a breath. I willed my legs and arms to move, but they felt numb, frozen. Sending healing waves to my appendages warmed them, and I pushed up to my hands and knees. An invisible weight bore down on my shoulder blades, and my biceps trembled with strain. Reaching out with my mind, I fought my father’s spell. You are nothing, boy. My arms gave out, and I landed cheek to the dirt. I had to think, be smarter. What was his weakness?

Hunter, where are you? Camille’s voice sounded in my head. We’re getting nowhere. There are too many of them. They’re just going to deplete our magic until we fall. We must find a way tip the scales in our favor.

A pair of black boots landed in front of me. Alena stood hands to hips with her hard glare locked on me. That would be me.

How?

Not enough time for that. She dug her fangs into her wrist and pressed her arm to my mouth. Her blood wouldn’t cure a magic injury, but it coursed through my veins, replenishing my strength.

I jumped up, and we stood shoulder to shoulder as Sonia and Thanatos approached.

“Theron.” Sonia’s low growl pricked at my ear drums. “The main attraction has arrived.”

You shouldn’t have come.

When are you going to learn we’re stronger together? One, two—

We sprang into the air, sailing over Sonia and Thanatos and landing beside Theron.

“Time to choose, brother.” I held his stare.

His crooked smile told me all I needed to know. He never intended to join us.

“You will never let me lead.” Theron held the sword over his head and pivoted to face the chasm.

A large orb, brighter than all the others, rose from the abyss and floated to Alena.

She leaned back as it hovered in front of her. The scar on her cheek glowed blue, and blood poured from it.

Alena screamed and dropped to her knees, palm pressed to the wound.

I flung a force field around us, and the orb bounced off the barrier.

Sonia glided to us. “You think you can best Lilith?”

Hunter, Jacob’s been taken. The soul fought him until he had no strength left and then ate through the crystal suit. We can’t hold the rest much longer. What do we do? Camille’s pleas cut through the horror of seeing Alena crumpled on the ground before me.

As I surveyed the cavern, I found Jacob slitting open the suits of our own men, leaving them vulnerable to the bodiless souls. Grady fought a vampire-witch host a foot taller than him, and six of Sonia’s vampire minions surrounded Camille and Jude. My mind swirled with apprehension as I sucked in a breath.

Use it. The voice echoed through my body.

Pulling power from deep within every cell of my being, I released it. A blast so loud I thought my ear drums might burst reverberated against the stone walls, shaking the cavern. “Stop!”

Everyone, everything, even the molecules of the air froze. Blinking, I focused on Alena. One palm to her cheek, she stood and took my hand. The blue orb hovered outside my force field. Sonia, Theron, Thanatos, and each of their coven members and the vampire-witch minions they commanded stood fixed, trapped in the position they’d been in when I made the command. Wide-eyed, our army milled about.

What just happened? Camille joined us.

Taking in the scene, I called to our soldiers. “Secure as many of them as you can with the crystal ropes. I don’t know how long I can hold this.”

Sonia’s eyes followed me as I paced between her and Thanatos, trying to figure out what to do.

Within the Book that lays the tale, the blade’s true master shall be restored. That was it. It had to be. The blade’s true master was Adam. Adam was human.

Seeing Sonia’s coven members bound by the crystals, I drew the sword from my back and held it in front of me.

“No!” Alena’s guttural scream pierced my ears.

With as much force as I could muster, I plunged the blade into my abdomen. Blinding pain shot through my body. The commotion around me indicated my spell disintegrated. I fell to the dirt and watched as clear fluid and then blood oozed from my wound.

“Hunter!” Bloody tears formed in Alena’s eyes as she knelt before me.

The glowing orb above her dimmed, collapsed into itself, and exploded with a silent puff. Ash from the implosion fell to the floor. A warm gust surrounded me, and thousands of blue orbs rose from the fissure behind me, floating to the ceiling and disappearing into the rock.

“No, it cannot be.” Sonia’s glare landed on me. Her headed whipped around, and yanked Theron’s arm. “Give me the sword.”

“No.” Both hands tight on the sword’s hilt, he backed away.

She matched his steps. “That is the only weapon that can destroy me. You will give it to me.”

“No.” He held it out above the chasm. “I will throw it into this pit, and it will be destroyed along with you.”

Chest heaving with every effort to draw in a breath, I rested my head on the dirt floor. Gazing at the dark ceiling, I wondered if I cared whether Sonia, Thanatos, or even Theron lived or died. All that mattered was that the sword got destroyed. DJ and all those other vampires deserved their lives back.

“Hunter? Stay with me, Hunter.” Alena’s voice sounded like a whisper on the wind.

Get the sword. Destroy it. Set DJ and the rest free. I pushed the thought to Alena and Camille.

Alena crouched over me, strawberry-blond hair glowing around her ivory skin. She pressed her blood-stained wrist to my mouth. I sucked on the metallic liquid. Still, beings floated around me as if I were in a dream.

“Will.” Alena grasped the vampire’s huge bicep. “Help him.”

Will dropped to one knee beside me and slit his wrist, dropping warm liquid into my throat.

“Camille.” Alena tugged at her arm. “He isn’t healing himself. You’re a healer. You can help him.”

Camille’s light eyes met mine. “He’s not a witch anymore. He’s human.”

“Get”—I coughed, and blood spurted from my mouth—“St. Maurice’s sword. Destroy it.”

My side burned with pain, and I rolled into a ball. Cold air enveloped me, and I knew my time had come. I prayed Alena would forgive me, and that DJ, Camille and Jude, my mom and grandparents, and all the others would live peaceful happy lives. I wanted that for them. That was all I’d ever wished for.
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Did you think you’d be the first witch to enter Heaven? 

I squinted, shielding my eyes from a bright light.

A shadow, the shape of a wing, passed in front of the light and a flapping sound entered my consciousness. 

Lucifer. I forced my lids open. A dark shape loomed over me. Black wings swooshed past my field of vision. Using all my energy, I pushed my hand into the ground and heaved my torso up. Alena’s arms wrapped around me, and I slumped into her side.

Theron still held St. Maurice’s sword above the pit. Lucifer strode to him. “Destroy it, and Sonia dies, your father is tried for treason, and you are tried as an accomplice.”

Theron’s eyes cut between Sonia and Lucifer. “I destroy the sword, and I am a hero. I was nothing but a pawn, an innocent boy forced to wield a weapon by my grandmother and father.”

Lucifer shook his head. “You are a full witch. No one has dominion over you unless you allow it.” Lucifer’s gaze shifted to me. “Well, except for Hunter. But he seems to have lost his powers. Come with me, all three of you, and you shall never be stripped of your power.”

Sonia launched herself at Thanatos, hooking her arm in his, and blasted towards Theron. Grabbing him, she landed in front of Lucifer. “And so, it shall be.”

“No!” I watched as Lucifer wrapped black wings around my half-brother, father, and grandmother.

The dark angel shot into the air, rising to the top of the cavern. Then, he dropped past us into the abyss.

“They’re gone? What about the sword?” Alena hugged me to her.

“Angels are always so dramatic.” Will retrieved his weapon from the ground.

Anger erupted from my soul, and I coughed up a mouthful of blood. “How can you be so insensitive? We have no clue whether the sword was destroyed. That was my brother, my father.”

“Hunter.” Alena squeezed my shoulders. “Save your strength.”

Will walked to the edge of the fissure. “I’m thinking the hot lava will destroy the sword.”

Camille wrapped her hand around mine. “If they enter Sheol, the sword will pass into a different plane. Magic can’t be transferred between that space and ours. DJ will be okay.”

“You’re so damned optimistic.” I gripped my side as a ripple of pain shot through it.

“I’m thinking if you’re criticizing me, you’re going to live.” Camille stood.

A scream erupted from a vampire to my left. Bound by the crystal ropes, he writhed against the restraints. The other captives started to yell. The one closest to me fell limp. I watched as his eyes opened.

“Where am I?” His rotated his head to the left and then right.

Camille ran to him. “Do you know who you are? Where you are?”

“I know who I am but have no clue how I got here. The last thing I remember, I lay down in my bed for a slumber.”

“You’re going to be okay.” Camille patted his arm.

Standing, she directed our army to help free the restored vampires. She crossed to us.

“St. Maurice’s sword must have been destroyed. All the vampires that Theron placed witch souls in are back to normal. That means DJ is going to be fine too.”

“That’s good.” I leaned forward, holding my side, and pushed myself up to my knees.

Rumbling sounds came from the chasm, and a host of blue shining orbs shot up. The ground shook. The balls of blue light hung as if frozen and then dimmed, imploded into themselves, and sent a wall of dust blasting through the room. The altar in the center swayed, and the tabletop toppled into the fissure. Lava shot up as it hit the hot liquid.

The room quaked again. “I think we need to get out of here.”

Alena fit her arm around my back. “Sounds like a good plan.”

“I can make it.”

“This is no time to start having an ego. Just because you saved the world doesn’t mean you can walk out of here by yourself. But, if you want, I can get Will to carry you.”

Another spasm shot through my side as I took a step forward. “No, this works.”

Another tremor shook the building, and a swoosh of cold wind took out the candles. The witches that could fly took to the air. The rest of us filed out as the rock trembled under us. The stairs seemed endless, and my torso spat blood with every step. The passageways above were empty, and we made our way and onto the lawn.

Beyond the manicured grass, green orbs lit the meadow. “What’s going on? Did the souls turn green with envy?”

“I think you need another shot of vampire blood. Those are faeries.”

“What?” I tried to focus, but shapes blurred.

“Whoa, big guy.” Will caught me. “Try some of this.”

He held out a white plastic bottle that we used to store the vampire blood in. I guzzled half of it in on shot. Buzzing of wings caught my attention, and I realized Titania approached.

“What are you doing here?”

“Hunter, I told you the faeries—” Alena started.

I slid her hand from around my back and stood upright. Straightening my back caused a burning sensation to shoot through my right side, but I steeled my jaw.

“You aided our troops?”

“Yes.”

“Why would you come help us?”

“I have a soft spot for teens on a suicide mission.”

“Teens? How old are you?”

“Let’s just say I have a couple hundred years on you. I heard the witches were scared. I haven’t ever known the witches to fear anything. I figured if they felt threatened, we could be next.”

Will motioned to the faeries behind her. “Titania’s soldiers captured a good number of Sonia’s troops with their poison darts.”

I placed my hand on my chest. “Thank you. We’re in your debt.”

“There is no debt when we fight for each other.” She held out her hand.

Locking my palm around her forearm, I smiled. “Until we meet again.”

“Until we meet again. You know where to find me.”

“Can’t I get your cell number or something?”

Titania straightened her jacket. “It will be light soon. You’ll excuse us to take our leave?”

“Of course.” I dipped my chin to her.

She bowed and flew away. Her troops followed, and within seconds, the forest was dark.

A tremor rumbled through the earth beneath us.

“We have to get farther away.” Alena tugged at my shirt.

“I can’t believe it’s over.” Camille stared at the dark structure. “Do you think Sonia is dead?”

“The curse is broken. She is over two thousand years old. I doubt her body survived the loss of those immortal souls.”

“What of Theron and Thanatos? Can you sense your brother’s presence anymore?” Camille lifted my arm over shoulder.

“I feel nothing. Not you, not Alena, nothing.”

Alena hooked her arm under mine. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to fix you.”

A huge cracking sound emitted from the castle, and the ground shook. Alena locked her arms around me and jumped. Seconds later, we landed on the road beyond the wall. The towers swayed and crumbled upon themselves. With a roar, the peninsula gave way and fell into the sea.

We hobbled backward, watching the waves take the thousand-year-old structure. We turned and lumbered to the buses. A few feet from the door, Alena froze.

“Gregor.” Ducking from my grip, she bolted to the old vampire, flinging her arms around him.

He picked her up and spun around in a circle. “Oh, it’s good to see family.”

“Does my mom know?” Alena asked as he set her down.

“We called your mother. Gregor—” Jacob held out a phone “—you should call Sarita.”

Will steadied me as I pulled myself up the stairs and into a seat on the bus filled with coven and vampire refugees. They briefed us on Anne’s plan to get everyone home as our caravan snaked through the dark Italian countryside. At the airport, we parked in a hangar filled with tables holding laptops, a staff person at each terminal.

“We should get you to a hospital.” Alena pointed to the medical team.

“I’ll be okay. We have to figure out what to do with all these people.” Sharp pains shot through my midsection, and I chuckled. “A witch, a hybrid, and a human sit down at a bar.”

“Okay, you at least need orange juice.” Alena led me to a stretcher.

I drank the cool liquid as instructed and let them bandage my side. Then, I swung my legs over the side. “I’m not sitting here like an invalid. These people need help.”

Making my way to the first desk, I sat down in front of a computer. One by one, we arranged for the vampires to return to their homes. Hours later, I surveyed the empty hangar.

Seeing Grady approach, I smiled. “You must be happy. Our mission was successful, and both of your children are alive and well.”

“I have you to thank for that.”

“We all played a part.”

“Yours may be just beginning.” Grady motioned to an exit.

“What do you mean?”

“Come with me.” He fit his hand under my arm and hoisted me up.

My chest muscles felt sore, but the shooting pains dissipated. “I think I’m actually healing.”

Grady opened the door to a crowd of witches. “Michael’s coven, waiting for you to lead them.”

I shielded my eyes from the rising sun. “What do you mean? My powers are gone. I’m not a witch anymore.”

“You are by blood. Your birthright is to lead this coven.”

“Birthrights are archaic. They need to choose their own leaders.”

“They’ve chosen you.”

“It can’t be. I don’t know how to lead a coven. I’m not even eighteen. Tell them to go home to their families.”

“The coven is their family. Without binding leadership, everyone in the coven will lose their powers, and Michael’s line—nay, the whole witch species—will end.”

“That can’t be right. Why are you telling me this?”

“It’s true. You know it is. Orm told you without a coven, isolated from other witches, powers fade. If Michael’s coven loses their powers, so will all the other lines. Children born of these witches won’t have access to their heritage. Witches will cease to exist.”

“Maybe that’s the way it should be. Those who created us were punished for a reason.”

“What of the balance of nature?”

“Humanity will balance itself out.”

“What of Lucifer? You’ve witnessed his power, and now he has Sonia, Thanatos, and Theron. You think they will stop trying to regain what was theirs?”

“You think Sonia and my brother and father are still alive? This is all too biblical for me right now.”

“Sonia, Thanatos, and Theron still exist. In what form I am not sure. Are you talking to me about being biblical? The guy who thrust a bone dagger into his chest because he believed it belonged to Adam and should be returned to Adam? This may also help you regain your powers. Don’t you want them back?”

I shook my head. Part of me missed the feeling of being invincible, capable of anything. Even though I’d tried to deny it, I knew it all along. With Michael’s powers coursing through my being, I could do anything. And I missed the warmth of being one consciousness with Alena and Camille. The loss of that connection felt like someone had ripped a chunk of my soul away. Still, for six hours, I’d sat and arranged flights on a computer, the normal human mundane way everyone else did it. I felt more connected to humanity than I ever had. Did I want to go be a supernatural being again?

“The jury is still out on that one.” I clapped my hand on Grady’s shoulder.

Grady shook his head. “You have a duty to fulfill.”

“Are you Hunter?” A boy reached out and touched my arm. Warmth radiated from his palm.

“Who are you?” I focused on a face that couldn’t have been much older than fourteen.

“Forgive me, but you are Hunter, the one of the trinity? Descended from Adam? I felt it when I touched you.”

Broadening my shoulders, I held his gaze. “Yes, I am Hunter, one of the trinity of the Children of Light.”

The boy motioned to me. “It is him.”

Silence fell over the group, and I cleared my throat. “I can’t imagine the emotions you may be experiencing. The legacy my grandmother, father, and half-brother created is not one that I could support. I’m sorry for my part in the trauma of last night and the decimation of your home and the loss of your leaders. We are all of Michael’s line, but I am not of your coven and have no powers now.”

A woman stepped forward. “We do not accept that. The boy, he knew who you were. You are of us. We understand that you do not know us but give it a chance. We are like stars hurling through the abyss of space without a true leader.”

“The vampires have all found transportation home. Come inside and we’ll figure this out.”

A man stepped forward. “What of us? We were not of the coven of Thanatos. We only joined them because of the betrothal of Marianna and Theron.”

“What is your name?”

He raised his chin. “I am Iliad, leader of my coven. We are more than two hundred.”

I offered him my hand and experienced the same sensation I had with the boy. “You made the covens one, and as it stands now, you are the same. I believe you are their leader now. We can discuss what happens moving forward later.” I stood back and opened the door to the hangar. “Come.” 

Inside, I found Alena, Camille, and Jude huddled over a computer terminal. “Guys, we have to find somewhere for Michael’s coven to stay.”

“Is it true?” A girl weaved to the front of the group. “Is Theron gone?”

Puffy red eyes met my gaze. “Yes, he is gone, are you—”

“I am Marianna. We were engaged. You are his brother, right?”

Alena wound round the table and wrapped her arms around the girl. Bloody tears pooled in her eyes. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be fine. We’ll make sure of it. Your family is here?”

Alena’s words pricked at my psyche. I knew she felt something for Theron. We hadn’t talked about his loss yet, and I could see that it grieved her. There were so many more things to process from that night, and they swirled in my head. I was human. The curse ended. What of the vampires? What about Lucas?

“Jude?” A man pushed through the crowd.

“Dad?” Jude jumped the table and hugged the man.

We listened as he explained he’d been in the complex before it fell into the sea. He had no memories of the past eight months. The last thing he’d remembered was calling his parents to warn them to get to their secret bunker.

“I saw you last fall in Sonia’s castle. You appeared to be a willing participant.” Jude paced.

“I don’t know what to say. I spoke with my father in late August and then found myself in the castle tonight. They must have put a spell on me.”

“Either that or switched your soul out for another.” Jude balled his palms into fists. “I can’t believe I didn’t realize it.”

Camille wrapped her hands around Jude’s fist. “There was nothing we could have done.”

“He’s too strong a witch for them to have switched out his soul in an instant. There would have been some pain, a realization that something was wrong.” Grady shook his head. “It had to be a poison, a spell of some sort. It was probably broken upon Sonia’s death.”

“We don’t know that she’s dead,” I warned.

Alena tapped her foot. “Please don’t ruin what we accomplished today. What you sacrificed for.”

“Sorry.” I hugged her to me.

“Hunter.” Will motioned for me to join him at a computer monitor. “These witches were loyal to Sonia. How can we know they’re not a threat?”

I rubbed a hand down my pant leg. “I guess we don’t.”

“Anne wants to send them to the compound in Mexico until we can figure out what to do.”

“Hold them hostage? No. We’ll think of a different way.”

“But what do we do with them now? You trust that all of them will be loyal to you? You said it yourself. Sonia may not be dead. Thanatos and Theron are still a threat even if the sword has been destroyed.”

“Fine, take them to Mexico. I’ll travel to LA with Alena and Camille and then meet you there.”

“I think you need to be the one to tell them.”

“Argh.” I kicked the table leg and winced from the strain on my side. “I hate this.”

Approaching the group of witches, I called for their attention. Mumblings broke out among the group as I announced the plan. Two white-haired women teetered to me. 

One held out her hand. “I am Anastasia, and this is Guinevere. We are elders of the coven. Guinevere is also a seer of truth. May she take your hand?”

Why I didn’t hesitate to take Anastasia’s hand, I didn’t know. I shouldn’t have let any of them touch me—the boy, Iliad, or this strange woman. I’d become human again, frail and powerless. I could have been dead in seconds. But no part of me feared them. I trusted that even my human self could sense danger.

I held my other hand out to Guinevere. She wrapped both her palms around mine. My skin warmed as she closed her eyes. “He is true. The child is pure.”

Anastasia lifted her palms. “Then it shall be so.”

Iliad stepped forward. “And I will accept this also then.”

“Thank you. I do not wish for anything to happen to our people.”

Illiad studied me. “You mean for the vampires to exterminate us?”

“That was never an option. That is not how Anne operates. That is not the kind of person she is.”

“But she is not a person.”

I straightened my back. “We are all people, some human, some witch, some vampire—”

“Don’t forget the faeries.” Alena slid her hand in mine.

Camille stood beside me. “Or any of the other beings of this realm.”

“And so, it shall be.” Iliad dipped his chin.

The garage doors opened, and a large jet rolled in. Jacob and Will rolled a staircase to the plane, and I greeted each of the five hundred fifty-two coven members as they approached, trying to commit names and faces to memory.

Puffy-eyed, Marianna stood last in line. She craned her neck, looking back around the space. “I can’t believe he’s gone. I mean he’s been away before, but this time I can’t feel him. There’s no connection. It’s like he ceased to exist.”

I reached out and touched her shoulder. “They told you what happened, right? That Lucifer took him?”

“Yes, but I can’t wrap my brain around it. Lucifer? As in the dark angel that resides in Sheol? A physical body can’t pass to Sheol, so he is dead, right?”

These were questions I hadn’t let myself ask yet. For as much evil as my father and brother had done, I’d never wanted them dead. I wasn’t ready to deal with that.

“It’s been a long day. I’ll visit you soon, and we’ll say goodbye together.”

Huge tears pooled in her eyes. She swiped them away and nodded. Lifting her chin, she ascended the stairs.

“You did good today.” Alena wrapped her arms around my middle.

I cringed at the pain rippling through my side.

“Sorry.” She slid in front of me.

I hugged her to me and kissed her head. Pushing up on her toes, she pressed her lips to mine.

“Seriously, we can’t take you guys anywhere!” Camille’s voice cut into my snippet of paradise. “Our plane is ready.”

“Be there in a minute.” I glanced over my shoulder and then back to Alena. “I can’t believe it’s over.”

“It all seems so surreal.” Alena shivered.

“Are you okay?” I tucked her hair behind her ear and ran my hands down her back. “I know you cared for Theron.”

“And you must have some major denial going on.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing my mom and DJ. I’m so sorry. Can you forgive me for leaving you? I shouldn’t have done it. You were right. You always are.”

She shook her head. “But you’d do it again?”

I dropped my chin to my chest. “Yes, anything for you. I mean, what if—” I gasped for breath. “What if I’d lost you?”

Her hand landed on her hip. “Well, because you seem so repentant and super sweet, I’m not going to yell at you today. I’m just glad we’re all okay.”

She bit her lip, and I took her hands. “But what? What aren’t you saying?”

“I thought . . . I don’t know.” She rested her forehead on my shoulder. “The curse is broken, and—”

“Your dad.”

“Yeah, I thought he might come.”

Running my hands down her arms, I took her hands. “He will. I don’t think he’s free to roam as he pleases.”

She wriggled from my embrace and stomped her foot. “See, that’s not even fair. You shouldn’t know more about my father than I do.”

“Guys!” Camille’s voice sounded over the roaring engine. “This is our plane. We can go home now.”

“Come on.” Alena pulled me to the plane. “I can’t avoid my mom’s wrath forever.”

“Why? What did you do?”

“You think getting away from Chalondra, Orm, and Tyler was easy? I’m pretty sure I’m going to be grounded for a long time.”

“We have a lot of classes to catch up on.” My head swum at the enormity of work I’d missed. Graduation was in a week. As a witch, maybe I’d be able to pull it off, but human me needed a month at least.

“Again, you’re exhibiting some major psychological distraction behavior. We can’t think about school right now. Let’s just figure out how to process everything that happened today.” She handed me my backpack.

I followed Alena up the stairs into the plane and took a seat beside her. My back hit the cushion, and I noted the absence of the lance, the one that’d been at my side for a month. It felt odd, like a piece of me was missing. I wrapped my arm around my middle.

“Are you okay? Does your side hurt?” Alena laid her hand on my thigh.

I lifted my shirt to reveal the pink skin surrounded by deepening purple bruises. “Yeah, it’s healing though. Just feels weird to not have the lance on me.”

“Should I even mention how insane it was to impale yourself with a thousand-year-old bone knife?”

“No.” I wrapped my hand around hers. “I just need to sleep now.”
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I woke to the dinging of a bell and jumped when I saw Will beside me. “Hi, man. We landing?” Stretching my legs, I ran my hands down my pants.

“Twenty minutes. ‘Hi, man.’ That’s all you’re going to say to me?”

“Thank you for healing me, having my back?”

“The curse is broken.”

“What? Yeah, I think I got that when all those glowing souls rose through the ceiling, to Heaven, I guess. It’s still a little blurry in my head.”

He shook his head and patted his chest. “That’s not it. I feel different.”

“What do you mean?”

“It took a bit to realize it. I mean, I’ve always cared about Alena and protecting her, like she was my own child, but all those kidnapped vampires, even the coven witches, I feel more connected to them. I couldn’t place it at first. I thought it was empathy or compassion, but it’s more. I think vampires were granted souls when you broke the curse. Aaron, Dimitri, and Jacob said they have the same sensation, of being connected to something more, something outside ourselves.”

“Well, that’s a good thing, right?”

“Yes, you did a good thing. Stupid, but good.”

“Yeah, I guess everyone’s pretty frustrated with me running off the handle that way, risking all those soldiers, when the answer was there from the beginning.”

“You did what you had to do to keep your loved ones safe.”

I leaned my head against the seat and peered out the window to the sun rising. “I hope we’re safe now.”

“You’re thinking of your father and your brother? Losing a family member is hard no matter what relationship you have with them.”

“At first I thought it was the lance being gone.” I patted my side where the lance used to sit. “I haven’t seen my father, or talked to him, in so long. Not that he even was ever good to me. But, my brother. Alena believed there was some good in him. He seemed so messed up. How could you not be with a father and grandmother like ours?”

“You’ve got a lot to work out. Take a few days to grieve.”

Will got up, and Alena slid in beside me. “How are you? Get a good rest?”

“Yeah. How about you?”

“Yeah, all good, just you know, planning my apologies.” Her face lit up. “DJ is meeting us at the airport.”

“What about my mom?”

“My mom thought the team would need some time to debrief. Chalondra and Orm, as well as DJ and Tyler will meet us at the airport.”

I tapped my fingers on the arm rest. “I bet Tyler isn’t happy about being left behind.”

“Or the fact that I put him in a choke hold till he passed out.”

A laugh escaped before I could stop it. Alena slapped me. “It’s not funny.”

“It is sort of. My girlfriend is bad ass.”

She smiled and took my hand. “I like that. Being called your girlfriend.”

When the plane landed, it taxied into Anne’s private hangar. The first one off, I jogged down the stairs to DJ.

“DJ? Is it really you?”

“It’s me.” He closed the space between us and wrapped his arms around me.

I recoiled from the pressure on my side. “Sorry, man. I’m so happy to see you. But this is a little tender still.”

“No worries. I can’t believe I wasn’t there. The whole point to this was to help you out, be a power-brother duo.”

“Don’t even think that. It’s my fault your soul got hijacked. How are you feeling? Completely okay?”

“Yeah, I mean.” He kicked at the concrete floor. “My body is a little soft. I need a lot of conditioning, but I feel like me. It’s odd. I don’t remember anything from the past two months. I went to sleep, and then nothing till yesterday. Tyler filled me in on everything I missed.”

“I’m glad you’re back. And I still need your help. There’s a coven in Mexico that needs a leader. I’m thinking you’re just the witch for the job.”

“What me? No, man.” He took a step back.

“Yeah, it has to be. I don’t have my magic anymore. I’m just a mundane human again.”

Orm approached. “You still have your family’s blood coursing through your veins.”

I offered my hand and pulled him into a hug. “Thanks, Orm. I never could have done this without you.”

“You can tell us everything after a good meal and a shower.”

We piled into a small bus. Alena, Camille, and I described everything that happened: me commanding the other witches and impaling myself with the Lance of Longinus; Lucifer snatching Sonia, Thanatos, and Theron and disappearing into the abyss; the souls disappearing through the cave roof; and how we’d helped get all the vampires back home and put Michael’s coven on a plane to the compound in Mexico.

Orm’s brow furrowed and I exhaled a long breath praying I hadn’t screwed up too bad. “Why don’t you look relieved?”

“I am grateful for your sacrifice, proud that you had the courage to stand up to this great evil.”

“But . . .” I prompted.

He grabbed my hand and yanked my wrist over. “See this mark? It’s not linked to the coven. Nor is DJ’s.”

“So?” I snatched my arm away, frustrated I was missing some key element and had made a grave mistake in handling Michael’s coven.

Jude leaned forward. “The mark is a spiritual connection. As long as the coven leader’s spirit persists, he can control the coven.”

“Just tell us what you mean?” Alena shouted.

“My father can still lead as long as his soul is intact?” My legs bounced as I processed the implications.

“And it would be even if they crossed into Sheol,” Chalondra added.

Orm rocked in his seat. “You shouldn’t have sent them away without a new leader. You have to go to Mexico and make yourself the head of the coven.”

“But I have no powers.”

“It doesn’t matter. You have the mark. You must take the position if they won’t grant it to you. It’s the only way to prevent—” Orm shook his head.

“Prevent what?” Alena shook his shoulders. “Just say what you mean.”

“Thanatos could use Michael’s coven to get to you. You must go there and soon. If Thanatos connects with them, they will find a way to escape the compound.”

Alena rested her head in her hands. “What about the crystals? The walls are embedded. Won’t that block the connection?”

Jude pounded his fist on the door. “Not this one.” 

“Couldn’t you just have said, ‘Good job. We’re proud of you,’ and left it at that? He needs a day—we need a day—to rest, appreciate what we achieved for two seconds.” Alena stomped to the back of the bus.

Following her, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders. “It’ll be okay. DJ and I will go tomorrow. We’ll make sure nothing happens.”

Will approached us. “I’ll contact Anne and make sure they have extra precautions in place.”

“We’ll be home soon anyway.” Alena wriggled from my embrace and retook her seat beside Camille.

“She’s tired, upset about her father. She’ll settle down.” Will’s hand landed on my shoulder.

“We all need rest.” I took a seat as the bus slowed and traveled down an exit ramp.

My head swum with the new information. I’d thought we were done, could go back to leading normal human lives. But we were right back where we started, dealing with my evil father. Surveying Alena, Camille, DJ, Jude, and Tyler, their glossy stares frustrated me. We should be celebrating. Alena was right. We deserved, and even more needed, a day to take a victory lap. I would make that happen for my team.

I stood as we entered the garage under Anne’s building. “We’re going to the beach today. We’re going to take a picnic, Frisbee, volleyball, blankets, and towels, and we’re going to lie in the sun and make a campfire and have fun.” I pointed at Will. “You have someone get all those things and get a car for us, okay?”

Alena laced her fingers in mine. “No, that’s cheating. Normal teens don’t have cars and people to do things for them. We’re going to pack bags and take the bus and spend the whole day wherever we want. No magic or vampires or adults allowed.”

“Perfect.” Wrapping my hand around her neck, I kissed her lips.

Mom shifted her weight between her feet as we filed off the bus and grabbed me as soon as my feet hit the pavement. “What happened? Are you okay? Anne said there was an incident.”

With one last firm squeeze, I slid from the embrace and shot her my best smile. “Yeah, all is good. We broke the curse.”

“Really?” She wrapped her arm around my middle and turned to the door. “That’s great. I’m so proud of you.”

Wincing, I backed away.

“What’s wrong?” She slid my shirt up, exposing my scar. “What happened? Hunter, where did this come from?”

I tugged my shirt from her grasp. “Nothing, it’s—”

“He impaled himself with a thousand-year-old bone knife to break the curse. The knife is still inside. Will and I gave him our blood. That’s why it healed so well.” Alena smiled like a cat who’d eaten the canary.

“What?” Mom’s voice rose an octave.

“I—” I stopped mid-step and caught Alena’s arm. “Why did you do that?”

She smiled and skipped away. “Payback for leaving me behind.”

Mom grabbed my shoulders and forced me to the elevator. “We’re going upstairs and getting you an X-ray, an ultrasound, and an MRI. You probably need antibiotics. What were you thinking?”

“Mom, it’s fine. It barely hurts. We’re going to the beach.”

On the elevator, I talked her down from the ultrasound and MRI. She insisted on the X-ray, and I didn’t fight her. I wanted to know where that bone ended up too.

“Do you all have to come?” I asked as the whole party followed us to the medical ward.

“After getting knocked out by the girl I was supposed to protect, the least I should get is to witness you being a freak of nature.” Tyler glared at Alena and then me.

“We could probably use you and Grady in Mexico.” I lifted my shirt over my head and lay on the table.

“Okay, everyone out.” Mom waved them out of the X-ray room.

She positioned the beam over my chest and walked behind a glass wall. After a buzz, she let out a yelp. The others crashed into the room.

“What’s going on?” I pushed off from the table and slid on my shirt.

“I think I’m going to be sick.” DJ backed away from the crowd packed around the monitor.

“What is it?” I weaved through them to my mom.

She pointed to the screen. That knife attached to your sternum. You have an extra rib.

Adam, I thought. The blade’s true master will be restored. The bone of the knife came from Adam’s rib. My stomach turned at the thought of having someone else’s bone in my body, but there was nothing to be done about it.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m ready for some beach time.” I pointed to the door behind me.

“You may need to see a psychologist. I think you have some major denial going on, dude.” DJ slapped my back.

I didn’t care. I already had the plan in my head.

“Hunter, at least get some antibiotics,” Mom called as I took Alena’s hand.

“I think my vampire blood covered that.” I heard Will’s voice as we darted down the hall.
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Fifteen minutes later, we gathered in Anne’s foyer dressed in shorts and toting all the staples: water, snacks, Frisbee, ball, and sunscreen.

“Are you sure you should be out? Orm is worried about Michael’s coven. We have a great rooftop pool.” Anne wrung her hands as we exited their condo.

Alena’s hand went to her hip. “Mom, no offense, but the roof just doesn’t feel like an escape. With all of us together, we’ll be fine. You have surveillance at the compound, right? Everything looks good, right?”

“I guess, but . . . Hey, where’d you go? Alena—” Anne spun in a circle.

Giggling broke out, and I realized we were cloaked. Slipping into the stairwell, Alena, Camille, Jude, and Tyler jumped from floor to floor.

I jogged to keep up, favoring my healing side. “Hey, guys, umm, human again, remember?”

They waited on the street level and resumed teenager pace. Finding the correct route, we took a bus to the Santa Monica pier.

“It’s almost like we’re normal kids.” Alena swung our arms between us.

“Except Hunter has an extra rib.” Tyler joked.

“Okay, enough with the bone jokes.” I pushed him away.

DJ laughed. “What, did someone steal your bone?”

“You got a bone to pick with Tyler?” Jude asked.

“Not finding this humerus?” Camille teased.

Alena poked me in the ribs. “Cutting too close to the bone?”

“Ha, ha, race ya to the water!” I shed my shirt, flung it on the sand, and took off.

The ice-cold surf hit my skin, and I dove underneath. Even with the chilling temperature, it felt good to be surrounded by nothing but physical stimuli, no extra voices, no tingling of magic energy, just cutting through the water, arms slicing the waves, legs kicking against the current, my lungs sucking in and releasing air. When my muscles tired, I looked to the beach realizing the people on the shore looked like ants. Floating for a few minutes, I cut in and over, making my way to the shore.

Alena met me with a towel. “I thought I was going to have to come rescue you. You’re blue. Here.” She wrapped the warm fabric around me.

We sat on the sand, soaking up the warmth of the sun, and then found a food truck for lunch. Back on the beach, we started a volleyball game and tossed the Frisbee around. Next, we rented bikes and rode along the path, up and down the coast. When it started to get dark, we found a campfire spot.

“Today was perfect.” Alena snuggled into my chest.

“Yes, it was.” I kissed her head.

“Hey, none of that.” Camille pointed a finger.

“Oh, yeah, like you and Jude haven’t been stealing kisses all day.” Alena stuck out her tongue. “Speaking of which . . .” She spun to face me. “I haven’t properly railed you for leaving me behind.”

“Camille didn’t veto the decision.” I attempted to deflect her anger. “It was a unanimous decision. It had to be done.”

Alena addressed the group. “Why?”

Tears formed in her eyes, and Camille reached out and took Alena’s hand. “Because we had to make sure you were safe. I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to you, to any of you.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to any of us. We’re safe now. Tomorrow, DJ and I will go to Mexico and—”

“Nope.” Alena clamped her hand over my mouth. “No talk of tomorrow.”

“Alena.” A male voice called out, and I looked up to see Lucas in khakis and a button-down shirt, standing there like a normal person, no wings, no glowing form, just a man.

I jumped to my feet. “Lucas, I mean Uriel, sir.”

“Hunter, I believe I owe you a huge thank you.” He reached out his hand.

I gripped his forearm. “It was my privilege, sir.”

“Dad?” Alena stepped around me and wrapped her arms around Lucas. “It was you helping me all along. You on the beach, on the water in Italy.”

“I tried to be there when you needed me.” He patted her back.

She released him. “Does this mean the curse is broken and you can be with us anytime?”

“Well, not anytime, but when I’m free of other responsibilities, yes. Come, let’s walk and talk.” He guided her away from the group.

“Is she okay alone with him?” Tyler asked.

“He’s an angel, one of the archangels. I think it’s okay.” I plopped down on the sand.

It had worked. Breaking the curse freed the souls from Sheol, allowed Lucas to see his family, and granted vampires souls. The only outstanding question remained whether we were free from the condition of establishing a permanent residence.

“I’m not sure I’m ever going to get used to this whole witch thing.” DJ’s comment brought me out of my thoughts.

“Better get used to it and fast.” Jude poked at the dying fire. “You’re about to go into a coven of crazy.”

I threw another stick onto the glowing logs. “They can’t all be that bad. But you probably need to brief us on who we’re dealing with before we leave tomorrow.”

“Hey.” Camille waved her arms in the air. “No work talk. Beach rules. This is our day off.”

My phone buzzed. As I slid it from my pocket, I heard all the others’ devices sound their alarms. Motion caught my attention, and I spied Alena and Lucas running towards us.
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“We’ve got to go.” I started kicking dirt on the hot logs.

A black SUV sped towards us. When it stopped, Aaron and Dimitri jumped out. “Come on. We’ve got to get you all back to headquarters.”

“What’s going on?” Alena’s head spun one way then the other as three guards exited the vehicle and surrounded her.

“We need to get you back to your mother.” Aaron approached Lucas. “Who are you?” 

“That’s my dad.”

“Perfect timing. Get in, all of you.” Aaron held a door open.

Scanning the area for threats, I snatched our backpacks and towels from the sand and hopped in the car behind Alena. Once we were all in, the SUV sped over the sand dunes to the road. This was the scenario I needed magic for, to protect those I cared about. 

“What’s going on?” Alena demanded.

“They’ve come for you and your mother.”

“They? They who? And why?”

“The witches and the vampires.”

Swerving through traffic and up on a highway on-ramp, Aaron guided the vehicle into the HOV lane. 

My stomach tightened. “They know that you’re a hybrid.”

“How?”

“Someone from Michael’s coven?” Camille grabbed Alena’s hands. “Don’t worry, we’ll get through this. We’re not going to let anything happen to you or your mother.”

Alena turned to face her father. “Can you help us? Is there a way out of this?”

“I can witness to my part in your existence, my love for and marriage to your mother. But I can’t affect what they decide to do.”

“Can you see it? Know what will happen?” Bloody tears formed in Alena’s eyes.

“I do not have the gift of sight. Only the Creator has that gift.”

From the front seat, Dimitri spun to face us. “We’re not to be seen with you. Anne doesn’t want Fahim’s unregistered tribe implicated. We’ll take you to the building, but you’re on your own from there. Orm said DJ and Jude should decide whether to stay with us or risk exposure by staying with the trinity.”

Jude took Camille’s hand and stretched the other out between us. “We are one. I’m sticking with the group.”

“You can count me in.” DJ placed his hand on top of Jude’s.

“Wait, DJ, I need you to come to Mexico, help me lead Michael’s coven. What if—” My breath caught in my throat. I couldn’t even bring myself to imagine, to think of what may happen. By vampire and witch law, a vampire-witch hybrid and anyone who conspired to hide their nature should be put to death.

I tapped Dimitri on the back. “Who did this?”

“Marcus and the whole witch council as well as the vampire council are at Anne’s residence.” 

“And what of the compound in Mexico? Is it still secure? I thought we’d made sure Michael’s coven had no contact with anyone, that the story of what happened in the battle was contained.”

“We’ve been in contact with those guarding Michael’s coven. The coven members are secure inside the facility. There have been no breaches.”

DJ locked his hand around my wrist. “Thanatos is my father. He bred me and Theron. We can all bear witness to hybrids being more prevalent than anyone guessed and that we are not a threat. All for one, one for all.”

Tears streaming down her face, Alena placed her hand on top of the others. “We will show them. Everything will be okay.”

Breaths becoming shallow, I peered out the window. Everything I’d done for the previous nine months was for Alena. I loved her beyond reason, the thought of anything happening to her had my pulse racing. “You can’t know—”

“So, we’ll fight our way out, just like always. All for one, one for all.” Tyler put his fist on top of the stack.

I curled my fingers into a ball and placed my fist atop Tyler’s. “All for one.”

Dimitri entered the garage in the building next to Anne’s.

“What are we doing here?” Jumping out of the car, Alena twisted around.

Fahim’s clansmen approached as we exited the SUV. Aaron and Dimitri explained that all of Anne’s assets were transferred to Fahim’s wife Eden, who became head of their clan after his death. The vampires gathered around us, each offering an arm in support as we made our way to the street.

“You must go alone from here.” Dimitri held the door to the lobby open for us. “We’ll be standing by.”

I laced my fingers through Alena’s as we crossed to the elevators. Vampires I didn’t recognize greeted us as we exited on Anne’s floor. I gripped Alena’s hand, as if keeping her tethered to me would somehow protect her from what was to come. Inside the foyer, Alena gasped. Letting go of my hand, she ran to her mother.

Shackled and chained, Anne, Chalondra, Orm, Gregor, Jacob, and Will stood flanked by a group of vampires on one side and witches on the other. I prayed Alena could keep her cool. Her shoulders rose and fell, and I knew she must be taking a calming breath, reining in her instincts to fight her mother’s captors.

Lucas weaved to the front of our group. Dead silence fell in the room, and each witch fell to one knee.

A witch I recognized to be Marcus rose first and approached Lucas. “Uriel Lucas de Genesee.”

Lucas raised his chin. “Yes.”

“Blessed be.” Marcus offered his hand.

“Blessed be.” Lucas gripped his forearm.

Marcus dipped his chin. “Forgive me, I know not how to address you.”

“Uriel will be fine.”

“So, it is true. The curse is broken. We felt a lightening of our souls two nights ago but haven’t been sure.”

“It is true.” Uriel Lucas paced in front of us, stopping before me. “The Children of Light have arisen, found the sword, and Michael’s heir, rightful leader of his line, has become flesh and blood again.”

I fought to understand his words. What did he mean heir? Leader of Michael’s line? Was he talking about me?

Marcus approached Lucas. “The heir has risen? You have seen him?”

“He stands before you.” Lucas smiled at me.

Marcus regarded Lucas and me. “I must see to believe. Thanatos is gone? What of Theron? What do you mean made flesh and blood?”

I lifted my shirt to expose the scar in my side. “Sonia, Thanatos, and Theron were taken by Lucifer after the curse was broken.”

“I heard a rumor about a boy named Hunter and a girl named Camille. Who is the third?”

I motioned to Camille. “This is Camille of Raphael’s line.”

Marcus stepped in front of her. “I met you in Michael’s castle.”

“Where I was held captive, drugged, and starved along with—”

“Jude.” Marcus offered his arm to Jude. “I remember meeting both of you.”

“Miguel made us witches and members of the coven.” Jude rolled his arm, exposing his mark and now-dead link to Michael’s coven.

Marcus pivoted on his heel. “And the third?”

Alena approached Marcus. Lucas wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “This is Alena, my daughter.”

Marcus’s mouth hung open for several seconds. He rotated, studying our group, and pointed at DJ. “I recognize you.”

DJ stepped forward. “I am Derrick James Michaels Smith, sir, son of Thanatos, half-brother to Hunter and Theron, and herald to Hunter. Like my departed brother, Theron, I am also a half-vampire.”

Whispers swept through the room. Jude cleared his throat. “I am Jude Alonso, son of David of the line of Gabriel, but I am also part vampire and herald to Camille.”

Tyler joined our line. “I am Tyler of Raphael’s line, brother to Camille and herald to Alena.” 

Marcus turned his attention to the witches gathered behind him. I hoped he felt intimidated, perhaps awed, and respectful of the power of our coven. The witches wouldn’t let anything happen to their Children of Light, right?

A wrinkled vampire stepped forward. “None of this is of consequence to us. Anne Scott, our leader, the one we chose for decades to uphold our laws, has broken one of the most important tenants, one she herself instigated and pushed adoption of. She is charged with siring a hybrid being, a crime punishable by death.”

The vampires questioned each of us in a trial spanning through the night. They’d brought the witches to witness and a seer named Sybella to attest to the truth of our statements. While the witch council brought no charges against Anne or any of our coven, they offered no testimony to aid her case.

My leg bounced as Lucas answered each query. Yes, he’d fallen in love with Anne. No, he hadn’t sired a child to create a new powerful line of beings. No, Anne hadn’t planned the pregnancy. She’d taken every precaution to prevent it.

Alena testified next. Tears streamed down her face as she talked of her mother’s love for her, her upbringing, mainstreaming into human society, and how Orm coached and shaped her use of magic. They called Anne to speak last. My palm grew moist in Alena’s, and I rubbed it down my pant leg. Heart pounding in my chest, I studied the judges, trying to guess what they might be thinking.

As the sun rose in the east, the judgment council retreated to the study to deliberate. Anne’s staff brought in food and drink, but it sat untouched. I looked at each of my friends. They were truly family. How could this be happening? Alena couldn’t lose her mother. What would they do to Alena? If I were a witch still, if I had my powers, I could’ve made all this disappear. All I’d need to do would be flick my fingers and each being gathered would have to obey me. I’d wipe their memories and send them on their way.

You wish you still had the power. Maybe I can help with that. I jumped at the sound of Lucifer’s voice.

“Dude? You okay?” DJ stared at me.

“Yeah, sorry.”

You’re just being human, I told myself. Anyone would want out of this situation. 

Get your magic back, and you could save her. Lucifer’s voice continued.

Could I get my magic back?

I will grant you magic.

But at what price? What was the catch? And whose magic? Mine or another’s?

Smart questions. No price. And no one will be more powerful than you.

“Sounds like a bad deal to me.”

DJ jostled my shoulder. “What are you talking about? Are you okay? I know this seems bad, but they’ll see logic. They can’t be crazy enough to kill Anne. And if they try, then we fight, just like we decided. You just got to hold it together for Alena.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I’m going to get some water.”

As I stood, the vampire council filed into the room. Finding Alena, I took her hand as the counselors stood in front of us.

Ishmael, the vampire-appointed head of the proceedings, stepped forward. “There is no question as to guilt, only which punishment, death by lethal injection or lifetime imprisonment. Each council member will state their vote. I vote for the death penalty.”

I assessed the eleven judges, unable to read anything from their faces. Alena buried her head in my chest and cupped her hands over her ears. I wrapped my arms around her. Anne slid over and ran her hand down Alena’s back.

Fear gripped my chest as the second councilor raised his chin. “Imprisonment.”

My heart soared. There was hope.

The third spoke. “Death.” 

Then, the fourth. “Death.” 

And, the fifth. “Death.”

I watched Anne. She raised her chin and Lucas wrapped an arm around her waist. 

“Imprisonment.”

“Imprisonment.”

“Imprisonment.”

I started to feel more hopeful with the next votes. Anne would make it through this. Alena would not lose her mother.

“Imprisonment.”

“Death.”

The last council member examined his comrades. He was no more important than any of them, but the votes tallied five for death and five for imprisonment. Gaze landing on Anne, his eyes narrowed. My heart felt as though it might beat out of my chest.

“Imprisonment.”

I released my breath and kissed Alena’s head.

Alena rubbed the bloody tears from her cheeks. “It’s going to be okay?”

“Yes.” Anne wrapped her arms around her daughter.

Ishmael cleared his throat, and the room fell silent. “As facilities for such cases are scarce, Anne Scott, Alena Scott, Jacob, Gregor, and Will, you are hereby confined to this residence. Our guards will assume control of all operations and communications to and from this facility. You may be allowed one visitor a day for a time period of one hour.”

My heart skipped a beat and then issued two quick ones in succession. How could this be? I would only see Alena an hour a day for the rest of my life? This was not acceptable. 

See, you should have taken my offer. It still stands. 

I balled my fists at my side, fighting the urge to give in to Lucifer’s trap.

Lucas stepped forward. “The child is innocent. She had no choice in her heritage. She should not bear the burden of her parents’ sins.”

Ishmael glanced down the line of council members. “We do not see Alena’s sentence as permanent. She gradually will be allowed more freedom and may be released from her imprisonment if the council decides she’s not a threat to others.”

“Haven’t you already heard testimony that she’s not dangerous?” Lucas motioned to those gathered.

“We feel we need to see for ourselves. The verdict is final.” Ishmael lifted his chin.

I hugged Alena to me and whispered in her ear. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll come every day. And this will be over soon.”

“My mother is not going to die. She’s going to be okay. That’s all that matters. You need to go and take care of your coven.”

Orm tapped me on the shoulder. “Aaron has been trying to reach you. He says they need you downstairs.”

“I’ll be right back.” I kissed Alena.

Camille, DJ, Jude, Tyler, and, I followed Chalondra and Orm into the elevator. My hand trembled as I punched the button. What more could go wrong?

Crossing into the next building’s parking space underground, we found Aaron and Dimitri had computers set up in the vehicles. Aaron pointed at one of the screens as we approached.

“See this video footage? It’s from yesterday morning. Now, look at this.” He tapped on the keys. “It’s from right now.”

I wanted to hit a wall. “They’re the same. Did you contact our men at the compound?”

“Yeah, the guy there says nothing’s wrong. It all looks good to him. But something’s off.”

“Good work, Aaron. We needed to get down there anyway, so this is our cue.” I hated the thought of leaving Alena, but she had her dad to reconnect with and their new life to adjust to.

We decided Aaron, Dimitri, and two other from their team would travel with DJ, Grady, Orm, Tyler, and me to Mexico. We secured a flight, said our goodbyes, and loaded an SUV bound for the airport within an hour. I thanked my lucky stars Anne had backup plans upon contingency plans and that all her assets transferred to Eden and their clan.
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“Whoa!” DJ gripped the dashboard. “How long has it been since you drove? Do you even have a license?”

“I passed my driving test. There was a pot hole.”

“Do you have to drive so fast?” Grady gripped my seat.

“I’m following Aaron and Dimitri.” I motioned to the vehicle ahead of us. “Vampires have faster reflexes. I’m trying to keep up.”

Within a few miles of the Mexican compound, Dimitri signaled we should fall back and let them assess the security situation. We wanted to make it look like a routine guard change out in case Michael’s coven did have control of the facility.

I paced around the car, waiting for word from Dimitri and his team.

“So, what are we going to do if the compound has been compromised?” Grady asked.

As soon as we’d boarded the plane, I passed out from exhaustion. The previous seventy-two hours were so mushed in my head that I hadn’t even thought about what we would do.

“I don’t know. Call for backup? We have all of Anne’s men, right?” I kicked the tire.

Grady shook his head. “The vampire council took them for questioning. They may be released soon. I was under the impression it was only Gregor, Jacob, Will, and Orm who were aware of Alena’s condition.”

Balling my hands into fists, I faced Grady. “Condition?”

“Whoa.” DJ inserted himself between us. “I think everyone’s a little tense. I’m sure Grady didn’t mean it to be a negative thing.”

“No, of course not. Sorry.” Grady rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s the heat and the lack of a decent meal and a good night’s rest. I just meant they didn’t know who she was.”

My phone rang, and I answered the call. “Tell me something good.”

“No can do, boss,” Dimitri answered. “The gate is wide open. All four guards are dead.”

“Dead?” My heart skipped a beat. 

They were dead because of me. I kicked the dirt and walked to the back of the vehicle, trying to get my breathing under control. I mishandled the coven. I should have come to Mexico the second Orm alerted us to the problem. But no, we were hanging out on the beach, having fun while these guards risked their lives and lost them. What if— Don’t go there. Don’t get ahead of yourself.

“You still there?” Dimitri’s voice sounded through the phone speaker.

“Yeah, we’re right behind you. Don’t go into the compound until we get there.” I jumped into the vehicle and started the engine.

“You don’t have to tell me that twice. I can do the math. Four vampires versus hundreds of witches. No, thank you.”

We joined Aaron, Dimitri, and the other two team members at the security gate. It seemed the guards—I knew them by name, Theo, Carl, Alexander, Henry—had been forced to open the gate and then killed.

Aaron squatted in front of a body. “I’d say he’s been dead eight, maybe twelve hours max. He doesn’t smell much yet.”

I took a few deep breaths, trying not to gag. Composing myself, I followed Aaron inside the guard house. All the communication devices were destroyed. With no way to see inside the facility, we had no clue what we were up against.

“Why would they stay? They wouldn’t go to all the trouble of breaking down the gate to go back inside, right?” DJ asked.

“It could be a trap.” I peered at the compound.

“Either that or all Anne’s men are dead and the witches are gone,” Grady offered.

My stomach clenched at the thought of a hundred dead soldiers, dead because I didn’t have the foresight to realize Thanatos could still control the coven or the mental prowess to think that the coven members would trick me into believing they were cooperating with us. Don’t go there, you don’t know what happened yet.

Aaron suggested we wait for nightfall to approach the building, but I insisted we use DJ, Grady, and Tyler to cloak Aaron, Dimitri, and myself. Waiting seven hours till dark, not knowing what we’d find, would drive me insane. Plus, we only had rations for two meals.

Taking uniforms from the fallen guards, we dressed in desert camouflage. I slid a gun in my boots and fitted an ammunition belt around my waist.

“I’ve never seen you shoot a gun,” Tyler commented.

“My dad taught me. It’s the only thing he thought I could do well. I don’t have magic anymore, remember?” I tucked a knife in the other boot.

“Just stay behind us. Alena and Camille will not be happy if we let something happen to you.” Grady tucked his phone in a pocket.

“That applies to any of us. Are we ready?” I surveyed each member of our group.

Each of them nodded, and the next second, they were gone. “Freaky.”

“What never seen anyone cloaked before?” Tyler asked.

“Never been on this side of it.” I passed through the open doorway into the sand.

Feeling exposed, I followed the footprints. At the building we found a security camera near the entrance and huddled under it. My heart raced. With the magic-blocking walls, there was no way to tell whether Michael’s coven waited inside. This could be the stupidest thing we’d done yet.

How do we get in? DJ signed to the group.

Aaron and Dimitri volunteered to approach the entrance.

“Identify yourself,” a voice from inside commanded.

I recognized it from the phone call Dimitri had placed to the compound seven hours prior.

“It’s Aaron and Dimitri. We spoke on the phone earlier today.”

“You didn’t need to come. I said everything was fine.”

“Yeah, well, boss’s orders. Did you know there was a problem at the gate? We found the four guards dead and the entrance unsecured.”

“Whoa, no, everything looks fine from here.”

“Well, it’s not, so I think you should let us in.”

Grady and Tyler disappeared and then reappeared on the other side of the door. The doors opened, and they evoked a cloaking spell again. Being human again sucked. Within thirty seconds, I heard Tyler’s whistle and proceeded inside behind Aaron and Dimitri. Broken furniture littered the dark hall. In the security center, Grady pressed a witch, crystal-lined handcuffs on his wrists, chest to the wall. Tyler held a vampire at arm’s length.

Aaron approached the vampire. “What did you do to him?” 

“Just a simple freezing spell.” Tyler straightened his back.

“Let him go. It’s David. He’s with us.”

Tyler released him. The vampire’s legs buckled, and he toppled to the floor. I offered my arm and pulled him up.

“What happened here?”

“A blast of something, I don’t know what it was, killed the electricity, and all the backup systems went down too. Then, they came after us, except for me.” He pointed at the witch Grady held. “This guy forced me to doctor the feed and tell you everything was okay.”

“When did this happen?”

“Last night, just after nine.”

Of course, I thought, the revolt and Anne’s trial occurred at the same time. With all the confusion in Anne’s complex, it gave the witches their window.

“And all the witches are gone? Or are they waiting to ambush us?”

“Gone as far as I know. I’ve been stuck in this room the whole time.”

“And our men?”

“All dead as far as I know.”

I dug in my bag and pulled out a pre-packaged meal. “Here, eat this. You look like you could use some food.”

I placed my palms on the desktop and lowered my head between my arms. 

If you’d killed them like I’d asked, this wouldn’t have happened. Lucifer’s voice sounded in my head.

“Okay, let’s move.” I motioned to others. “Aaron, watch the witch. The rest of us should figure out what we’re dealing with.”

Dimitri insisted I stay in the middle of the pack. Stupid human me, I thought. I bolstered my confidence, thinking I’d never been stronger or more prepared for a fight. I knew how to use any weapon and could hold my own in hand to hand combat. We inched down the main hall. The only sounds were those from our footsteps, and it felt so deserted I expected to see cobwebs hanging from the ceiling and mice scampering under our feet.

Door ajar, Dimitri and I covered Grady and Tyler as they slid inside the first room.

Two down, Grady signaled.

I steeled my emotions as we made our way down the hall, finding more dead soldiers. All of Anne’s staff, those we’d interacted with every day during our stay at the compound, were all dead. Sweeping the main level, we found thirty deceased. I counted my lucky stars Alena and Camille weren’t here to see this. 

This is your fault. This wouldn’t have happened if you listened to me. I tried to help you. Lucifer’s words floated through my head, and I fought the urge to bash it against a wall.

Making our way down to the first basement level, we searched the cafeteria, weight room, and aquatic room with the same result.

“Dust to dust,” Dimitri whispered as he closed the eyelids of one of the fallen guards.

I repeated his words. “Is that your way of saying goodbye?”

“Yes. We will gather them and build burial pyres, one for each.”

“I like that idea. I can’t . . . This is my fault.”

He rested his hand on my shoulder. “You couldn’t have known.”

“Did they really have to kill all of them?”

“The guards were trained to fight to the end. There was no other outcome. They knew what they signed up for.”

I wasn’t sure how much more I could take but followed the others down to the second basement level. As we neared the end of the hall of the dormitory, Dimitri held up his arm. Witches, he signaled. 

Dimitri, DJ, and I followed Grady and Tyler into an empty room. Dimitri pointed to the closet. With Grady and Tyler standing on each side, DJ flung the door open.

“We’re not hostile.” A wrinkled-skin woman held up her palms.

The woman next to her did the same. “We left Michael’s coven. We’re not a threat to you.”

“Anastasia? Guinevere?” Grady kneeled before them and helped each woman to their feet. “How long have you been in there?”

The two women described how they’d broken ties with Michael’s coven by removing the mark while in Italy but were scared to defect. When the fighting broke out, they took the opportunity to disappear.

“But what exactly happened?” I asked.

Anastasia drew in a long breath. “He took control, told them to rebel against the vampires. A few obeyed willingly; the others he forced.”

“Where did they go?” Grady paced the small space.

“To get these.” Guinevere pulled a set of metal stakes from her bag.

I moved closer. “What are they?” 

“If the mark doesn’t form on its own, those embed the mark. They’re branding instruments.” Grady pointed at the stakes.

“Like Camille and Jude were branded?” Tyler interjected.

Anastasia grabbed Grady’s arm. “You have knowledge of a mark forming on its own? When? On who?” She lumbered to me. “You. You’re the chosen one. Let me see?”

I switched my weight between my feet, wondering if I could trust these women. I regarded Grady who nodded. Spinning over my arm, I pulled up my sleeve.

“Blessed be. It is the mark. You are the one, the one with the golden mark, the one that can defeat Theron.”

The blood drained from my face, and a wave of nausea swept over me. “Theron?”

“Yes, Theron assumed leadership of Michael’s coven.”

“Theron? Not Thanatos?”

Guinevere shook her head. “We believe Sonia and Thanatos may have transferred their power to Theron. Sonia and Thanatos would be too weak to handle that much power, especially after they passed to Sheol or wherever Lucifer took them. But you, you can challenge Theron for leadership.”

Sitting beside Guinevere, I shook my head. “But I don’t have my magic anymore; it left when I broke the curse. I’m not a witch.”

Anastasia’s mouth hung open. “Theron will have complete control then. No one else can stop him.”

“What of my brother? He has the mark.” I motioned to DJ.

DJ approached and turned over his arm, exposing his dark mark. Guinevere rubbed her finger over his wrist. “And this appeared on its own?”

DJ nodded, but Anastasia let out a long sigh. “It is not the mark of the chosen one.” She gripped both my hands. “Hunter, you have to get your magic back.”

I wriggled my palms from her hold. “So, the coven went to Italy to get those stakes. Why?”

“To amass more coven members. Anyone with the mark would have to follow Theron’s directive.”

“What does he plan to use the witches for?”

“What do you think?” Tyler threw his hands in the air. “To kill you, Alena, Camille, and everyone that stood against them, I’m guessing.”

I diverted my attention to Anastasia then Guinevere. Each nodded. Guinevere’s eyes held mine. “They will come for you. You’re the only one who would be a threat to Theron’s power.”

“Theron doesn’t know I have this mark. Only those in our coven do.”

“Lucifer would, so we have to assume Theron does.” Anastasia stood. “I think we should start figuring out how to get your magic back.”

We escorted Anastasia and Guinevere up to the main level and gave them meals. Then we started carrying the fallen vampires outside. We used tables from the cafeteria to serve as pyres. It took till dusk for us to prepare the bodies, and as the sun set, we lit the funeral pyres. I covered my nose as thick black smoke rose into the air, again grateful Alena and Camille didn’t have to witness this. We stayed with them until the fires were embers on the desert floor. My chest tightened, thinking that I was responsible for all these deaths. How was I to bear this? How would I tell Alena what had happened? How could she not see me as a monster?


[image: ]

Aaron raised his head. “We should go. We don’t have enough rations for our growing group. What do you want us to do with the hostage?”

“Bring him.” I looked at the compound, wondering how we were supposed to leave it.

Securing the building, we raced back across the desert to the airstrip. The plane touched down in LA just after midnight, and the drive to Anne’s building took only half an hour. Vampire guards stood outside Alena’s condo but didn’t prevent me from approaching the door. I raised my hand to knock, and the door flew open. Just the sight of her made me feel warmer, more whole. She flung her arms around me, and I squeezed her close.

Unwrapping her arms from my back, she took a step back. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”

I took her hands. “How did you know?”

“You look like death, like death ran over and left you for dead.”

“That great, eh?” I glanced around her apartment. “How are you?”

She tugged me down the hall. “It’s not that bad, really. For as strict as they seemed to be in the beginning, other than not being able to leave, it’s kind of business as usual. Except my dad is here, and my mom actually seems happy. I mean, you would think someone who’d been stripped of everything would be more upset.”

“Well, your dad probably has something to do with that. I mean, she hasn’t seen him for eighteen years, right?”

We entered her room, and she shut the door. The next thing I knew, her lips were on mine. The kiss was so unexpected that I got caught up in it, and before I realized it, we were on her bed. Kissing her quickly, I sat up.

“What was that for?”

“My mom nearly died, and from how sad you look, I figured whatever you were going to tell me was really bad. I missed you and just wanted to get in something good before we were all doom and gloom again.”

“Your dad is still here. That’s good, right?” I raked her hair from her forehead.

She wrapped her hands my fingers. “Okay, I’m ready.”

I took a deep breath and told her about the coven escaping. Bloody tears sprang to her eyes, and I rubbed them away. Then I relayed that Theron took over Michael’s coven and how I was the only one who could stop him. She traced circles on my hand while I talked, and the feel of her skin on mine soothed me. 

“I’m so sorry. I never wanted anyone to get hurt.”

“I know.” She lowered her head to my chest.

I hugged her to me. Time stood still, and I wished I never had to leave her room. She squeezed my shoulders and stood.

“There will be time to mourn, but we have work to do. Do you even want your magic back?”

“I don’t have a choice. Theron’s coven is probably coming for us as we speak. He has to be stopped.”

“At least he can’t control any more witches.”

“But we don’t have your mom’s army.”

“Maybe we can go to Marcus and get support from the rest of the witches. His coven can’t stand against all of them.”

I couldn’t bear the thought of more deaths. “No, I won’t put anyone else in jeopardy. I was thinking Lucas might be able to help with the magic thing. The angels sired the witch lines. Their spirits gave us magic. Maybe an angel could re-instate my magic, however that works.”

Before I could blink, Alena shot to the door. I chased her down the hall to the study where we found her mom and dad. Lucas stood as we entered. Approaching him, I dipped my chin to my chest.

“Please, no need to be so formal.” He motioned to a sofa.

Alena and I sat across from Anne and Lucas, explaining what had happened in Mexico.

I leaned forward. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted your people to suffer. These people were like family to me, and I will carry their loss all of my life.”

Bloody tears formed in Anne’s eyes, and she wrapped her palm around mine. “For as much as I tried to make a different life for Alena, fate has led us here anyway. I am sorry you had to witness such tragedy.”

Alena wiped tears from her cheeks and straightened her back. “I can’t think about it anymore. What of Hunter’s magic? Can he get it back?”

Lucas crossed to the window. “When he expelled his magic in Michael’s compound in Italy, without direction the energy would have been transferred to the other witches present. His magic is gone. But Michael is capable of granting magic. Hunter would need to petition Michael. I can ask if he will allow it.”
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Alena and I waited in the study with Anne for Lucas to return.

“You should try and get some sleep.” Alena wrapped her hand around mine. “You need rest.”

“I’m not resting till this is over. Lucas said he wouldn’t be long.”

Hearing a door opening and footsteps, I stood.

Lucas held out a scroll as he entered. “This is for you. No one else may know the location of your meeting. You must leave now and go alone. Michael will meet you at three a.m. exactly.”

Unwrapping the scroll, I memorized the coordinates and threw the parchment into the fire. I crossed to Alena and kissed her. “I’ll be back.”

She trailed me down the hall. “Be careful, and please call me as soon as you can.”

“I will.” I hugged her to me, praying it wouldn’t be the last time I saw her.

Too impatient to wait for the elevator, I took the stairs. My mind raced, wondering what Michael would say, if he could and would grant me my powers. I took a deep breath as I crossed the lobby and walked to the building next door. It will be what it will be. If he can’t help, you’ll find another way. You always do.

Finding Aaron in the control room, I borrowed a set of keys. The hour-and-a-half drive gave me time to clear my thoughts. If I defeated Theron and became leader of Michael’s coven, then Sonia and Thanatos had one less foothold on this plane. If they’d sent Theron—or Theron’s spirit, I guessed—their powers must be limited. I’d been strong enough to stop them before. I could do it again.

I sped down the deserted highway and exited on a two-lane road. After twenty miles, the paved portion ended, and I crept along a gravel path. At a trailhead, I headed north and bounced over rocks and cacti. I monitored the coordinates on the dash and rotated my wrist to check the time. The dash system beeped, indicating I’d reach the correct location, and I killed the engine. Looking to the sky, I expected to see a flash of light or a flaming ball descend. But when I glanced at the windshield, a man stood in the beam of my headlights. Taking a deep breath, I opened the door and stepped onto the sand.

My eyes traced above where zillions of stars lit up the night sky and back to the man. “How did you get here?”

“I am more like the Creator than Lucas.”

Remembering the reverence the witches showed Lucas, I dropped to one knee. “I assume you are Michael. Thank you for coming.”

“I am Michael.” He extended his arm to me.

Gripping his forearm, I stood.

“You have a request?”

“Yes.” I broadened my shoulders. “This may be a lot to ask, but I need my powers. I was hoping that you may be able to restore my magic. My half-brother Theron has taken control of, well, your coven, I guess. We believe he plans to—”

Michael held up his palm. “I know all of this. And yes, it was my coven, many generations ago. Sonia’s and Theron’s leadership has plagued me for centuries. There has been no witch brave enough to stand against them until now. But I cannot just give you your powers. I must know that you are worthy.”

“If you know everything that has happened, you must know that I pledged myself to finding the Lance of Longinus and restoring peace between the witches and vampires. As leader, I would work to further peace and prosperity for our people.”

“But you also have personal motives?” He paced around me.

I spun to face him. “Yes, I want to keep my friends and family safe. I don’t want to see more die. We’ve lost too many already. Even if I could amass witches or vampires to stand against Theron, there will be much loss on both sides. If I get my powers back, I can challenge him, and no one else will be at risk.”

“And you realize that if he wins you die?”

I raised my chin.

He stopped before me. “You have not shown me your mark.”

“You said you knew all.”

“There must be a balance. I cannot grant you magic without it. Three must agree to abdicate their powers.”

My head pounded. Three witches? How could I ask three witches to give up their powers? I took a deep breath. “How long do I have?”

“I will come when you are ready. Bring the three here with you, and it shall be done.”

Before I could blink, he disappeared. I shivered as the cool desert air hit my skin. A coyote howled and as a chill shot down my spine, I climbed into the vehicle. I retraced my path to the gravel tracks and then to the paved two-lane highway. On the interstate, exhaustion caught up with me, and I stopped at a twenty-four-hour truck stop for coffee. As I waited for the cashier to make change, a chill swept over me.

I gripped my cup and glanced around. “Keep the change. Thanks.”

Exiting the restaurant, I jogged to the car. I cranked the engine and gunned it to the highway. The feeling that I was being watched and followed persisted until I pulled into the underground garage next to Anne’s building just before six.

“You made it. Thought I was going to have to call out the cavalry.” Dimitri greeted me. “Hey, you okay? You’re white as a sheet.”

I tossed him the keys. “Yeah, fine, probably just need a decent meal. Everything okay here? And is there any chance of me getting to Anne’s building without going outside?”

“Yeah, all’s quiet here. Your wish is our command. This way.” Dimitri motioned behind him.

He led me down a set of stairs into a narrow passageway lined with pipes and wires. After a few feet, we exited into the garage below Anne’s building.

“Want me to come the rest of the way with you?”

I fought a shiver. “Might be a good idea. I’ve got a bad feeling.”

We crossed the lot into the elevator lobby. All I wanted was to know everyone I cared about was safe. Traveling up, I stopped at my mom’s floor first. Finding her making breakfast for Grandma and Grandpa, I kissed Mom’s head and promised to visit later. Next, I headed to the top floor.

Dimitri waved as I exited the elevator. I ran my hands down my pants, wondering how I could ask someone to give up their magic. Alena seemed good with stuff like this, and I figured she would know how to approach someone.
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“I’ll give up my magic.” Alena jumped up when I relayed what Michael required. “It’s the perfect solution. If I’m not a witch, then they’ll let me out of here. End of vampire-witch hybrid problem. And there will be others. Tyler doesn’t love being a witch. Maybe Grady doesn’t want to be one anymore either. Just tell them what’s required. Everyone can figure it out together.”

Alena seemed to love her magic so much, I feared she would miss it. I tried but couldn’t talk her out of putting her name on the potentials list. She wouldn’t budge. In the end, I agreed to tell the others her wishes.

Leaving her condo, I made my way down the stairs to round up our coven, which grew to include Anastasia and Guinevere. I studied each face, Camille, Jude, DJ, David, Tyler, Grady, Chalondra, and Orm. How could I ask any one of them to relinquish their magic? Each of them had been integral to our mission.

DJ rocked on his feet. “Okay, you’re killing us. What happened? Can you get your magic back or not?”

Taking a deep breath, I relayed what Michael required, ending with Alena’s opinion on giving up her magic.

Camille shook her head. “It can’t be Alena. We need her. How could she even think that? She’s the one who always says we’re stronger together.”

“I agree, but how can I ask anyone in this room to give up their magic?”

DJ raised his hand. “I’m not even a witch yet. I don’t care about my magic. It makes—”

“It can’t be you,” I interjected. “I need you to help lead Michael’s coven.”

“But you’re going to be the leader. You’re the chosen one.”

Orm cleared his throat. “If he can defeat Theron, he will become the High Priest. If not, we’ll need another.”

“What do you mean? I thought you said this was like a virtual-battle-of-wills type scenario.”

I ran my hands down my pant legs. “It is, but if Theron overpowers me—”

DJ jumped from his chair. “You die? Did everyone else realize this? Does Alena know this? And she’s still willing to give up her magic?”

My head throbbed. I couldn’t remember what I’d told Alena and what I hadn’t. “I’m not in favor of Alena giving up her magic. I believe she needs to retain it to work with Camille and me.”

David raised his hand. “I’m willing to relinquish my magic. My contribution to this team will be that of information, not power.”

“I believe the same.” Grady lifted his palm.

“Dad.” Tyler glared at his father.

Orm laid his palms on the table. “I will be the third.”

“What say you, old man?” Chalondra raised her voice.

“I know what I’m doing, woman. My time has come.”

DJ waved his hands in the air. “What are any of you saying? I don’t understand.”

Orm rose and shuffled to DJ. “I am very old.”

I couldn’t bear to hear Orm say it himself. “Without magic, he would not live this long.”

“So, all of you will die?” DJ’s eyes found David, Grady, then Orm.

“Some will fade faster than others. But Hunter will need all the help he can get. Come, DJ, we should complete your training today.” Orm motioned to the door, and I guessed the matter had been decided.
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At dusk, Orm completed DJ’s transition to a full witch, and we welcomed him into our coven. Not knowing the effect of the loss of powers, we sought to protect David, Grady, and Orm with vampire blood and preservation spells. Then, the three of them and I drove out into the desert. My stomach turned with the knowledge of what they were giving up. I watched Orm’s wrinkled face in the rearview mirror, praying his last days would be peaceful. I thought of David and Grady, hoping their children would have the chance to spend several more years with them. 

Slowing a couple of feet short of the coordinates, I jumped when Michael’s form appeared in the headlight beams. My foot hit the brake, and the seatbelt dug into my torso as I lurched forward with the sudden stop. Did he have to be so dramatic?

“Quite the magician, eh?” Orm chuckled as he stepped from the vehicle.

“My time is short.” Michael put his hands to his hips.

“As is ours.” I rounded the front of the vehicle. “I have the three.”

“So, I see. Interesting choices.”

“They decided for themselves.” The fatigue of the last few days wore on me, and I took a deep breath, realizing I needed to dial down my attitude.

I hated everything just then, that Alena and her mom were being held hostage, that my magic had disappeared, that I needed it back because Sonia and Thanatos somehow projected Theron’s spirit to the coven, that we’d heard or seen nothing of them, that I had no idea where they were or what they planned to do. I feared for Alena, Camille, DJ, Jude, and the others we’d left behind to hunt for clues.

Raising my chin to look at Michael, I stepped towards him. “Let it be done.”

“And so, it will be.”

Michael instructed David, Grady, and Orm to stand around me and put a hand on my shoulders and back. Michael laid his hand on the top of my head. My skin warmed under his touch and where David, Grady, and Orm had their hands pressed against my back. Sweat beaded on my forehead, and my heart rate shot up as power poured into my nervous system. Magic tingled through me, spreading to every cell, different than I’d ever experienced it. Instead of a burst or flash or an overwhelming wave, it seeped into my being as if taking up a home, their magic—Orm’s and David’s from the line of Gabriel, The Messenger; Grady’s from the line of Raphael, The Healer; and Michael’s—combined with my magic and hummed in my brain.

Hunter, now you have the power to—

I pushed Lucifer’s whispered phrase out of my head. I cursed myself that his was the first voice I heard, but I hadn’t let him complete his statement. I’d developed the will and power to shut him out. I wouldn’t entertain his taunts again. With David’s, Grady’s, and Orm’s temperaments pulsing through me, I’d have the control to best the instinct to take what I pleased. That part of me who relished the thought of complete power waned. I just wanted peace for my people. All I needed was to replace Theron as the head of Michael’s coven. 

“So be it.” Michael lifted his hand from my head.

I saw Orm stagger beside me and caught him as his knees buckled.

“You have done well in preserving him.” Michael gripped Orm’s arm. “The blood and spells will sustain him for a bit longer.”

I studied Michael’s face. His hard stare softened. “I am not without compassion for my people. Orm has served all beings well.”

“Hunter, we should go. You need to rest.” Grady lifted Orm.

Straightening my back, I stood before Michael. “Thank you. I will not fail you.”

“I pray you do not.” Michael disappeared, and a warm blast of air pelted my face.

Seeing David at the wheel, Grady beside him, and Orm in the back seat, I slid in beside my mentor. David put the car in reverse and circled back in the direction we’d come. Even with the adrenaline rushing through my veins, power tingling through my cells, my body felt as heavy as a ton of bricks. Grady handed me a canister of blood, and I downed it in three swallows. I rested my head on the cushion.

Sensing the car stop, I sat up and viewed my surroundings. I squinted at the bright garage lights, seeing Camille, Jude, DJ, and Tyler waiting. Camille helped Orm from the vehicle, and we rode the elevator up to our condos in silence. I lumbered into my room as if in a dream, shed my shoes, and toppled into bed. Texting Alena, I waited for a reply, and then turned off my phone.
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I awoke to DJ shaking my arm.

“What?” I sat up with a start. “What time is it?”

“Five. They located Michael’s coven. They’re coming for us.”

I swung my legs to the floor. “Where are they now?”

“Airborne and incoming.”

Pulling on my shirt, I caught his arm. “On a plane?”

“Sorry, yes, we picked up on signatures about an hour ago at the Rome airport. Definitely Michael’s coven, three hundred plus. Aaron and Dimitri are tracking the flight.”

“How much time do we have?” I followed DJ down the hall.

“Twelve hours.” DJ handed me a plate.

Sitting down at the table, I sized up the members of our team, wishing Alena were there. Anastasia and Guinevere explained the plan for challenging Theron’s leadership. Pulse racing, I texted Alena and made my way to her condo. With my emotions ranging from anxiety, to fear, to excitement, and every place in between, I tried to focus on her, what I should tell her, and how to prepare her and myself for possible outcomes. Walking through the balcony doors, I hugged her to me.

“I planned on yelling at you for letting Orm give up his magic,” she whispered in my ear.

“Everyone agreed we needed you.”

“So, what’s the latest? You seem tense.” She ran her hands down my arms.

I caught her fingers in mine. “Everything will be fine.”

“Now, I’m really worried. They won’t let me out of here, not even after we explained a bajillion times how important it could be, how Theron may grow powerful enough to be a threat to vampires. When are you starting the procedure or journey? I don’t even know what to call it.”

Thinking we may not want our conversation monitored, I led her to the balcony.

“As soon as I leave here.”

“I expected you to sleep in, get more rest. Are you ready?”

I hadn’t wanted to tell her but knew I should. “Dimitri found Michael’s coven. They’re on a plane headed to LA. They’ll be here in eleven hours.”

“What if? Someone’s going to get hurt. We’ve been lucky so far, but this, this is—” She bit her lip and tears formed in her eyes.

“Don’t.” I wiped the bloody tears from her cheeks. “I’m stronger than I’ve ever been. I can do this. We have the whole team. We’re ready for anything. We’re all going to be fine.”

“You don’t know that. Orm told me how this worked.” She paced to the railing.

My heart dropped. I’d hoped to save her from worrying. At the same time, I felt relieved I didn’t have to say the words. I guessed it would be worse for her to be blindsided. I tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Do me a favor and stay out here with your mom and Lucas. If I need you, I’ll be able to reach you. Lucas can make sure you’re safe.”

She took my hands and looked up at me. “I love you.”

“I love you.” Pressing my lips to hers, I took in the feel of her skin on mine, the warmth of her touch, the smell of her hair, like a summer day and fresh-mowed lawns.
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“Do you understand? Do you remember everything we said?” Anastasia placed her hands on my shoulders and peered at my face.

“I understand.” I used a deep voice, trying to project a confidence that waned with each piece of information they’d given me.

Camille, Jude, DJ, and Tyler stood around me. I nodded to each of them, praying our team could triumph over Theron and whatever spirits he amassed. Anastasia would take the fifth spot for Alena, and Guinevere accepted the task of leading me to Sheol.

I rubbed my hands down my pants. “So, how do you get back from Sheol?”

Her gaze held mine. “If you’re victorious, then you can bring me back with you.”

“And if not?”

“I’m nine hundred eighty-seven years old. My purpose on this plane is served.”

“Wait, we can’t ask—”

Anastasia placed her hand on my shoulder. “We have decided. This is the only way.”

“Thank you.” I glanced from Anastasia to Guinevere and then to the others. “And what of the rest?”

Guinevere placed a hand on my shoulder. “They will be strong enough to return.”

“If nothing happens to them.”

Camille shook her head. “We know the risks. It’s too dangerous for Theron to have power in this realm. He must be stopped. We’re going to help you stop him.”

Tyler moved to his position on the star traced with salt on the floor. “Like Anastasia said. We each decided to join you.”

DJ offered his palm, and I locked arms with him. Jude did the same, and they each moved to a point on the star. Spinning, I looked at my friends for what could be the last time. I pictured Alena’s face in my mind. This was the right thing to do, for them, for Michael’s coven, for everyone.

“Okay, I’m ready.” I lay down in the center of the star.

Guinevere heated the brand and applied it to her wrist. Assuming again her position in Michael’s coven gave us a foothold and connection to Theron. Blue tendrils traveled under the skin up her arm.

Orm paced behind Camille. “You need to move fast. Theron will find Guinevere soon.”

I closed my eyes as Guinevere placed her palms on my chest. Blue lights flashed through my mind, and I hurled through a dark abyss, the sensation of falling almost overwhelming me. You are in control, I repeated in my head. 

Concentrating on Guinevere’s blue light tethering us, I pictured Theron in my head. Pain shot through my being as if I’d been pelted against a brick wall. Opening my lids, I saw a swirling black form before me. Colored lights—red, orange, yellow—sparked through the smoke-filled amorphous orb as if gravity held the matter to a core. I pushed up on my knees and then stood.

“And so, you have come. Father said you would.” Theron’s voice sounded from all around me.

I peered into the black space. “Where is Father?”

“He is me.” Glowing orange eyes appeared in the dark form as my Father’s voice answered me.

“And Sonia?”

“I am also of Theron,” Sonia’s hoarse whisper echoed.

“Theron.” I twisted around as the dark form moved, trying to keep it in front of me. “You need to let the coven go. I’m not sure where you are, where we are, but there’s got to be a way to fix this and bring you back. Release your hold on them, let them go free, and let’s figure out how to get you out of here.”

Yellow flashes of light shot out of the form as Theron’s laughter boomed through the space. “You think I can be saved? Brought back from this hell Lucifer transported us to? How delusional are you that you would believe you are more powerful than us?”

“Why is Michael’s coven headed for LA then?”

“Just the reason you think they are, to kill you and your team of Pollyanna misfits.”

“So, you do believe we are a threat?”

“If we kill you, we’ll be granted a form like his and be able to pass between realms,” a trio of Sonia’s, Thanatos’s, and Theron’s voices answered.

“Why would Lucifer grant you that? He wanted me to trap your souls inside St. Maurice’s sword and kill you. Did you know that? That’s what he asked of me. He’s the reason you’re here in the first place.” I scanned above my head, amazed at just how dark and void this realm appeared.

“I hate you. You got everything I wanted. Having you dead will make me the happiest person alive,” Theron responded.

“But are you alive? I lost my magic, but now I have it back. Maybe there’s a way for you to get out of here.”

“But what about me?” Sonia’s voiced cooed.

“And me?” my father asked.

I had no interest in bringing them back. I was only trying to win Theron over. Alena had seen hope in him, and maybe there was still good somewhere in him, or there would have been until he’d been transformed into this monster.

Broadening my shoulders, I lifted my chin in the direction of Thanatos’s voice. “I can’t allow you or Sonia to pass back to Earth.”

Transparent forms resembling Sonia and Thanatos floated out of the dark being. “Then you will have to kill us,” they said in unison.

Thanatos charged me, and I drew my sword, slashing through his glowing body. Laughter echoed through my mind.

“You’ll have to do better than that.” Sonia hovered over me.

Focus, I reminded myself. The point was to break Theron’s hold on Michael’s coven, push him out of his leadership position. But how did I do that? His mark and connection to Sonia and Thanatos provided the link he needed. If I somehow broke the trio’s bond, would that be enough?

A cold blast hit me and sent me flying backwards. 

Do not get lost in Sheol, Anastasia’s words trailed through my mind. 

I focused on my mark and the tether it provided, and my body collided back towards Theron. Again, I hit an invisible wall, and my body went limp. I fell to the hard surface near the ledge. Theron’s dark brewing form loomed over me, and an abyss of black waited below.

Even though my sword had no effect before, I gripped it with both hands, holding it out as if a barrier between me and the evil being above. Glancing to the edge, I spun to the wall and jumped up. Back pressed to the cold stone behind me, I searched my brain for the key to severing Theron’s tie with the coven. Maybe if I lured Sonia and Theron out again, I could break their bond with Theron.

I studied my weapon again. It hadn’t been a conscious thought. It just appeared. That must mean it must serve some purpose.

“So, Lucifer promised to make you a dark angel? Do you really think he will follow through? He told me he wanted you nowhere near his realm. He feared how powerful you were. Maybe he tricked you into forming one being, knowing you’d never be free of it.”

The being glowed orange, and Sonia’s and my father’s faces appeared. I needed off the ledge, so I squatted and jumped, flipping in the air and landing on a stone surface. My feet slid with the impact. I dropped and rolled, jumping up to face the dark being pursuing me. Sonia and Thanatos projected out of the being, and I noted blue tendrils connecting their forms to Theron.

Focusing on Theron, I held my sword up. Perhaps if I bested him, Sonia would be rattled, and I would gain an advantage.

“That sword is useless, boy.” Thanatos laughed. “You’re not a fighter.”

“You’re wrong. I’m strong enough to stand against you now.” I took a few steps back.

“Really?” Taking the bait, he floated towards me.

Blue tendrils trailed between him and the dark form. In a swift motion, I lunged at the blue strands, pulling them to me with my magic. They pulsed, and I swirled the sword in the air. As I did, the tendrils floated around it. Thanatos charged. I ducked, and an icy blast swept over me. Using my power, I yanked the tendrils to me.

Thanatos’s form writhed with the strain. Flames shot up behind me, and I projected a barrier wall. Running at my father, I snagged one of the blue tendrils with my sword. Rotating the sword, I swirled the blue cord around the blade. Gripping it with two hands, I yanked the sword up, breaking the tendril connecting Thanatos to the dark being. The blue strand darkened to black and disintegrated into dust.

A shrill shriek sounded behind me, and I jerked towards the sound. The next instant, it transformed to a cackle. The dark being mutated to Sonia’s image and grew, looming two heads high over me. Thanatos stood, hands to hips, a smile spreading across his face. “And now you have two of us to fight. By the time we’re through with you, you’ll be begging to join us. It’s the only way you’re going to survive this. I killed you once. I’ll do it again.”

Faint light shimmered off an object in his hand, and I realized he held a dagger just like the one he’d slit my throat with. It’s not real, I told myself. He’s in your head.

“Am I?” Thanatos strode to me.

I bounced on my feet, wondering if he’d transformed into a physical being. Two more steps and I’d charge him.

Planting my feet, I lifted my chin. “I’m the rightful leader of our line.”

“He’s broadened this from the coven to our entire line. Did you hear that, Sonia?” Thanatos paced.

I swiveled my body so they were on the same side of me, wondering when the plateau ended. My eyes adjusted to the dark, and I could make out differences in the black shades. For as far as I could see, a slate gray extended before and behind me.

Taking the sword in my left hand, I held out my right arm, exposing my wrist. The brand glowed gold. It meant little to me, I still had to take leadership from Theron, but I figured it might throw them off.

“I have the mark. I am the chosen one.”

Thanatos charged me, and his dagger landed in my forearm. Pain shot through my body, and I took a deep breath. 

Aim for the heart, Grady’s words echoed through my brain. 

Gripping my sword, I thrust it up into Thanatos’s chest. His eyes held my gaze for a second and then froze.

I’d killed my father. My father was dead. A horrific roar brought me out of my stupor. Pulling the sword from his chest, I jumped back. Thanatos’s body slumped to the ground. It shriveled to a black shell, his skin cracking to reveal gray matter underneath. The tissue dried to dust and fell to the ground, leaving nothing but a pile of ash.

Hunter! Alena screamed. 


[image: ]

Hunter, your wound. Camille’s voice sounded in my head.

Focusing on my arm, I realized blood poured from the gash. Sliding the dagger from my flesh, I tore the end of my shirt and wrapped it around the cut. Red liquid saturated the fabric within seconds. I needed help. If I tried to heal myself, I’d deplete my energy. I hadn’t wanted to call her there but saw no other way.

Camille.

She appeared before me. Her eyes darted left, right, and landed on me. As she placed her hand on the wound, the skin under her touch warmed. Removing the makeshift tourniquet, she revealed pink healing skin.

“Thank you.” I stretched my arm, testing its strength.

“What is this place?” She squinted into the darkness.

“It doesn’t matter. You have to go.”

Glancing behind her, I saw Sonia rise from the ground. I grabbed Camille and pulled her behind me.

She drew her sword from her back. “I’m staying.”

“Don’t fight me on this. Things are going well. Go. I may need you later.”

“Fine, but hurry. We only have five hours till the plane lands.”

“What? It’s only been like five minutes.”

“No. It’s been five hours.”

“Okay, well, thanks for that tidbit.” I glanced at Sonia, and her eyes glowed red. “Go.”

Camille disappeared, and I refocused on Sonia and Theron’s diminished yet thriving form.

“You know he’s not gone, right?” Sonia stepped over the pile of ash that had been my father. “His spirit lives on.”

I held my dagger out in front of me. “I pray he finds peace then.”

“Peace?” Her mouth formed a snarl. “His son killed him. He will never know peace.”

Realizing I had to focus on the task in front of me, I shut out images of my father’s dead body. There had been no choice. It was him or me.

Sonia’s body grew, and I watched as she rose above me. I noted the blue tendrils connecting her to Theron and his shrunken being. Her skin formed red whelps and scales replaced burnt flesh. Claws replaced fingers, and her face transfigured into a beak. The hair on her head hardened into spines, and the folds of her dress formed a long, slithering tail. Red eyes greeted me, and I jumped back as fire spewed from her nostrils.

Theron’s being, a cloud of gray churning smoke, lagged behind Sonia’s dragon form, tethered by the thick blue root of a tendril.

“Theron, she’s consuming you. If she grows much more, you’ll be sucked into her being.”

A face materialized in the amorphous form with eyes I would never forget, and his thin lips poised in a half-smile. “Or, she’ll kill you.”

“Give up control of the coven, and this will all be over.” I side-stepped around the dragon to Theron. “There’s still hope for you.”

“What, and come back to Earth to be your lowly brother? I don’t think so. Lucifer has promised me so much more.”

“Why do you need the coven then?”

Theron chuckled. “I can’t wait to see you crying over Alena’s dead body.”

Thrusting all my energy into a forward motion, I lunged at the blue tendril, sword raised ready to sever it. The glowing strand hooked around catching my shins. I landed with my chest to the ice-cold stone. Spinning to face my enemies, I jumped to my feet.

I needed a new strategy. I’d drawn Sonia out, away from Theron, but I had a twelve-foot dragon to deal with. I wondered where the edge lay. If I could get Sonia over the side, I’d have a chance to cut the link between them as she fell, or Theron would careen over with her. Would I kill my brother too?

Waving my sword in the air, I backed away from Sonia’s advances. With Theron’s waning magic, the time had come. I aimed my outstretched palm at Theron’s form and began to draw his magic to me. The gray mass darkened and writhed, fighting against my pull. As I sucked at his magic, a circle coalesced at the edge of Theron’s being. Sonia raised her head and drew in a breath. Realizing what she was about to do, I whirled around and ran.

The back half of my body exploded in pain as the flames hit me. 

Hunter! Alena’s and Camille’s voices sounded in my head. 

Sending healing energy to my damaged skin, I pivoted to face Theron and Sonia again. I held my hand out, attempting to extract Theron’s magic again. An image of Theron’s face appeared in his being.

“You’re too weak, brother. The battle is lost. You knew it’d end like this. You’ve never been able to best me.”

Sonia and Theron advanced, and I crept back, using all my strength to suck Theron’s power from him. A dark-blue orb inched away from Theron, and he sucked it back as my concentration switched to my throbbing back. I needed to find Theron’s weakness. My thoughts popped to Alena and how she insisted we’d always be stronger as a unit. Could I risk bringing them here? What if I lost one of them? I’d never forgive myself. What if something happened to me and they couldn’t get back? But even with Sonia in her dragon form, we’d have a numbers advantage.

Alena. Camille. I played my what-would-Alena-do card.

Alena appeared in a black-hooded suit. A smile spread across her face. She spun and lifted her bow, launching an arrow at the dragon and landing it in an eye. The beast shrieked.

Camille materialized beside me. She lay her hands on my shoulders, sending healing energy into my skin. Then drawing her sword, she charged Sonia. With Sonia distracted, I focused on Theron again. I imagined siphoning his power. Blue tendrils swirled within the cloudy mass and formed a sphere.

Hunter. Alena’s voice sounded in my head. Motion behind me caught my eye, and I jumped just in time to avoid Sonia’s spiked tail.

We’ve got ten feet till the edge, she warned.

Lure them there, I instructed.

What? Camille shouted.

Alena launched an arrow at the dragon’s swirling tail. He’s right.

Like a lion stalking prey, Sonia advanced on us. 

Backing from her advance to the ledge, I focused on siphoning Theron’s magic. When we get to the edge, charge between them. You watch Sonia while I sever their connection.

A foot from the edge, I signaled to go. Racing to the blue-growing tendril, I sliced through it. The dragon shrieked and raised its tail, bringing it down with a thundering blow. I squatted to keep my balance as the rock under my feet shifted. Looking up, I saw Alena jump to the beast’s back. She raised her knife and plunged it into the animal. Fire shot out of its nostrils, and I grabbed Camille and shot into the air just before the flames reached us.

“Now, I will see you cry.” Theron appeared in his human form.

Raising his hand, he sent Sonia and Alena careening over the ledge. Air catching in my lungs, I jumped towards their retreating forms, my mind searching for a way to rescue Alena. Jutting out my arm, I shot tendrils of white light at the falling beast. All I could see were the glowing bands of light, and I held my breath, waiting for them to snap tight as Alena grabbed hold.

“Alena!” Camille yelled.

“Alena!” I called out as I sped down the fissure after Alena.

“Looks like she’s lost in the abyss. No matter. I’ve got an eternity to search for her.” Theron’s words echoed through the dark canyon. “As for you—”

Camille squealed. Sending more strands of magic rope down into the dark hole, I shot back up to the ledge. Theron held Camille by the neck.

“She can be dead in a second,” Theron called to me as I landed before them. “Alena’s gone. The coven will be at your door soon. If they find your bodies, they’ll kill you, and you’ll be stuck here forever. You’ve lost everything. If you take me back now, I may let you and your blond friend live.”

Anger boiled in my chest. Theron did not get to threaten or make demands. 

Alena. I reached out to her with my mind. Silence filled the seconds. My mind raced with the implications and searched for an out. The only option was to give it my all.

The ground under me shook, and I glanced around, realizing the whole space shuddered.

“This realm you created is collapsing. Your body is in peril. Michael’s coven is there. Take me back, and I will—”

Camille flipped Theron over her back, grabbed her sword from the ground, and pointed the tip at his chest. “Do it, Hunter. Finish what we came to do.”

I planted my feet and flung the rest of my energy at Theron. A gold-glowing cloud hovered over him. Blue tendrils rose from his chest and absorbed into the white light.

Theron writhed as his shoulders heaved under the strain. “Don’t do it. Don’t take it from me. It’s all I have left.”

One thin strand held tight to his skin. I closed my fingers, forming a fist, and slapped it on my chest. Theron screamed as the strand slid into the white sphere. The sphere hurled at me, slamming into my chest. It spread over my body and seeped into my skin. Power throbbed through me.

“Watch him,” I told Camille and bolted to the edge and peered over, sending more white glowing ropes down the cavern.

Alena! The rock shook harder, and dust fell from above.

“Hunter, you have to tell the coven to stand down. They’re still acting on Theron’s orders.”

Focusing on my mark, I called to the coven. I am Hunter Michaels, leader of your coven. I ask you to abandon your assault on me and my friends. We are not enemies.

The tremors quieted and stopped. Camille grabbed Theron’s arm and dragged him to me. She locked her other hand in mine. “We have to find Alena.”

I closed my eyes and searched for her, finding her lying at the bottom of the ravine. Sonia’s dragon form sprawled out beside her.

Camille squeezed my hand. “I’ll go and bring her back.”

“No, we’ll go together.”

“What about Theron?”

“Leave him. He is powerless. On three.”

“Don’t leave me here. Lucifer will come for me,” Theron pleaded.

Even with my hatred for him, our connection tugged at my conscious. “We’ll come back for you.”

Nodding at Camille, I tightened my grip on her hand and jumped. We sailed down into the darkness, my mark lighting our way. I counted, ticking off seconds to distract myself from imagining the worst about Alena.

She’s going to be okay. Camille’s words penetrated my thoughts.

We sped faster down the fissure. Sixty, one-twenty, one-eighty, two-forty. How deep was the hole?

There. Camille pointed.

I made out the dragon, twisted chin down and belly up. Alena lay beside it. We landed with a thud, and I kneeled beside Alena. Her chest rose and fell.

“See, she’s alive. She’ll be okay.”

We each took one of her hands, sending healing waves into her body. I called to her over and over in my mind. Alena, come back. You were right. We did it together. Now let’s go home.

“She should be waking up.” Camille cradled Alena’s face.

I ran my hands up and down her arms and legs, warming her cool skin. “She’s cold as ice.”

“Get her off the ground.”

Picking her up, I hugged her to me. Alena, we’re here. Everything’s going to be all right.

Camille put her hands on each side of Alena’s head. “Maybe she has a concussion. Some broken bones? She could be bleeding internally.”

“We’ve got to get out of here. Go back.” A wave of heat washed over me and sweat beaded on my temples. I shivered as a cold breeze wafted past. My leg muscles trembled. “I’m getting low on energy.”

“I know. Me too.” Camille paced away from me.

“Hey, Camille, it’s going to be okay. Together, we have enough power. Let’s go back now. I can use my connection to Michael’s coven.”

“What if Alena’s not strong enough to withstand the transition?”

“You guys really aren’t giving me enough credit.” Alena lifted her head from my arm.

“Oh my God.” I squeezed her to me. “You’re okay.”

“Except that you’re cutting off my circulation. Put me down.”

Keeping my hand around her waist, I lowered her legs to the ground. “Are you okay?”

“I’ve been better.” She leaned over, propping herself with hands on her thighs. “But also, you guys need to have more faith in your own capabilities. You’re one hell of a healing team.”

“Could you hear us this whole time?” Camille rubbed Alena’s back.

“Every word.” Alena stood and smiled. She reached out and wrapped her arms around each of us. “We did it. Sonia and Thanatos are gone.” 

I hugged Alena and then Camille. “Okay, we need to go home.”

“Hunter.” Alena slid her hand in mine. “What about your brother?”

“Theron? He’s up there. I told him we’d come back for him.”

“Are we?”

Rubbing my hands down my pants, I sized up my options. “Let’s just get out of this pit.”

Alena tugged on my sleeve. She held a dagger to her wrist. “Drink some of my blood. It’ll give you energy.”

“I’m not taking your blood right now. You need all the healing power you can get.”

I held my palms out, and Alena and Camille each took a hand. We jumped into the air and soared up. As we ascended, the air warmed. I counted as before, sixty, one-twenty, one-eighty, two-forty. My head swam with the force on my body. Seeing the ledge, I shot over it and then released my power. We fell to the ground.

“Hunter, are you okay?” Alena crept to me.

“Yeah, I will be.” I pushed up on my knees.

“That took you long enough. Where is Sonia?” Theron loomed over me. 

Anger fueled my rage, and I shot up. My brain pinged before I drew back my fist. He just lost his father and grandmother. You did too.

“She’s gone.” I wished I could say I was sorry, but I wasn’t really.

Theron charged Alena. “You did this.”

Alena flung up a wall, deflecting his attack. “She was going to kill us.”

At least I knew I didn’t need to worry about Alena’s powers. But mine seemed to be dwindling. “We need to go home.”

“What about me?” Theron’s gaze cut to me and then Alena and Camille.

We should take him back, Alena’s voice sounded in my head.

She’s right, Camille added.

A gust of cold wind washed over me, and Lucifer appeared beside Theron. “I’ve claimed him for my realm. He shall not pass back.”

Alena stepped up to Lucifer. “Maybe we have enough power to override you.”

He spread his dark wings. “Perhaps I’ll claim all of you as mine. Your powers are waning. You may not have enough strength to get yourselves out of here.”

I grabbed Alena’s hand and pulled her away from Lucifer. I held my other hand out to Camille, and she slid hers into it. Lucifer stepped in front of Theron. I peered around the dark angel at my brother. His eyes pleaded with me. For as much as I hated him, he was still my brother.

“I’m sorry.”

Stepping back, I spied a pinhole of light in the distance. All we had to do was get to that portal. With all my energy, I pushed off with my leg muscles. A force tugged at my feet, and I found myself stuck to the rock.

Lucifer sauntered to me. “See, you don’t have enough power.”

I felt a hand on my shoulder and rotated my head to find DJ behind me. Jude appeared beside Camille and Tyler at Alena’s side.

Straightening my spine, I stepped to within a foot of Lucifer. “Together we do.”

With a flap of his wings, Lucifer scooped up Theron and dove into the fissure. Releasing Alena’s and Camille’s hand, I dashed to the edge. “Theron.”

My body shook with all the emotions swirling through my head. Was Theron really doomed to an eternity in Hell? Did he deserve that? 

Alena ran her hand across my back. “We have to let him go for now.”

I raised my chin to look at Alena and then Camille. “Let’s go home.”

Holding out my palm, I locked hands with Alena and DJ, Camille, Jude, and Tyler joined us forming a circle. I closed my eyes and pushed off the ground. As we ascended my strength waned. The force of the wind pressed on my chest. Focusing on the target I concentrated every bit of my energy on our forward motion. A white light flashed before my eyes and then nothing.

Darkness surrounded me. My body hung in the space as if weightless. I lifted one hand and then the other to find them empty. Where was DJ? Alena? Camille? Had I guessed wrong? Were we not strong enough to return home?

It couldn’t be possible, not with all of us bonded as one. I spun in a circle, flipped over and looked down, but there was nothing to see. Perhaps the transition overwhelmed me and I was dead. I pictured Alena’s face, DJ’s, my mother’s, and grandparents’. Raising my arm, I tried to make my mark glow as it had in the fissure. A small burst of warmth spread from my wrist, but then it fizzled. I tried to call Alena’s name into the darkness, but no sound emitted from my mouth. 

“DJ, Camille,” I tried to yell. Nothing.

I flailed my arms and legs about, kicking into the nothingness, propelling my body up, down, and around. Think Hunter. Don’t waste your energy. I rested my head back on the invisible nothingness, stretched out my arms, and straightened my legs as if floating atop the sea. Closing my eyes, I lay motionless. If I were alone, that meant Alena, Camille, DJ, and the rest of them made it, right? But how could I be sure? What if we were all in our own private limbo hell. I pictured Alena alone in a void like mine. I thought of never seeing her face, never feeling the warmth of her skin, the zing of her magic when she kissed me.

No, I wouldn’t accept this. Shutting my eyes, I called on my magic, the power of my ancestors, Michael’s line.

Michael, this isn’t fair. I broke your curse. I freed your coven from Theron’s rule. Help me.

I peered into the darkness, but no one came. Nothing happened. I watched a long time. How long I couldn’t guess. Counting gave me no relief. Would it ever end? Was I in Hell? Sure, I wasn’t perfect, but who was?

No. No sensation touched my skin, not cold, not warm. No breeze grazed my skin, even when I kicked about. I’d felt Hell, the bitter biting frozen air, the darkness that threatened to consume just beyond the realm of sight. This wasn’t that. Void. The only other word to describe the state entered my brain. I squeezed my eyelids together. Sheol?

Staring into the black, I prayed for it to end. Weight pressed on my chest, not from the void, but from the mountain of emotion that lurked behind every breath. I closed my eyes and let it in. I imagined them waking, alive, hugging each other, Alena, Camille, DJ, Jude, even Tyler, celebrating our victory. But what would they think, feel, when I didn’t make it back?

My thoughts turned. Sadness, guilt, grief. I pictured my mother’s face. My friends mourning my loss.

“It wasn’t your fault.” I yelled again into the darkness, but no sound passed my lips.

After minutes, seconds, hours, I had no clue, my feelings transformed. I screamed into the void. “This isn’t okay.”

I punched the air, kicked with my legs, and my body flipped and spun through the abyss. Still, nothing changed. Aiming my hands to my feet, I dove into the darkness. Even with my motion, the air hung around me as if I hadn’t moved at all. Perhaps I was alive, just hurt—a concussion, contusion. Were those the same? A brain hemorrhage, aneurism, stroke, heart attack. My emotions leapt. They could fix those and bring me back. Right?

Time slipped by like water through a sieve. It stretched out and then flowing as my emotions switched between despair and acceptance. Sheol. This had to be Sheol or Hell. Did it really matter? I could be at peace. I would be at peace. No! Camille said it was cold and dark where she had been. It wasn’t important. If I could know for sure that Alena, DJ, and Camille made it back, I’d be okay.

But would they be okay without me there? I’d rather experience years of torture than know one of them couldn’t move past my death. A ripping—like something clawing my skin—progressed from my throat to my abdomen. That was it. One of them wasn’t safe. I needed to help. I had to get back, make sure they were okay.

“Michael. Michael.”

I started paddling my arms, kicking my legs, propelling myself through the nothingness. After what must have been hours, I sensed no difference in my state or in the surroundings. My muscles didn’t sear with exertion, didn’t tire. I could swim forever. I had to accept it.

With one final look into the nothingness, I closed my eyes. I thought of DJ, Alena, Camille, and my mother. I imagined them happy. Perhaps years had gone by. Mom would find a nice man, maybe an engineer, someone smart, conservative. Orm trained DJ, and he assumed leadership of the cove. Alena became her mother’s second in command, and together with her father would make peace between the species. Camille enrolled in medical school. They would think of me every once in a while, but they would be happy. It was all I needed to believe. We were together in spirit, always. I had my memories, enough for all of them, and I would relive them forever and send peaceful, warm, strengthening thoughts into the universe. And their images would give me peace. One for all, and all for one.

The All, they would be better, happier, content with their lives, and the witches, the vampires, could be at peace. It had been worth it. Our bond, the destiny of our fates, brought us together and we served our purpose.

Me, the One, rested in that knowledge. Silence. No magic pinged in my brain, no heartbeat echoed through my body, no breath escaped my lips. I pushed the fear away, fighting against the grief of my loss. I would let it in bit by bit.

Smack. Something hit my chest. Bam. Another blow. Soft skin grazed my lips, and warm air filled my lungs. Then, I felt pressure on my sternum, repeated depressions. Ba-bump, my heart issued a thump. I drew in a huge breath and opened my eyes.

The darkness gave way to light—fuzziness to Alena’s perfect face. She gripped my shoulders and hugged me to her.

“Oh, thank God! You’re okay.”

“I’m okay?”

“You’re okay, right?” She held me at arm’s length.

“His color is better, but he still feels cold?” Camille ran her hand across my forearm.

“Here.” DJ wrapped a blanket around my shoulders.

Confused, I focused on Alena. “You weren’t there were you? You didn’t go to the nothing, did you?”

“Where, Hunter? The nothing?” Alena gripped my hand. “What are you talking about?”

I scanned the room. Anastasia, Chalondra, Guinevere, Grady, Tyler, and Orm stood behind Alena, Camille, and DJ. The candles we’d lit before I left to find Theron shone bright. Running a finger on the floor beside me, I found the salt line of the star we formed.

“How long have I been gone?”

“What do you mean? You were—” Bloody tears sprang to Alena’s eyes.

Camille wrapped her arm around Alena’s shoulders. “He’s okay.” Camille released Alena and turned to face me. “You were just out for a couple of seconds.”

Swiveling my head, I studied the others. “Out? Seconds? But everyone else is okay?”

“Yes, we’re fine. Your heart stopped, but I did CPR and brought you back.” Alena squeezed my hand.

“Okay.” Feeling like the center show at a circus, I released Alena’s hand and pushed up to my knees and then feet.

The door flew open and Anne, Lucas, my mother, and grandparents rushed in.

Anne studied us. “Lucas said something felt wrong. Is everyone okay?”

Alena flung her arms around her mother. “Yes, we’re all okay. We did it. Sonia and Thanatos are dead, and Hunter took control of Michael’s coven.”

My mom ran her hand placed her palm on my forehead. “You’re pale as a ghost. Your skin is ice cold.”

“I’ll be okay.” Shuffling to the sofa, I sank into the seat.

Four vampire guards entered. The one I recognized as head of their security approached Anne. “Miss Scott. There are over two hundred witches downstairs. We”—he transferred his weight between his legs—“we’re not sure what to do with them.”

Anne’s lips turned up into a smile. “Your forces can’t be around the witches without wanting to drain each one of them, can they?”

“No.” His eyes cut to the floor.

“It took me years to train my forces to be in the presence of witches.”

“Yes, I understand that now.”

I gripped the armrest and pulled myself up. “I should go to them. They’re my coven. We’ll have to find transportation to get them home.”

Alena slipped her arm around my middle and supported me as I made my way to the door. As we passed Lucas, he stiffened.

Catching his eye, I stopped. “What is it?”

He held out his arm, and I locked my hand around it in the traditional greeting. “You have been to . . .” he started. 

“I have my coven to attend to.” I released his arm. 

“Your brother Theron lives.”

“He does.”

Alena straightened her back and linked her fingers in mine. “Lucifer took him. We have to figure out how to find him, bring him back.”

Lucas looked to Anne and then back to us. “You will have each other while I am away.”

“What? No! You just got here.” Alena grabbed her father’s arm.

“I won’t be long.” Lucas kissed Alena’s cheek. “Anne, come see me off.”

“Of course.” Anne took Lucas’s hand.

Following Anne and Lucas out, we made our way down to the parking garage. The others helped make travel arrangements for those of Michael’s coven with homes on Sardinia, and we assigned the others spaces in Anne’s building. 

[image: ]

After learning that my heart stopped, Mother restricted me to our condo in Anne’s high rise for the next week. With little energy, I felt content to sit in front of my computer and finish the last requirements for graduation with Alena, Camille, DJ, and Jude.

Mother and my grandparents returned to our apartment, and we were given the freedom to attend all the end-of-school rituals with our friends. I moved from event to event in a haze of wonder and bewilderment. How had those seconds when I died felt like an eternity? Why had I been given a second chance? Did I still have some destiny left to fulfill, or had someone decided I deserved to come back to those I loved?

Looking at Alena, I berated myself. Just accept it and be grateful, dude. She smiled and laced her fingers in mine, and my heart skipped a beat.

“What are you thinking?”

I wrapped my arms around her waist. “That I love you.”

“You’re going to tell me you love me right here at your friend’s graduation party?”

“We’ve said I love you before. Anyway, there’s no time like the present. I’m never going to take a second of my life for granted.”

“That’s the first time you said it in the human world.” She pushed up on her toes and kissed me. “I love you, too. Even if you do sound like a hundred-year-old philosopher.”

“My mom’s expecting us for dinner, so we should go.”

We snaked through the guests to say our goodbyes to Layla. At my building, we climbed the steps to our floor. The green wood door looked the same as it had ten months before. I turned the knob and entered the apartment to the smell of home.

“Hi, kids.” Mom set plates on the table. “I made sushi. Sorry, I know it’s the same thing we made the last time Alena came to dinner. I’m not very creative when it comes to vampire recipes.”

“That’s okay. You know I love sushi.” Alena kissed Mom’s cheek.

“Your grandparents went to get wine. You can unpack while we’re waiting. I washed your comforter, sheets, and drapes. Everything’s just like it was before you left.” Mom crossed the apartment and opened the door to my room.

The space felt small compared to our living quarters at Anne’s high rise. Still, it offered a sense of stability. I dropped my duffel on the floor beside the bed.

“I hung your graduation gown in the closet to let the wrinkles fall out,” Mom called as she made her way to the kitchen.

Opening the closet, I pulled the string for the light. I stared into the space, and the previous nine months flashed before my eyes: Theron slitting my throat, searching for Camille, and our time in Mexico, Greece, Italy, Madagascar, Australia, Turkey, and Paris. I felt my side, remembering the lance, how I almost lost DJ and Alena, Theron’s scowl, the look of disgust on Father’s face, Sonia’s morphosis to a dragon, Alena’s lifeless body.

“What are you looking at?” Alena wrapped her arms around my middle.

“You showed me who you were in this closet. I used magic for the first time here.”

“And you kissed me for the first time right over there.” She pointed to the window.

“What if I hadn’t gone back to the library that day? Maybe we never would have found each other. I wouldn’t know you, DJ, or Camille.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t have lost your father, and Theron wouldn’t be stuck in Hell. But I believe we’d have found each other, met at a restaurant or basketball game. We were destined to come together.”

“I hope that’s not why you’re still hanging out with me.” I tugged on her belt loops.

“No.” She swished her hair from side to side, and the scent of flowers filled the space. “It’s the whole all-powerful leader-of-the-witches thing.”

Kissing her, I smiled. “We freed your father, our people can finally have permanent homes and live at peace knowing their souls will find eternal rest, and witches and vampires are finding common ground.”

“It helps to have my boyfriend and mom on either side of the table.”

I hugged Alena to me and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll always protect you. We’ll be together forever.”

THE END
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