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        The fifth and final book in the ‘Serenity’ series:


        On the morning of her thirteenth birthday, half vampire Elizabeth Bandores wakes to find she’s crossed the boundary between childhood and becoming a young woman. Not only that, the sunlight makes her head pound, and her hearing and sense of smell are suddenly sharper.


        A horrifying incident makes her wonder if she’s a girl or a monster, and the world around seems to agree as a terrifying storm erupts over Los Angeles.


        Serenity has no idea how to handle her rapidly changing daughter, but she knows one thing; Elizabeth needs her father around.


        As Los Angeles is plunged into darkness and danger, life is about to get a lot worse, not just for Elizabeth but for Serenity and Sebastian too. A balance has been disrupted and the world as they know it may be about to change...
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   On the morning of her thirteenth birthday, Elizabeth opened her eyes and immediately squeezed them shut again. Sunlight pierced the room like slants of light glinting off a blade, spiking through her brain. The pain started behind her eyes and spread, culminating right where her skull joined her neck. She groaned and picked up her feather pillow, clamping it down over her head. What the hell? Had her mom come in and opened the drapes or something?
 
   She edged the pillow off her head and risked opening an eye. The light was still painfully bright, but she could see the drapes were drawn. From downstairs, pans clanged and clashed like symbols—her mom making breakfast. 
 
   What the heck is she making so much noise for? Each bang and crash hurt her ears, as though the pots were being hit right next to her head, making her wince, her head pounding. The pain ballooned behind her eyeballs, as if her brain had swollen during the night and was now trying to force its way out of her head.
 
   And something else was different. 
 
   She shifted in her bed. A wet stickiness was between her thighs, gluing her underwear to her body. A dull cramp seized her abdomen, twisting her guts, and she groaned, curling in on herself. The agony was enough to make her forget her headache for the moment.
 
   “Mom!” she called out as the pain subsided. Tentatively, she placed a hand between her legs. She knew what she’d see before she even brought her hand back into her line of vision. She’d smelled the metallic tang of blood the moment she’d woken. However, the sight of red on her fingertips stirred a mixture of emotions inside her—uneasiness combined with a strange kind of excitement. This was her first time; she’d finally left her childhood behind her.
 
   Her mother’s footsteps were like a drum pounding on the hallway floor toward her room. Elizabeth pressed the pillow closer to her head, trying to drown out the sound.
 
   Her bedroom door cracked open and fresh streams of light burst through the gap, like sunlight catching on snow. 
 
   Serenity’s head poked through, a smile on her still youthful face, a result of the vampire blood she took each month. Her mom didn’t look a day over twenty-eight, something Elizabeth thought people would start commenting on soon enough. Even living in Los Angeles, people would figure out that the best of plastic surgeons couldn’t leave someone looking that good.
 
   “Hey, honey,” she said, entering the room. “Happy birthday!”
 
   “I got my period,” Elizabeth replied, her voice a mumble in the pillow.
 
   The footsteps crossed the room and the bed sank as Serenity’s weight sat on the edge. “Oh, honey. That’s great, right?”
 
   “Is it?”              
 
   The warmth of her mother’s hand made contact with her back, rubbing between her shoulder blades in slow circles like she had done when Elizabeth was small. “It means you’re not a little girl anymore. You’re becoming a young woman.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I feel like crap.”
 
   “Elizabeth!”              
 
   She forced her head out from beneath the pillow, squinting at her mom in the still too-bright light “Sorry, but I do. My head’s killing me.”
 
   Serenity’s mouth turned down, a line of worry appearing between her brows. “Oh, that’s no good. I don’t want you to be sick on your birthday. I expect it’s all the hormones throwing your body into a bit of a spin. How about you get yourself cleaned up and I’ll get you some painkillers.”
 
   “Has Dad called yet?” Sometimes he called really early, before it got light. 
 
   Serenity shook her head. “Not yet. He probably didn’t want to wake you. I’m sure he’ll call tonight.”
 
   “’Kay.” Elizabeth didn’t doubt that her father would call. Even after what had happened, he’d done everything he could to stay in touch with her—calling every day, sending her presents from all over the world. It wasn’t the same as having him around—of course it wasn’t—but she knew the reason for him not living with them had nothing to do with him not loving her. 
 
   She remembered that day, all those years ago, when he’d hurt her old nanny, Bridget. When he’d killed Bridget. The thought still managed to twist something deep inside of her, a pain she’d never come to terms with. She’d loved Bridget, but she loved her father too. She knew what happened hadn’t been his fault, but that didn’t make the horrible fist in her guts go away.
 
   When she’d been younger, she hadn’t understood his reasons for leaving quite so easily. She remembered being so angry at first, angry and impossibly sad at everyone, including herself. Sebastian had left because he was frightened of hurting her, or of someone else using him to hurt her. Elizabeth had been mad with herself for being so fragile, feeling as though she’d driven him away somehow simply by being as human as she was. She’d also been angry with her mother for not fighting harder, for taking her father’s point of view. For a long time, she’d been the angriest with Sebastian for doing what he had and for leaving them alone again.
 
   But that had been years ago now, and those earlier emotions had long since started to fade. 
 
   Elizabeth climbed out of bed and checked her sheets. Streaks of dark red marred the cream cotton. With a sigh, she reached across the bed and picked up her pillows and duvet, throwing them to the floor. Then she stripped off the stained sheet and bundled it into a ball before dumping it in her laundry basket. Her closet held a change of bedding, so she forced herself to pull out a clean sheet and remade her bed, trying to ignore the pounding in her head, knowing she’d want to climb right back in again after she’d cleaned herself up. 
 
   She made her way to her bathroom, grabbing a change of clothes on the way. The smell of blood seemed to fill the room, making her stomach churn in an uneasy way. God, if it was going to be like this every month, she’d never be able to leave the house. She’d be too damned embarrassed, never mind how awful she felt.
 
   As if in reaction to her thoughts, her lower abdomen cramped again and she stopped to clutch at the bathroom door frame. She bent double, waiting for the pain to ease. 
 
   No wonder this was called the curse in the old days.
 
   She pushed the door shut, closing out the painful light streaming in through the drapes on her bedroom window. Thank goodness there are no windows in here. Her whole body seemed to sag with relief, the pain in her head dimming to a dull ache. She removed her clothes and threw her ruined underwear into the small silver trash can under the sink. They were beyond saving. She turned on the shower and stepped under the hot spray, swirling the blood in a diluted pink around her feet.
 
   She sighed again. How typical for her to feel so crappy on her birthday. She had plans with her friends to head to the mall later to grab something to eat—with her mom promising to only lurk in the background and not sit with them—and she’d been looking forward to being a proper teenage girl. Now, she only wanted to climb back into bed and stay there.
 
   Feeling cleaner—though still with a pounding headache and an ache in her belly like someone had punched her—she climbed out of the shower and carefully dried off on a clean towel. She normally loved the thick white towels, but now wished they were a different color. She didn’t want to make a mess of them as well.
 
   A number of girls in her class had already gotten their periods, and her mom had stocked her medicine cabinet in expectation of the event. She was grateful for that now, not needing to suffer the extra embarrassment of having to ask for sanitary products. 
 
   Elizabeth dressed in clean underwear and a t-shirt, not bothering with any pants. She certainly didn’t intend on going anywhere just yet.
 
   She opened the bathroom door and squinted once more against the painfully bright light. She turned her face away and lifted one arm to shield her eyes. What the hell is going on with the sunlight today? It might be spring in L.A., but she felt like she was dealing with the sun in the middle of the desert. She found herself wishing they’d not had the blackout blinds removed after Sebastian left. On top of dealing with the light, the scent of bacon frying drifted up the stairs, pungent and overwhelming. The scent made her stomach churn, bile rushing to the back of her mouth, her throat closing over. 
 
   Jeez, what’s mom cooking? The food smelled off.
 
   She crossed the room and stopped to scowl at the window and the painful shards of light that managed to pierce through the drapes. Moving quickly, she grabbed the soft, chenille throw from the bottom of her bed and clambered onto her dresser to throw the blanket over the top of the drapes. Immediately, the level of light dropped and her pounding head began to subside. More slowly, she got down and climbed back into bed, sliding beneath the soft sheets and curling up on her side.
 
   Her mother’s footsteps clomped back along the hallway, sounding as if she were wearing bricks strapped to her feet, and a moment later the bedroom door opened. Serenity walked in, a tall glass of water clutched in one hand and a small bottle of pills in the other.
 
   “God, Mom. What are you doing down there?”
 
   “Making you a birthday breakfast,” she said in surprise. “What did you think I was doing?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it sounds like you’re trying to remodel the house, and whatever you’re cooking smells awful.”
 
   Serenity’s eyebrows arched. “Thanks. I take it you’re not up to food then?”
 
   Elizabeth made a retching face.
 
   “Here, take these at least.” Serenity opened the bottle and handed her a couple of pills. “They’ll make you feel better. And you found some sanitary napkins didn’t you? You were okay with using them?”
 
   Elizabeth’s cheeks heated. “Mom! I’m not a little kid, you know.”
 
   Serenity’s hands went up in defense. “Okay, okay. I’m just trying to look out for you. It doesn’t matter how big you get, you’ll always be a little girl to me.”
 
   Elizabeth popped one of the pills in her mouth and chased it down with the water, knocking her head back to get the medicine down. It left a bitter taste in her mouth. She didn’t like having to take medication. In fact, she couldn’t even remember another time when she’d needed to. Rarely, if ever, did she get sick.
 
   Serenity frowned and placed a hand on Elizabeth’s forehead. “Maybe I should call the doctor?”
 
   Elizabeth groaned and rolled over, hiding her face back in the pillow, removing her forehead from her mother’s touch. “No, don’t do that. How many moms call the doctor just ’cause their daughter got their period for the first time?”
 
   “Hmm. Well, you don’t have a fever or anything.”
 
   Elizabeth lifted her face to look at her mother once more, but couldn’t do so without squinting. “I just need some more sleep, Mom. Stop fussing.”
 
   “Hey, I’m your mother. It’s my job to fuss.” She pursed her lips. “Are you sure I can’t get you anything else? You’ve not even had your presents yet.”
 
   “I’ll have them when I wake up.”
 
   “Even the one from your dad?”
 
   “Yeah.” She rolled over and picked up her pillow, pressing it back down over her head. “It’s not going anywhere.”
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   She sensed her mother’s surprise. Normally, she was so eager to get her hands on anything her father sent her. Sometimes he mailed her funny things from foreign countries, like menus with bizarre English translations, things he knew would make her laugh. But other times, he sent her precious things—hand-dived pearls from Tahiti or a beautiful green stone from New Zealand.
 
   Wherever he was in the world, she knew he was always thinking about them.
 
   Even though she wanted Sebastian around, she had to admit life had been much quieter since her father left. No one had been kidnapped, hurt or threatened. For the most part, anything paranormal had stayed away. Even her visions had calmed down, making it easier for her to fit in, though she still wasn’t exactly the most popular girl in school. With her porcelain skin—which burned so easily in the Los Angeles sunshine—and her shock of dark hair, she was a far cry from all the blonde, honey-skinned girls that seemed to make up the cool-kid crowd. Still, she had her little group of friends, and she was happy with that.
 
   Her mother bent over her, pressing her warm lips against the top of Elizabeth’s forehead—the only part of her face still exposed. Though she wouldn’t admit it out loud, she was glad her mom was here to look after her. They’d all struggled over the past few years, her mom as much as anyone. Elizabeth knew Serenity missed Sebastian, but she also knew her mother wasn’t totally alone. Vincent, the vampire Elizabeth still struggled to think of as Bridget’s son, came around occasionally. It was normally late at night and her mom thought she’d kept his visits a secret, but Elizabeth heard them speaking in low, serious tones from the living room.
 
   Elizabeth wasn’t stupid, she was perfectly aware the big vampire wanted more from her mother—something she didn’t intend on giving too much thought to—but she also recognized the affection and longing in her mother’s voice whenever she overheard her mom and Sebastian speaking. Her mom wouldn’t tell her dad that she missed him and not mean it.
 
   With the pillow still over her head, she didn’t see her mom turn from the bed. The click of the door came, signaling her leaving. Elizabeth closed her eyes against the world that had suddenly become too bright and too loud and allowed herself to drift off to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
                 
 
    
 
   Serenity started to head down the hall toward the stairs and then paused. She cast an anxious glance back over her shoulder toward Elizabeth’s bedroom. She hoped Elizabeth was all right. Her daughter never got sick, so for her to suddenly be unwell worried her more than it might most parents.
 
   She’s got her first period. Her hormones are going haywire.
 
   She sighed and got her feet moving, heading back down the big staircase and into the kitchen. On the dark granite breakfast bar sat a little pile of cards and presents. She’d made scrambled eggs and bacon with a side of waffles for a special breakfast, but she guessed she’d be eating alone. Her heart weighed heavily inside her chest. How often she ate alone now. With Elizabeth getting older, she spent less and less time at home, preferring instead to spend time with her friends. When she was home, the girl seemed permanently attached to either her phone or her computer. 
 
   She gave a rueful smile. Sebastian would never have allowed such a thing to happen. He’d always hated technology. She imagined there would have been no end to arguments about all the electronic devices if he’d still been around.
 
   Helping herself to a moderate portion of the food she’d cooked, she sat down to eat. The bacon was crispy and salty, the eggs light and soft, but she struggled to enjoy the meal. She finished up and considered saving the remainder for later, but decided against it and emptied the pan into the trash. It was Elizabeth’s birthday, after all. She’d cook her something fresh when she got up if she wanted something to eat.
 
   She dumped the couple of dishes into the sink before scrubbing them clean under the tap and stacking them on the draining board.
 
   Serenity gnawed anxiously on a nail. Why did Elizabeth have to be ill today, of all days? With Sebastian gone, she wanted to make things special for her daughter, to try to make her feel like she wasn’t missing out. And now she was curled up in bed and in pain on a day when she should be having fun with her friends.
 
   Hopefully, Elizabeth would feel better after she woke up. In the meantime, Serenity decided to get some work done. She’d finish up what she needed to do and hope that when Elizabeth woke she was feeling better and was ready to get her birthday started.
 
   She crossed into the living room and fired up her Mac, another new addition to the household. She’d picked up some work doing data entry, and while it might not be her dream job—though those aspirations seemed long behind her—the work kept her mind focused and meant she didn’t need to be totally reliant on someone else. Sebastian always made sure they had enough money, but she liked to have some modicum of independence.
 
   Her heart clenched at the thought of him. 
 
   He stayed in regular contact, sending presents from all around the world and letters filled with words of love and how he missed them. She studied the postal marks, trying to track his location, but he never stayed in one place for long. Besides, she wasn’t about to beg him to come home. Not yet anyway. Perhaps when Elizabeth was a grown woman and had moved out and created a life of her own she would take the chance, but right now, with Elizabeth still so vulnerable, neither of them could take the risk. 
 
   Still, on the occasions he called, she couldn’t stop herself from closing her eyes and imaging him beside her. Late at night, when the loneliness was at its worst, she often found herself crying into her pillow.
 
   Serenity took a seat in front of her computer, fired it up and lost herself in some work for a while. The time passed quickly enough and she topped up her coffee mug when needed.
 
   After an hour or so, she sat back, rubbed her eyes and then glanced up at the calendar hanging on the wall above her workspace. Elizabeth had given her the calendar as a Christmas present—one of those online orders she’d made herself, filled with photographs of herself and Serenity. Of course, Serenity loved the present and always being able to look up and see her daughter happy and smiling, but at the same time, she found the absence of Sebastian’s face from the collection to be like a stab in the heart.
 
   That time has come again, she realized. Her time to take Sebastian’s blood, something she needed to do once a month. 
 
   She didn’t dare not take it. What would happen to Elizabeth if she were to plunge back into that nothingness she’d inhabited after Sebastian had rescued her from Jackson? She’d not known who she was back then, or even who Elizabeth was. The idea of such a thing happening again was more than enough to keep her taking the blood.
 
   With a sigh, she pushed herself away from her desk and headed into the kitchen. She opened the door to the cellar and paused at the top of the steps. With one hand, she reached out and flicked on the overhead light, flooding the dark, confined space below with illumination. She kept a small refrigerator down there so she didn’t need to keep the blood in her main fridge, knowing she would never want to explain the vials to anyone who might happen to pop around for coffee.
 
   Serenity trotted down the steps and pulled open the door of the fridge and crouched in front of it. Styrofoam trays filled with small glass vials, rubber droppers plugging the tops, lined the three wire shelves. The result looked like something that should exist in a hospital. In a way, she supposed it was her medicine. 
 
   She lifted the closest vial from its tray and carefully squeezed the bulbous end of the dropper between her thumb and forefinger, drawing a few milliliters of blood into the fine glass tube. She tilted her head back, lengthening the line of her throat, and opened her mouth. With a gentle squeeze, she allowed one single drop of Sebastian’s blood to hit her tongue, a cool bead of liquid strength. There was something so intimate about the act, taking a part of Sebastian and placing it inside her. 
 
   She swallowed. 
 
   Immediately, the effects of his blood began to work on her body. The vampire blood spread out through her torso and limbs, making her whole body tingle with energy. Right away, the world became clearer. She could make out every detail of the exposed brick of the cellar walls. The almost silent skitter of a spider in its web in the far corner of the cellar rang in her ears. Her nostrils grew alive with the scents of dank mud and mildew; not something she would normally relish, but, with the effects of the vampire blood working on her, it smelled like life. She sensed the vibrations of traffic passing on the street outside, carried through the earth to this underground space. 
 
   She knew the effects wouldn’t last long, mere minutes now that her body had grown used to the blood. In the early days, she felt the after-effects for days or more, but she didn’t any more, something she wasn’t sure if she should be happy or sad about. She supposed if she really wanted to experience more she could take more blood, but that wasn’t a path she planned on heading down.
 
   Carefully, she replaced the stopper in the vial and put it back in the refrigerator. Sebastian had made sure there was more than enough blood to keep her going. She didn’t fear running out, but wasting any would have felt wrong.
 
   With a lightness to her step that hadn’t been present on the way down, she made her way back up into the house.
 
   She stopped at the mirror mounted on the wall below the staircase. As she’d known would happen, her hair had curled with a lustrous shine, her creamy skin appeared smoother, and her eyes were clear with a sparkle that hadn’t been there only a few minutes earlier. Without looking, she also knew her body would be tighter and firmer, any extra pounds she might have put on over the month vanished without a trace. 
 
   If the rest of humanity was aware of what vampire blood could do, she thought, vampires would be hunted down and locked into laboratories to be bled dry.
 
   Serenity scowled at her reflection and pulled a hair band from her wrist. With force, she scraped her hair back from her face and tied it into a severe ponytail. What was the use in beauty when she had no one to appreciate it? It wasn’t as though she had any interest in other men. After being with Sebastian, no other man would ever measure up. Her heart belonged to him and she could envisage no point at which she would ever feel any different.
 
   She sat back at her desk and forced herself to concentrate on her work. Her heart wasn’t it in, though, and she found her mind wandering, thinking about Elizabeth and, of course, Sebastian. 
 
   Leaning back in her chair, she ran a hand over her face and then looked over her shoulder toward the wide doorway which led into the entrance hall and stairs. There had been no movement from Elizabeth’s room, though she’d been asleep for an extra couple of hours now.
 
   She frowned and got back to her feet. Elizabeth would sleep through her whole birthday if she wasn’t careful. She started across the room and then hesitated, weighing her decision to wake sleeping beauty. If she had a bug, she might be better to sleep it off. 
 
   Serenity hardly believed Elizabeth was a young woman already. How those years had flown by, even with all of the craziness of their lives going on. Even though she was terribly lonely and she knew Elizabeth missed her father, she had to admit that life had been more peaceful with him gone. Nothing newly supernatural had entered their lives for five years now, though she’d desperately missed them being a family. 
 
   I’ll go and check on her again, make sure she’s okay, she decided, heading back up the stairs toward her daughter’s room.
 
   Pushing open Elizabeth’s door, worry bubbled up inside her. The room was silent, her daughter’s breathing so shallow she couldn’t even hear it. If not for the shape outlined beneath the blankets, she would have assumed the room to be empty, devoid of life.
 
   Serenity was suddenly forced back in time, like she’d stepped through a doorway into the past. How often had she felt the same way when either standing outside of or stepping into a room where Sebastian slept?
 
   “Elizabeth, honey?” she called out, breaking the silence.
 
   No response came and she had to stop herself from running, panic clutching at her heart, propelling her forward to her daughter’s bed.
 
   She pulled back the covers, exposing Elizabeth’s sleeping face. She looked peaceful, her lips slightly parted, her long lashes brushing against her pale cheek. Serenity reached out and placed her hand on Elizabeth’s forehead. Her skin was cool, her breathing even.
 
   Yet still, irrational thoughts claimed her, a fear she couldn’t put into a coherent thought or words making her act. She grabbed Elizabeth’s shoulder and gave her a rough shake. 
 
   “Elizabeth! Wake up!” Her daughter groaned and rolled over, pulling the covers with her. “Elizabeth, I said you need to wake up now.”
 
   Elizabeth’s eyes opened and she twisted her head around, taking in the sight of her mother, a frown on her face. “Mom …” she whined, grabbing the covers and pulling them back over her head. “Go away. I’m still sleeping.”
 
   “But are you feeling all right?” Serenity persisted. 
 
   “I’m fine. I’m just sleeping. Go away.”
 
   Serenity sighed and left her be, backing out of the room. Had Elizabeth entered her moody teenage years already? Although there had been plenty of times over the past thirteen years where she figured her daughter had hit that point already, she had been dreading the day it would actually happen. She gave a rueful smile. Well, she didn’t intend on physically dragging Elizabeth out of bed, so she guessed she’d just have to wait.
 
   There seemed to be too many hours in the day now. When Sebastian had been around and Elizabeth was small, Serenity stayed up during the night to spend time with him. Now, with him gone and Elizabeth becoming more and more independent, she found herself with too much time on her hands and no way to fill it except think. Even when caught up in her work, her mind drifted, wondering what Sebastian was doing and where he was. She felt as though an invisible thread still bound them, that even though he wasn’t physically with her, he still made up a huge part of their lives. She knew the blood she still needed to take had something to do with how she felt. After he first left, she’d found their continuing bond to be too great a source of pain, as though that were the thing that made her unable to let go of him, the reason for him to be constantly in her thoughts. 
 
   Hoping to help herself to heal and get on with her life, she’d attempted to take Vincent’s blood instead. Although the connection shifted, her love for Sebastian didn’t change. She thought of Vincent as only a friend, but she’d still been overwhelmed with guilt, feeling as though she was essentially betraying Sebastian.
 
   In a way, she supposed she had been. She’d only attempted it the once, and, despite Vincent’s insistence that these things would take time, she’d not wanted to try again.
 
   Her job didn’t help matters. Working from home was isolating, with no one else to speak to except for the occasional phone call to head office, and she tended to communicate by email. She also knew she came across as standoffish, perhaps even aloof, to the other mothers at Elizabeth’s school. That she lived alone—except for Elizabeth, of course—in this big house always gave people something to gossip about, and she couldn’t help but find herself bristle toward the curious glances she earned at the school gate. She didn’t intend to come across that way, but she struggled to fit in with other people. Whenever someone tried to strike up a conversation with her, she found herself staring at them, thinking, you have no idea about the secrets the world holds, and losing track of the exchange.
 
   Her sense of isolation wasn’t a new thing, though, she reminded herself. Loneliness had been a part of her life for as long as she could remember.
 
   Having too much time to think wasn’t a good thing. After the events of five years ago, she’d almost driven herself crazy with worry, wondering what the fallout would be of Bridget’s death. As far as Serenity knew, the case of Bridget’s disappearance remained open. With no body, the police couldn’t upgrade her disappearance to murder.
 
   Serenity had been worried someone might have seen Bridget’s car at their house, but no one came forward with any information and she had no idea what Sebastian had done with the Prius. Of course, the police came around to ask questions, but she told them she’d seen Bridget the day before her disappearance when she’d come to visit Elizabeth, but hadn’t seen or heard from her since. Elizabeth had been able to confirm her report. When the police asked after Sebastian, she told them Sebastian had left her, gone traveling, and she had no idea where he was or when he was coming back. Again, she’d been worried the cops would find something suspicious in her story, but it seemed that men leaving their wives and families wasn’t too unusual, a thought she found depressing.
 
   She settled back down at her work, losing herself in the mundane task of entering figures into spreadsheets. Eventually, she glanced at the clock. Morning was rapidly turning into afternoon. She knew Elizabeth was technically a teenager now, but this bordered on the ridiculous. As long as the girl was feeling all right now, she saw no reason for her to still be lazing around in bed.
 
   With a sigh, she pushed back her chair, intending to go and tug the covers off Elizabeth’s bed, but the sound of movement from the stairs caught her attention. She stepped out into the hall to see Elizabeth come trotting down the wide staircase. Her long dark hair was pulled into a high ponytail, a flush of color in her porcelain cheeks.
 
   “Hey, honey.” Serenity smiled at her as she approached. “I was about to come up and wake you. I assume you’re feeling better?”
 
   Elizabeth smiled back. “Yeah, I’m good. Jasmine and Emily just texted me. Is it still okay that we go and hang at the mall? You said we could eat there, remember? My birthday treat.”
 
   “Sure,” she said, pleased her daughter was well and wanting to do something fun. “But you know I’m not going to leave you at the mall on your own?”
 
   Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “'Course.”              
 
   This matter had caused several arguments over the last few days. Elizabeth thought she was old enough now to be able to go on her own, especially as some of her slightly older friends did. Serenity, however, would let hell freeze over before allowing Elizabeth to go unsupervised. Instead, they’d come to a compromise where Serenity would be in the mall, but would hang back and allow the girls to shop and eat alone. 
 
   “You promise to keep your phone on you as well,” Serenity continued, wanting to make sure she could still get hold of Elizabeth should she lose track of her. “And it’s charged, right?”
 
   “Yes, and yes,” said Elizabeth, rolling her eyes again.
 
   “I’m just checking. Are your friends coming here first? Do they need a ride?”
 
   “Nah, I’m meeting them outside the mall.”
 
   “Okay. Well, how about that breakfast now? Although it’s more like lunch.”
 
   Elizabeth’s expression changed, what color she had in her cheeks draining away. “I’m not really hungry. Anyway, I don’t want to spoil my appetite if I’m going to eat again soon.”
 
   “I think you should have something.” Serenity frowned. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, honest.” Elizabeth seemed to pull herself together, the flush returning to her cheeks. “Stop fussing.” She rubbed her hands together and grinned. “Now where are those presents?”
 
   Serenity laughed. “All right. Which one do you want first?” Elizabeth opened her mouth to speak, but Serenity put out a hand to stop her. “Let me guess … your father’s.”
 
   “No offense.” Elizabeth shrugged.
 
   “None taken.” 
 
   They headed into the kitchen and Elizabeth picked up the small parcel Sebastian had sent. She eagerly tore off the simple brown paper the present was wrapped in. A tightly folded note rested on top of the gift, but Elizabeth put it to one side for the moment and opened the box. 
 
   “Oh, wow.”
 
   She lifted a necklace from the package, dangling the chain from her fingers. As she held it higher, uncoiling it from its box, she revealed a pendant hanging from the chain. A stone striped with browns and ambers was set in the same silver-colored material as the chain.
 
   Elizabeth took the pendant between her fingers. As she tilted it, the stone caught the light, the brown morphing to coffee, the amber to gold. The stripes and shades didn’t remain the same in a single moment, morphing, shifting and changing with the light.
 
   It was beautiful.              
 
   Serenity experienced a small twinge of jealousy, but quickly pushed the emotion away. “That’s gorgeous. Do you want to wear it now?” Elizabeth nodded. “Turn around and I’ll help you put it on.”
 
   She clipped the necklace around Elizabeth’s slender throat and then turned her daughter back around to admire the present. The stone pendant settled against her skin, just above the curves of her small, budding breasts. The way the stone looked against her pale skin stirred something inside her—an uneasiness? 
 
   Where had these feelings come from all of a sudden? she wondered. Nothing had changed.
 
   She reached out and touched the chain. “I’m guessing this isn’t silver. Must be white gold or perhaps even platinum.”
 
   Elizabeth’s eyes went wide. “Really? Why do you think that?”
 
   “I don’t think your father is any good at buying silver.”
 
   Elizabeth’s hand went to her mouth and she laughed. “Oh, yeah. I’d forgotten about that.” She picked up the folded note and read it out loud. “A beautiful necklace for my beautiful daughter. Wish I was with you both. All my love, Dad.”
 
   They both fell into a wistful silence, feeling his absence even more for the love he’d sent into their lives with a few simple words.
 
   Serenity didn’t want Elizabeth to be sad on her birthday, so she forced a smile. “Well, you’re probably going to hate my present now.” 
 
   “No, I won’t,” she said, hopping up and down, clapping her hands. 
 
   For a moment, Serenity was taken back to when Elizabeth was still small. How sad she would never get that time back again. When children were grown, that was it. A tiny part of her grieved for the toddler Elizabeth had once been, missing that small person who’d put her whole world into the security of her mother’s arms.
 
   “Here you go, then.” She handed her daughter a slender parcel wrapped in silver paper.
 
   Elizabeth glanced up at her mother, light dancing in her eyes, and started to rip off the paper Serenity had so painstakingly wrapped. 
 
   She squealed with delight. “Oh, my God! You didn’t?”
 
   Serenity grinned. “I did. But your internet usage is limited to two hours a day in the house. The Wi-Fi will be switched off between those times, got it?”
 
   “Sure.” She looked back up at her mother and then leaped at her, giving her a huge hug. “I can’t believe you got me an iPad! Jasmine and Emily are going to be so jealous.”
 
   “Yeah, well, don’t go showing your presents off or someone will end up trying to mug you. You need to leave it in the house.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom, you’re the best.”
 
   Abruptly, Elizabeth turned from her and headed toward the front door. “I’ll get it,” she called over her shoulder.
 
   The sudden change left Serenity confused. “Get what?”
 
   “The gate. Someone is here.”
 
   Serenity frowned. “No one is here, Elizabeth.”
 
   “Yeah, they are. I heard them.”
 
   Serenity started to follow her. “The bell didn’t ring, honey. No one is here.”
 
   “The van just pulled up outside.”
 
   “What do you—?” 
 
   The sound of the buzzer for the front gate cut through the house, stopping Serenity’s words. Elizabeth shot her a look, eyebrows raised, shrugged—an I-told-you-so look—and hit the intercom to the gate.
 
   “Hi!”
 
   “I’ve got a package for Elizabeth Bandores.”
 
   “That’s me.”
 
   How did she know the delivery was coming, Serenity wondered? Were her premonitions coming into play again or had she genuinely heard him? She went to the window, reached out and pulled the slats down on the blind. Ahead, the big gravel driveway stretched on, the tall brick wall and large iron gates enough of a distance to make her doubt Elizabeth’s ability to hear a van pull up.
 
   Elizabeth hit the button to open the gate and swung the front door open. A UPS van drove up the driveway to where they waited at the front door. He got out of the vehicle and walked up to Elizabeth, handing her the package and giving Serenity an electronic pad to sign.
 
   “It’s her birthday,” Serenity told the man, though she wasn’t sure why.
 
   “Well, happy birthday to you,” the delivery man said with a smile before getting back into his truck and driving away.
 
   Elizabeth carried the parcel into the kitchen and started tearing off the paper.
 
   “Oh, awesome! A present from Uncle James!”
 
   “He never forgets your birthday.” 
 
   “Yeah, I know,” she said. She pulled a stuffed pink rabbit from the box and her eyebrows arched. “Though sometimes I think he still thinks I’m a kid.”
 
   “Well, it’s been a while since he’s seen you. It’s easy to forget how quickly you kids grow up.”
 
   How quickly you change …              
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Elizabeth hopped out of the passenger side of the car, a little flush of excitement racing through her. She might not be completely unsupervised, but this was the closest she’d ever come and she was a teenager now!
 
   “Hey, don’t go far, okay,” said Serenity, leaning out after her. “I’m going to be right behind you.”
 
   “You don’t have to, Mom. Jasmine and Emily’s parents aren’t so over protective.”
 
   “I don’t care what other parents do. You’re still too young to be in the mall by yourself. Now, haven’t you forgotten something?”
 
   “What?”              
 
   Her mom tapped her own cheek with her forefinger.
 
   Seriously? Elizabeth rolled her eyes. Was she trying to embarrass her? But she didn’t have the heart to hurt her mom’s feelings, so she leaned back in across the passenger seat and planted a kiss on her soft skin.
 
   “I’m waiting here until I see you go in,” Serenity said. “And then I’m going to park the car. I will be somewhere in the mall if you need me, okay?”
 
   “Mom, you don’t need to.” She spotted her friends sitting outside the entrance. “Look, there’s Jasmine and Emily.”
 
   “Okay, go on.” Serenity shooed her away with her hand. “And stay together!” she yelled, just as Elizabeth slammed the door.
 
   Elizabeth grinned and waved, then turned to head to the mall. Her friends were sitting on a step, their heads together conspiratorially as they chatted. They didn’t notice her approach at first, but Jasmine lifted her blonde head and caught sight of her.
 
   “Hey! Look who it is—the birthday girl!”
 
   The other girl, Emily, was a brunette with bobbed hair, too-thick bangs and serious hazel eyes. She needed to wear glasses for most things, but refused to and hated the idea of contacts, so Elizabeth often found herself having to read everything from school work to movie listings to her. Both girls had already turned thirteen; in fact, Jasmine would be fourteen in only a couple of months, making Elizabeth the baby of the group. At least now she was a teenager too, so she didn’t feel like quite so much of a loser. She hoped her mom would keep her distance or she’d really embarrass her. Her friends might be a little older, but their moms didn’t follow them around the mall in the middle of the day.
 
   “Happy birthday!” both friends squealed in unison, hugging her.
 
   “Thanks,” she said, unraveling herself from her friends’ arms. Something about having them so near made her uncomfortable, as though she sensed too much about them. She’d felt this way a long time ago, when her father had still been around, and she’d gotten used to not wanting people to touch her because she was bound to see something about them that she didn’t want to know. But since her father had left and their lives had calmed down, that particular talent seemed to have died down, or at least she learned better how to control what she saw.
 
   Except this wasn’t quite the same. She couldn’t see into their lives, it was something far more physical. The strange sensation swept over her, as though she’d suddenly been plunged under water—her hearing echoic and overly-loud, her senses blasted with too much information. 
 
   Then the moment passed.
 
   Jasmine looped her arm through Elizabeth’s left arm and Emily hooked onto the right. They headed into the mall, Elizabeth’s concerns immediately swept away by the cocoon which was this consumer’s haven. The smell of fries and ice-cream, mixed with fragrances and cleaning fluid rolled over her. Loud music blasted from every shop—Levi’s, French Connection and Gap.
 
   “So where do you want to look first?” asked Jasmine.
 
   Elizabeth shrugged. “I say we start at the beginning and work our way around.”
 
   Jasmine grinned. “Sounds good.” She reached toward Elizabeth. “Oh, that’s pretty!” she said, catching hold of the pendant. The girl lifted it toward her for a better look. “Was it a present?”
 
   Awkwardly, Elizabeth extracted the necklace from her friend’s fingertips and tucked the necklace back beneath her top. “Yeah, from my dad.” She couldn’t explain why talking about the necklace or her dad made her uncomfortable, but it did. That part of her life was like a whole world away from the one involving teenage friends and shopping at the mall.
 
   None of them actually planned on buying anything, but there was no harm in trying stuff on. In fact, that was half of the fun, much to the chagrin of whatever young sales girl followed them around to sort out their castoffs.
 
   Elizabeth watched out for her mom, but so far she’d done a pretty good job of keeping her distance, even though Elizabeth knew she wouldn’t be far. Every so often, she felt eyes on her and spun around, expecting to find her mother standing behind her. But she was nowhere to be seen.
 
   After working their way through the majority of the decent clothes stores, Jasmine sat down on a bench. “Okay, I’m done. My feet are killing me.”
 
   Elizabeth glanced down at Jaz’s sensible sneakers and lifted an eyebrow. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, and I’m starving.”
 
   Elizabeth grinned. Jasmine had just been fishing to see if they could go eat yet. “Okay, okay. I get the hint.” She turned to Emily. “You ready for food?”
 
   Emily shrugged. “Sure. I can always eat.”
 
   They caught the escalator up to the top level where the food court was situated. A huge dome of glass topped the building. Despite it being tinted, daylight seeped through, causing fresh pain to jar through Elizabeth’s head. She squinted and lifted an arm to cover her eyes.
 
   “You okay?” asked Jaz.
 
   Elizabeth nodded. “Yeah, the light’s bright is all.”              
 
   They stepped off the escalator and walked around the large bank of tables, where groups of older teenagers sat chatting or, more often, focusing on their phones. At other tables sat young families, out for the day. 
 
   The direction took them from directly beneath the dome. Elizabeth experienced some relief, but realized they were skirting the tables to approach the food stands which circled the eating area. She stayed as close to the inside as possible, not wanting to be exposed to the direct, if somewhat diffuse, sunlight again.
 
   “What do you feel like?” Jaz asked. “It is your birthday.”
 
   Emily giggled. “And her mom’s money.”
 
   But the thought of food made Elizabeth’s stomach churn and the waft of cooking odors from the stands didn’t help. Perhaps it was because she hadn’t eaten anything all day that the actual smell of food was making her sick. She looked around for her mom again, almost hoping to see her nearby, but if she was, she was very good at hiding.
 
   Still, she didn’t want to make a fuss in front of her friends. Perhaps if she forced herself to eat something she’d feel better.
 
   “Oh, I don’t mind.” She waved her hand dismissively. “I like everything, so you guys choose.”
 
   “Well, I could murder a burrito,” said Jaz.
 
   Emily shrugged. “Fine by me if Elizabeth is happy with Mexican.”
 
   Elizabeth forced a smile. “Sure.”
 
   They ordered, Elizabeth carrying a small tray of nachos and a giant Coke to a table. “You guys mind if we sit over here?” She nodded toward the edge of the food court, where the glass dome ended and the roof of the mall started.
 
   Emily shared a glance with Jasmine. “Okay, sure.”
 
   They sat down to eat, but Elizabeth couldn’t bring herself to lift her food to her mouth and ended up just pushing the cheese covered chips around the tray. Watching Jaz take a big bite of her burrito, chili beef and sour cream dripping down the girl’s chin, saliva rushed to the back of her throat and she swallowed hard, turning her face away.
 
   Emily nudged an elbow into Elizabeth’s ribs. “Okay, don’t freak out, but I’m sure that guy is staring at you.”
 
   She glanced over to where Emily was looking. A young guy, just a little older than them, sat at a table across the eatery, watching her. His skin was pale, his hair a dark, russet red. He caught her looking and his eyes locked with hers. Her stomach did a flip. His eyes were the palest blue she’d ever seen, almost translucent, blending in with the whites. All at once, the room seemed to close in at the edges, the world surrounding her shrinking until she felt like she was falling into their sky-like depths. 
 
   He made no attempt to smile at her; they were locked in this little pocket of reality as though they were the only two people in the room.
 
   “Elizabeth!” Jaz hissed across the table. 
 
   Elizabeth tore her eyes away and glanced back down at her food with a frown. She definitely had caught the boy staring at her, but why? Did he know her or something, or perhaps know her parents?
 
   No, of course he wouldn’t know Sebastian.
 
   Unless …
 
   Quickly, she snapped her head back up, but the spot where the guy had been sitting was empty. A shiver ran down her spine. Something about the boy’s cool blue gaze had left her both excited and chilled.
 
   Momentarily distracted, she’d forgotten about her nausea, but the instant she turned back to the table, she caught an overwhelming whiff of chili beef, which sent bile rushing into her mouth.
 
   Oh, God, she thought in horror. I’m going to be sick.
 
   Without pausing to tell her friends where she was going, she leaped up from the table and ran toward the bathrooms. Her friends’ surprised exclamations followed her as she ran, but she couldn’t risk even pausing. With one hand clamped over her mouth, she could only think about making it to the toilet in time and not humiliating herself in the middle of the mall. She’d simply die of embarrassment if she was sick right here in front of everyone.
 
   She banged through the doors, ignoring the small line of women and girls washing their hands or checking out their reflections in the mirrors. She felt them cast curious stares at her as she flew by, heading to the nearest empty stall.
 
   Elizabeth fell into the stall, collapsing so her knees hit the cold tiles and her hands found the rim of the bowl. She heaved over the top, dry-retching into the toilet, her throat burning. A strange, metallic tang coated the back of her mouth, making her feel even sicker.
 
   “Elizabeth?” 
 
   She heard her name called out; Jaz and Emily must have followed her in, probably wondering what was wrong. The stall door had swung shut behind her, and she heard the squeaking of hinges as her friends tried the other doors, trying to locate the one she was behind. She opened her mouth to call out to them, but the motion brought about a fresh wave of nausea and she leaned back into the bowl, dry-retching another thin line of saliva.
 
   The two girls located her and squeezed themselves into the stall, closing the door behind them. She heard the click of the lock being pushed into place.
 
   “Oh, my God, are you okay?” Jaz’s voice seemed distant, Elizabeth’s hearing suddenly hollow, similar to how she’d felt when her friends had hugged her at the mall’s entrance. Her vision blackened around the edges, tunneling in on the thankfully clean toilet bowl.
 
   Another scent overwhelmed her—that of metal—coupled with a thumping in her head: thu-thump, thu-thump. No, not one, but two such beats, one just ahead of the other, like an echo. Their sounds drew her, pulling her closer, focusing her attention. Beneath the thumping, she sensed an intense warmth, a comfort, something to make her better, to alleviate the noise and pain and all of her poor, overwhelmed senses. 
 
   Despite being drawn, she remained leaned over the toilet, clutching the bowl with strained, white fingers. A low growl rumbled from her throat, a sound she was only vaguely aware that she had made.
 
   “Elizabeth?” Emily’s voice came to her ears, uncertain, concerned.
 
   Her mouth felt strange, as though it was too full of teeth, her jaw aching like she’d been chewing gum for hours. Behind her eyes, a fire had been lit, making her eyeballs burn.
 
   What’s happening to me?
 
   But she struggled to put much of a coherent thought together. She wanted to turn around and ask her friends for help, cry at their feet and beg them to call her mom, but her brain seemed to be clouded over with that constant beat which filled her ears …
 
   Thu-thump, thu-thump, thu-thump …
 
   And the heady smell of everything delicious she’d ever tasted in her life all rolled into one—onions frying, the warm sweetness of hot donuts, steak sizzling—swept over her and wiped away the sickness, filling her head with one thought.
 
   Feed.
 
   A powerful energy burned through every muscle in her body. Her whole body tensed to spring.
 
   The warmth of a hand connected with her back and the contact snapped something inside of her, the tiny part of control she’d managed to retain. She twisted around, faster than she’d ever moved in her life, part of her mind aware of the snarl issuing from between her lips.
 
   Her friends didn’t even get the chance to shout out for help, never mind make a run for it. She grabbed hold of Jaz and pushed her against the stall, her suddenly immensely strong body pinning her friend to the divider. Jaz’s eyes went wide in terror, her gaze locked on Elizabeth’s face, seeing a change in her features which Elizabeth had only sensed. Her other hand shot out, catching Emily’s throat in her grasp, strangling any cry for help the girl might have been forming.
 
   With both girls immobilized, she pressed her mouth to Jasmine’s soft throat. Her teeth were long and sharp, and, without Elizabeth even consciously thinking about it, they pierced the skin. Blood flowed to the surface, coating her tongue with its rich, thick fluid. A memory overwhelmed her, of being underground somewhere, vampires all around her, giving her something to drink, something strong and potent. Something she wanted more of.
 
   Yet, strangely, the memory invoked no sense of fear. Instead, she’d been in the company she was supposed to keep. That was where she was meant to be. Surrounded by her own kind.
 
   Elizabeth sucked and swallowed, drawing the blood up through Jaz’s veins, toward the puncture wounds she had created, and down her throat. Still held in her other hand, Emily gave ineffectual little kicks, her hands clawing at Elizabeth’s as she gasped in the small breaths of air Elizabeth allowed her. People banged in and out of the bathroom, unaware of what was occurring behind the locked stall door.
 
   The girl start to go limp in her arms and Elizabeth lifted her mouth from Jaz’s throat. 
 
   Working on some deep, inbuilt instinct she hadn’t even known existed, she focused her burning gaze on Jasmine’s, locking her eyes. 
 
   “You do not remember any of this. What just happened never even occurred.”
 
   Jaz stared back and then slowly nodded.              
 
   Elizabeth placed a finger in her mouth and applied her saliva to her friend’s neck. Before her eyes, the puncture wounds began to crinkle, drawing shut and vanishing to leave only smooth pink skin.
 
   Then she turned to Emily. “You did not see what happened. I felt ill and you helped me to the bathroom. Do you understand?”
 
   Both girls nodded obediently.
 
   “Now, we’re going to go outside like nothing happened and you’re both going to call your moms to come pick you up because I’m not well. Understood?”
 
   “Nothing strange happened,” they both repeated as though hypnotized.
 
   Elizabeth reached past them and flicked the latch, the door swinging open. Her two friends banged from the stall and headed out into the mall, already rummaging around in their purses for their phones.
 
   The enormity of what she’d done suddenly swept over her. Horrified, Elizabeth gasped and slammed the stall door shut again. Her legs went weak and she pulled the seat down on the toilet and sat down heavily. Then, quickly, she got back up and fell back down to her knees. She had no control over the rush of vomit which powered up her throat and exploded from her mouth. Hot, red blood splashed into the white porcelain. 
 
   Elizabeth cried out in shock.
 
   Oh, my God. What have I done?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity turned back around from the shop window where she’d been browsing to discover the table where Elizabeth and her friends had been eating only moments before now empty. Their food looked abandoned—a half-eaten burrito and a couple of trays of barely-touched nachos still sitting on the surface. 
 
   Alarm spiked through her. Where were they? They’d been sitting there quite happily only moments before. She wanted Elizabeth to feel as though she had some freedom, but she never intended to let the girl out of her sight for too long. Besides that, she’d also promised Elizabeth’s friends’ mothers that she would watch their children, though they’d seemed a little less concerned than Serenity had been at allowing their daughters to go to the mall alone at such a young age. Still, she tried not to judge. Both Jasmine and Emily seemed like sensible girls, so she could only assume the mothers trusted them. Not that Serenity didn’t trust Elizabeth, of course, it was other people she didn’t trust.
 
   If they’re so sensible, where are they now?
 
   Walking at a quick pace, she headed around the outskirts of the food court, a line of concern tightening between her eyebrows. Her eyes scoured the tables, each little gaggle of girls catching her attention, but Elizabeth and her friends were nowhere to be seen.
 
   Where the hell are they?              
 
   Then she caught sight of Jasmine and Emily, walking across the mall on the other side of the food court. Jasmine seemed to be leaning into Emily, as though she needed the other girl for support.
 
   Elizabeth was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Panic clutched at her heart and she broke into a run, pushing people out of the way. Shoppers exclaimed at her in annoyance, but Serenity paid them no attention, all her focus on getting to the girls. She reached them and grabbed Emily by the arm, perhaps too roughly. The girl seemed surprised to see her, blinking at her as though she’d forgotten where she was.
 
   “Where is Elizabeth?” Serenity demanded.
 
   Emily shook her head. “I’m … I’m not sure. I think we ate something bad. Elizabeth got sick.”
 
   Serenity looked at her closely. What’s the matter with her? She seemed like she was drugged or something. She glanced at Jasmine. The other girl seemed even worse. Oh, God, what if someone had slipped something into their drinks?
 
   “Where the hell is my daughter?” Her voice lifted an octave, panic threatening to take hold.
 
   Her cell phone rang.               
 
   Serenity dropped Emily’s arm and scrambled in her purse for her phone. Elizabeth’s name showed on the screen and she hit the green answer button.
 
   “Elizabeth, honey?”
 
   “Mom?” She said something else but her voice came in frantic gasps, broken by choked sobs. Serenity couldn’t understand what she was saying.
 
   “Elizabeth,” she said, her voice firm. “You need to calm down and tell me where you are.”
 
    “Oh, Mommy, something terrible has happened!”
 
   Her heart climbed into her throat. “What! Are you hurt? Did someone hurt you?”
 
   Right away, Serenity’s mind took her to her worst fears.
 
   “No.” She could hear the brush of hair and skin against the phone as Elizabeth shook her head. “I’m not hurt, but I did something, Mom. I did something terrible.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Elizabeth took another breath that melted into sobs. “I … I ….” But she seemed unable to speak.
 
   “Where are you?” Serenity demanded.
 
   “In the ladies’ bathrooms on the east side of the food court.” Her voice broke down again, a hiccupping sob coming down the line.
 
   “Elizabeth, I’m coming to you, but I won’t hang up, okay? Stay on the line with me. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   “Hurry, Mom.”
 
   “I’ll be there any minute.”
 
   She turned to the other girls. “Stay right here,” she told them. “Don’t move an inch.” She scanned the area, spotting the sign for the restroom, then broke into a run. She banged through the bathroom door and started to push open stall doors.
 
   “Elizabeth?” she called out. “Where are you?”
 
   One of the doors swung open to reveal her daughter sitting on the floor. Blood smeared her face and hands, coated the rim of the bowl, and had splashed on the floor tile. 
 
   A gasp of horror escaped Serenity’s throat. “Jesus Christ!” She fell to her knees beside her child. “Oh, baby, who did this to you? Tell me who did this and I’ll fucking kill them.”
 
   She couldn’t help the swear word escaping her lips. Her rage and fear for her daughter was too great.
 
   Elizabeth shook her head. Fresh tears streamed down her face, leaving clear trails in the bloodied mess of her skin.
 
   “This isn’t my blood, Mom.”
 
   “What? What are you talking about?”
 
   “I bit—” Her voice broke off. “I bit Jasmine …” She abruptly turned away and retched, stringy red bile hanging from her bottom lip.
 
   Serenity unraveled toilet tissue from the roll attached to the wall separating the stalls. She pushed the door shut so other women entering wouldn’t see what was going on—not that she was sure herself. With the wads of tissue, she started to mop the blood from Elizabeth’s chin and mouth and then started on the girl’s hands. When Elizabeth was clean, apart from a few dried streaks which refused to budge even with a bit of old fashioned spit and elbow grease, Serenity carefully maneuvered her daughter toward the door so she could get access to the bloodied toilet. She flushed the toilet and wiped away the bloodied fingerprints Elizabeth had left around the bowl.
 
   With the job done, feeling like she’d just covered up a crime, she turned back to her daughter.
 
   “You need to tell me exactly what happened.”
 
   Elizabeth stared at her, her dark eyes wide and brimming with tears. “I’m not sure. One minute, I was sick and leaning over the bowl with Jasmine and Emily trying to comfort me, and the next I’d leaped on Jaz and had hold of Emily.” She brought a hand up to her mouth, touching her teeth. “I changed. I know I did. I turned into one of them … like Dad … and then I bit Jaz.”
 
   “But I saw Jasmine,” said Serenity. “She seemed a bit dazed, but she didn’t look like she’d been bitten.”
 
   “I did something else to them, to both of them. I told them to forget everything I did. Then I put some of my spit where I’d bitten Jasmine and the holes just healed, right away! I don’t know how I did that, or how I knew how to do that, I just did.”
 
   She started to cry again and Serenity bundled her into her arms, Elizabeth’s head pressing against her chest like she used to when she was little. She rocked her back and forth, allowing her daughter’s tears to flow.
 
   Her stomach twisted in an agonizing knot as she rocked her child. Her worst fears had come true. With the arrival of Elizabeth’s womanhood had also come the gift—or curse—of her vampire side being strengthened. She’d been warned against this by the elder vampire, Demitri, back in New York, but she’d never imagined it would be a physical change. For some reason, she’d only thought Elizabeth’s paranormal visions and foresight would grow stronger. She never thought Elizabeth would start to turn.
 
   Oh God, she thought, what if Elizabeth can’t stop? What if she turned fully vampire? Would her daughter be able to cope with being such a thing, having to kill to survive? She would be outcast from all her friends, from the whole of society.
 
   Would she stop growing and become a teenage vampire forever?
 
   Serenity could barely stand the thought, but she was certain of one thing. Elizabeth needed other vampires around her right now. She needed them to help her through this.
 
   She needed Sebastian.
 
   Elizabeth’s sobs had begun to subside, so Serenity helped her to her feet. “Come on, baby. Let’s get you home. You’ll feel better at home.”
 
   “What about Jasmine and Emily?”              
 
   “They’re fine. I’ll call their mothers now and tell them you’ve been taken ill, okay?”
 
   Elizabeth nodded against her.
 
   Serenity went in search of the other two girls and then placed the call to both parents. The tension was understandably strange between the girls, Elizabeth unable to even look at her friends, her friends seemingly unable to meet her eyes either. They sat out front together, waiting for the arrival of their rides. As soon as the girls were picked up and pleasantries exchanged, Serenity steered Elizabeth toward the lot where she’d parked.
 
   She helped Elizabeth into the car. Though she seemed well enough physically, her shoulders were stooped, her head hung down. Serenity snapped in the belt for her, slammed the door and went around to the driver’s side.
 
   Serenity pulled out of the parking lot, not paying any attention to her surroundings, with the exception of navigating the roads. Her mind was caught up in what had happened, a frantic over-turning of events, hoping to find some other explanation other than the one staring her right in the face. Elizabeth sat silently crying in the passenger seat. Only when they made it onto the freeway did Serenity notice the sudden change in weather.
 
    The sky was thick with a blanket of angry, gray clouds. She leaned forward over the steering wheel, looking through the windshield at the sky above. She’d been so caught up in Elizabeth, she’d not noticed the sudden change in weather as they left the mall, but now she wondered how she’d missed it.
 
   She frowned. Where the hell had this front come from? The sky had been an endless stretch of blue when they’d left for the mall. She’d not seen any predictions of a coming storm on the television or even heard it on the local radio station. With all the storms wreaking havoc on cities like New Orleans and New York recently, the authorities were normally quick to issue storm warnings. Of course, such a thing was a rarity in Los Angeles, but she couldn’t deny her own eyes.
 
   How many hours until dusk? she wondered. At least, with it being Elizabeth’s birthday, she knew Sebastian would call. Not that he didn’t call normally, but she took some reassurance in the knowledge that tonight his call would be a certainty. Of course, depending what time it was in whatever part of the world he currently resided in, dusk for Sebastian might come at any time. He might have been trying to call already only to find no one answering.
 
   A small, perverse part of her heart lifted. He would need to come home now. He’d stayed away to keep Elizabeth safe, but now their daughter was no longer safe from herself …
 
   No, Serenity chastised herself. She couldn’t allow herself even a modicum of happiness. This wasn’t a happy situation, far from it. She would always choose Elizabeth over Sebastian if she needed to. But, nevertheless, her soul lightened at the thought of seeing him again. She couldn’t crush the excited flickering in her heart which stirred the thick layer of dread that had settled upon seeing Elizabeth curled up in the bathroom.
 
   By the time they reached home, Elizabeth’s tears had stopped and she’d fallen into silence. Instead of needing help into the house, she stalked up the steps and through the front door, a mixture of anger and misery radiating from her. Serenity followed her into the house and threw her purse on the hall console. She glanced at the phone, willing it to ring, but of course it did not. She sighed and went into the kitchen, not knowing what to say or do to help her daughter feel better. That it was Elizabeth’s birthday and this awful thing had happened broke her heart. She hoped it wouldn’t mar all her birthdays to come.
 
   “Can I get you something?” she asked Elizabeth. The girl had plopped herself onto one of the stools at the kitchen counter. “Some tea might help settle your stomach.”
 
   Elizabeth’s chin was crushed into her palm, her elbow on the counter. “My stomach feels just fine.”
 
   Serenity risked a smile. “That’s good. Maybe I can make you a sandwich then? You should really have something to eat.”
 
   Elizabeth lifted her head and glared at Serenity before jumping down from the stool. “I ate! Remember, Mom? I already ate!”
 
   And with that she whirled from the room and disappeared up the stairs, her feet clomping on the treads.
 
   With a sickening realization, the implication of Elizabeth’s words sank in. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   At the same moment the sun set beneath the horizon, Sebastian’s eyes flew open. The cellar of the old, abandoned hunting lodge in which he’d taken refuge remained pitch black, but this didn’t affect his body clock. He always knew, through some intrinsic aligning of his body and the solar and lunar cycle, when his time had come to wake or sleep.
 
   Today he had a reason to stir from his dreamless slumber. Today was Elizabeth’s birthday.
 
   He pushed off the wooden crates he’d positioned over himself—extra protection in case someone did return to this place. He doubted they would; he’d been able to tell from the smell of the old cabin that no human had been here for several years now, but he preferred to be cautious. The cellar stank of dampness, mold and mildew covering every surface. The rough log walls of the levels above ground had fared a little better, but he’d not been tempted to stay beneath one of the beds or even in one of the musty closets. With these old places, there was always a chance of a crack appearing in the wooden walls or furniture, allowing sunlight through. Just a chink of light would cause him some serious burns and he couldn’t risk needing to find somewhere else to hide out in the middle of the day—something that could kill him.
 
   Anyway, he didn’t plan on staying here for long. He didn’t stay anywhere for any length of time, and he’d been at the cabin for a couple of weeks now. His time to keep moving was fast approaching, though he was unsure where he would head to next. He lived the existence of a nomad, constantly moving onward, with no plan or schedule to negotiate his movements. He figured the less he knew where he was headed, the less likely someone else would be able to stay one step ahead and find him.
 
   However much he missed Serenity and Elizabeth—and he did miss them, missed them with a deep yearning that encompassed his whole soul—he was also relieved that they now lived a relatively normal life. Removing himself from the equation had allowed such a thing to happen.
 
   After he’d left and started calling home to make sure they were all right, Elizabeth had initially been upset, then angry, and for a while even refused to speak to him—something that hurt more than any physical pain he’d ever experienced. But now when they spoke, she chatted happily about her day at school, her friends, what book she was reading or bands she liked—just like, he imagined, any normal girl would. She no longer needed to live her life explaining the lie of her father’s severe allergy to the sun, the fictional reason for him to always stay in the dark, something which automatically made her stand out from others at a time she only wanted to fit in, labeling her a freak simply by association. Now she could tell friends the truth—her dad was no longer around. An absent father was hardly an unusual occurrence these days. Not that this made him feel any better.
 
   Speaking to Elizabeth always helped confirm in his head that he had done the right thing by leaving. There was no talk of blood or strange things happening, and though it had taken a long time to reach this point, he now at least felt at ease that removing himself from their family life had been for the best thing for their daughter.
 
   Serenity however … Serenity was different. They didn’t speak as openly as he was able to with Elizabeth, their tone always somewhat guarded. They carefully skirted the topics of other people or places Serenity might have been, and he knew she never asked about his feeding for the same reason—a need to simply not know. 
 
   Sebastian had no doubt that there would never be another woman in his life. Even the beautiful ones he occasioned across, who smiled and flirted with him, not knowing who or what he was, did nothing for him. Instead, he comforted himself with the memory of being with Serenity, falling into a trance-like state where he seemed to exist only in his memories. He brought to mind the warmth of her skin against his. The way her dark eyes lit with life when she smiled. The softness of her curls as he ran them through his fingers. Her fierce love for both him and Elizabeth.
 
   How he’d given all of that up.                            
 
   Years had passed now and he wouldn’t have blamed Serenity for moving on, though the idea filled him with a crazed, all-consuming jealousy. The thought alone of another man’s hands on her hips, his lips against her skin, another man pushing into that most private part of her, felt like a white-hot flame sweeping through his entire being, consuming all other emotions. He could imagine no other mortal man being good enough to even breathe in her direction, never mind being held in the warm circle of her arms. The possibility of being forced to confront such a man also left him crazed, especially if Serenity had feelings for him or Elizabeth had started to think of him as a father figure. While no part of Sebastian would ever want to cause Serenity pain, he couldn’t imagine not ripping the man limb from limb and bathing in his blood.
 
   He forced the image from his head. He knew such a thing was possible—he’d sensed the occasions where she’d distanced herself from him, both mentally and physically, taking, he suspected, another vampire’s blood. Yet, she’d still come back to him the next month and he’d sensed their blood bond renewed. She’d not given up on him completely.
 
   Elizabeth was thirteen now. She was growing up so fast and he’d only caught glimpses of her childhood—during the time Serenity had been taken, and then the glorious year after she’d been returned. Soon, their daughter would be a grown woman with a life of her own and, though he didn’t want to wish her childhood away, he held onto the possibility that perhaps then he could risk being close to Serenity again. He needed that tiny thread of hope. Without it, he would risk losing all of his humanity and would simply be overwhelmed by the bloodlust he constantly fought.
 
   Sebastian left the rundown lodge and set off at a sprint through the forest, pine needles thick underfoot like a cushion, releasing their distinctive scent into the night air. His keen sense of hearing picked up the low roar of a truck’s tires against asphalt. Where there was a road, there would eventually be a service stop. Where there was a service stop, he would also find a phone.
 
   Within minutes, he came across the highway, winding its way through the pine-covered mountains, their scent strong in his nostrils. He kept up his pace, running alongside the road, while staying deep enough in the wooded covering to remain hidden from any passing motorists, though they were few and far between.
 
   He’d been living rurally for some time now, stopping in at small towns when he needed to place a call back home or send something back to his family. To feed, he’d been taking out the occasional roamer, someone with no home or family who would miss them, he hoped. Even so, death had never lain easy on his shoulders, even now, after more than two hundred years. But he was a killer. There was no escaping that fact. 
 
   Animals moved around him, birds bursting from their roosts in the branches above his head, rabbits scampering to safety with a flash of white. The wind stirred the branches above his head as he moved almost silently through the forest, his feet automatically knowing the exact spot in which to tread. He ran with a sense of freedom, like flying, feeling as he thought the birds must when they caught a wind current and circled in the sky.
 
   Finally, he came across what he was looking for. He smelled it first—the thick, acrid slick of oil. Next came the sound of a condensed area of vehicles, people talking, and the underlying hum of fluorescent strip lighting. From between the trees appeared the unnatural square structure of the truck stop. The sudden reek of urine from lazy truckers who had used the back of the building instead of bothering to head into the bathroom assaulted his nostrils.
 
   He slowed and emerged from behind the building to step up onto the road. The rest stop—though the building itself was small—had a decent-sized lot carved out of the forest which was covered in asphalt. A single eighteen-wheeler truck was parked, the owner of the vehicle either sleeping in the cab or using the facilities. He paused for a moment, concentrating. He got no sense of warmth or life from the vehicle. The driver must be in the café.
 
   Sebastian headed into the restaurant. He pushed open the door, a small bell above his head tinkling his arrival. The air was redolent with the scent of over-cooked oil and burned coffee. A couple of rugged men sat at the counter, one forking pie into his mouth and wearing a scowl in Sebastian’s direction, the other drinking coffee and nose-deep in the local paper, no doubt reading about the spate of disappearances that had occurred lately. Neither of these men were the one from the truck, he could tell by their scent. He guessed that particular man must be in the restroom as he’d suspected.
 
   His sharp eyes picked out the old-fashioned phone still attached to the back wall. He’d worried there was a chance they wouldn’t have one—after all, everyone used cell phones these days—but he guessed the reception wasn’t exactly great around these parts.
 
   He gave a tight smile at the young girl standing behind the counter, a pot of coffee clutched in her hand. The girl gave a flustered smile in return, her cheeks growing red, her heart rate increasing at the sight of him, the sound filling his ears. Quickly, she turned her back and busied herself with something else.
 
   Sebastian knew he looked strange—out here in the middle of nowhere, with no vehicle to have brought him here and miles of forests and mountains surrounding him. Plus, his smart clothes and lack of thermal clothing didn’t help. He was bound to attract attention.
 
   He lifted the phone receiver, added some change from his jacket pocket and punched in his old home number, the digits remembered by heart.
 
   The ring of the phone came down the line.
 
   “Sebastian?”              
 
   She answered with his name, a frantic tone beneath her voice. Instantly, his hackles rose, knowing something was wrong.
 
   “Serenity, what’s happened?”
 
   She broke down on the phone. “Oh, God, Sebastian. I’ve been waiting for you to call. Elizabeth got her period this morning and then attacked her friends.” 
 
   “What do you mean, ‘attacked her friends’?”
 
   Her voice came out as a whisper. “She bit one of them.”
 
   “What?” He couldn’t help the shock ratcheting through him. No, surely not his sweet little girl?
 
   “She drank the girl’s blood and then threw it back up. She’s been up in her room since we got back and she’s really upset about what she did. But she’s changing. I can feel it.”
 
   He’d feared this might happen someday, but had been hoping and praying Elizabeth would stay just as she was. How was she going to cope with being like him? He’d never wanted that for her.
 
   “You don’t have to—”
 
   “Hey, buddy. I need the phone.”
 
   Sebastian looked over his shoulder to see a burly man in a thick lambskin jacket standing too close. The trucker. Sebastian narrowed his eyes and shook his head, indicating the phone was in use.
 
   The man took a step closer, a scowl on his weather-beaten features, a reddened, bulbous nose poking from a heavily bearded face. The gap was only a matter of feet now.
 
   “I’m busy,” Sebastian said, regarding the man coolly before turning his back on him once more.
 
   “Sebastian?” Serenity’s worried voice came down the line, obviously wondering what was happening. He opened his mouth to tell her everything was all right when the man spoke over the top of him again, too loud, as though wanting the other men in the room to hear him, trying to prove something, though Sebastian couldn’t imagine what.
 
   “You think you out-of-towners can come up here and treat this place like your own—”
 
   Sebastian’s patience snapped. He spun around, curled his lip and hissed, flashing his fangs at the guy. The man stumbled back, almost falling over a chair. He turned his head, his eyes locked on Sebastian’s face as he staggered to get away.
 
   “Ralph?” one of the other guys sitting at the counter called out as the man ran from the building, his face pale, and climbed back into his truck.
 
   Sebastian took a perverse delight in watching the man’s fear and then turned his attention back to the phone. “I’m sorry, Serenity. Some people have clearly forgotten their manners.”
 
   “Is everything all right?”
 
   “The only concern I have right now is for Elizabeth.”
 
   “We need you, Sebastian. Elizabeth needs you. I don’t know how to handle this. I need you to come home.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll come right away.”
 
   “Are you far?”              
 
   “I’m in Canada. I’ll be with you long before daybreak.”
 
   “Oh, thank God.” He sensed her relief down the line. Hearing her emotion in her voice gave him a sense of purpose. His family still needed him.
 
   “And, Sebastian, this may sound stupid, but be careful. An awful storm seems to be heading this way.”
 
   His lips quirked in a smile. Even after all this time, with everything that had happened and was happening, she still worried about him. 
 
   “A bit of bad weather won’t keep me away. I’m coming to you, Serenity,” he said. “I’m coming home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity replaced the receiver only to turn and collide with a wall of cold, hard muscle. Not thinking, she let out a scream and lifted her hands to batter away the sudden intrusion. Strong fingers wrapped around her wrists and she looked up into Vincent’s serious, gray eyes.
 
   She sagged with relief. “Jesus, Vincent. You just scared the hell out of me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” He glowered down at her from beneath his heavy brow. “I sensed something was wrong.”
 
   She carefully took her wrists back and stepped away. Like most vampires she’d come across, he always made for an imposing figure. He was dressed in blue jeans and a black t-shirt that would probably be a regular fit on most guys, but on him was stretched over every bulging muscle of his shoulders, chest and biceps. His shaved head only served to make his strong features more prominent—the deep set, blue-gray eyes, the hard jaw and Roman nose.
 
   Relief quickly replaced the initial surge of panic. She was glad to see him. While Vincent might not be her vampire of choice, he was still a vampire and might be able to help her with Elizabeth.
 
   “You were right,” she said. “Something is wrong.”
 
   She glanced up the stairway, toward Elizabeth’s room. The upper floor remained still and silent. She’d need to go up and check on her daughter in a minute, though she suspected the poor girl had cried herself to sleep.
 
   Vincent’s big hand made contact with her arm, drawing her attention back to him. His touch was cool, so like Sebastian’s. Memories flooded over her and she experienced a flash of excitement that caught her breath with its impact.
 
   He’s coming home. Sebastian is coming back to us.
 
   Unexpectedly, her eyes filled with tears. How much she had wanted this … but not at this price. 
 
   “Hey, tell me what’s happened.” 
 
   The big vampire lowered his head, bunching the huge muscles of his neck and shoulders, to take in the sight of her face. She turned from him slightly, almost embarrassed to admit the reason for her tears. Vincent had been a friend to her over the last few years—albeit a strange and periodical one—he’d disappeared in and out of her life at will, reappearing when she least expected it. 
 
   She didn’t know how he would react to the news that Sebastian was coming home. He was hardly Sebastian’s biggest fan. After all, Sebastian had killed Vincent’s mother, even if he couldn’t truly be held responsible. Also, she didn’t think she imagined the reason for Vincent staying around. She’d taken his blood, and taking a vampire’s blood created a connection stronger than any other in this world. She’d sensed his interest in her, in the intimacy he wanted to take further. But, in her heart, it was always going to be Sebastian. She would gladly accept Vincent’s friendship, but no one else would ever come close to the father of her child.
 
   Vincent took her by the hand and led her into the sitting room, carefully leading her to the couch as though she were an old woman. She sat, grateful, and Vincent took a seat beside her. He leaned forward so his elbows rested on his knees, the denim stretched tight across his thick thighs, his hands clasped together beneath his chin as he looked at her.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She swiped at the tears dampening her face. “I think I’m still in shock.” She took a deep shuddering breath and told him what had happened that day.
 
   For the first time, she witnessed Vincent’s eyes widen with surprise. “Wow. Poor Elizabeth.”
 
   “We need to find a way to make it stop.”
 
   “Is such a thing possible?”
 
   “I was hoping you might be able to tell me that.”
 
   Vincent shook his head. “I’m sorry, Serenity, but I don’t know of any other person like Elizabeth. I’m still young in vampire terms and I’ve never come across another half-vampire child. Perhaps you need to ask an older vampire …”
 
   The implications of what he’d suggested cleared over his strong features and the reason for her being on the phone when he’d entered dawned on him. “But then you already have, haven’t you?”
 
   “Sebastian just called here. I had no choice. He needs to be here with us.”
 
   Vincent growled, a low rumbling in his chest. “He’s the reason you were all in danger last time. He’s the reason my mother is dead! Yet you ask him back here?”
 
   “He’s still Elizabeth’s father.”
 
   “He left to keep her safe.”
 
   “And now he needs to come home to save her from herself. He’s the only one who can really understand her.”
 
   “I can help, Serenity. I don’t know how yet, but I’ll do anything in my power to make sure you both stay safe. Tell your vampire to stay away.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Vincent, but he’d already on his way. Elizabeth and I are his family. It’s his job to keep us safe.”
 
   “Then where’s he been these last few years?”
 
   “Doing exactly that.”
 
   An uncomfortable silence fell between them. She didn’t want Vincent to be angry. Aside from the fact that the huge, brooding vampire was a terrifying sight when he was angry, she also didn’t want to make him feel bad. Outside the window, a sudden rain tore from the sky, lashing with ferocious strokes against the pane of glass. The building storm must have broken. Something tumbled and crashed against the side of the house. She guessed one of the box bushes in a tub—two of which framed the front door—had been caught by the wind and knocked over.
 
   A scuffing on the stairs caught both their attention and they rose to their feet at the sound. Elizabeth walked into the room, her arms folded across her chest.
 
    She stared sullenly at Vincent. “What’s he doing here?”
 
   “Hey, honey,” Serenity said. “How are you feeling?”
 
   Elizabeth ignored her question. “What’s he doing here?” she repeated, staring at Vincent with open hostility.
 
   “He felt something was wrong. He wanted to help.”
 
   “Well, I don’t need his help. I don’t want any goddamned vampires anywhere near me.”
 
   “Elizabeth!” The venom in her daughter’s voice shocked her.
 
   “Vampires did this to me. What do you think I’m going to do? Embrace him with open arms?”
 
   “Vincent isn’t responsible for what happened today. And no one did this to you. You are who you are.”
 
   “I’m half-fucking-vampire, that’s what I am! I wish I’d never been born.”
 
   Serenity gasped. “Don’t say that.”              
 
   “This is your fault,” she spat at Serenity. “What sort of freak gets into bed with a vampire anyway?”
 
   Serenity felt like she’d been slapped.
 
   Vincent stepped in. “Elizabeth, don’t talk to your mother like that.”
 
   She rounded on him, her eyes fierce. The effect was almost comical, the girl taking on the massive vampire. “You shouldn’t even be here. You’re not my father!” She turned back to Serenity. “Does Sebastian know about his visits? What’s Dad going to say if he finds him here?”
 
   It wasn’t often Serenity found herself mad at Elizabeth, but anger flared inside of her, hot and consuming. Perhaps an element of truth in Elizabeth’s accusations caused her reaction. 
 
   “I’ve not hidden anything from your father, Elizabeth. He’s never asked and I’ve had no reason to tell him.”
 
   Elizabeth cocked her hip and her lower lip pouted. “Sounds like you’ve been hiding things to me. I’d like to see your reaction if I gave you that excuse about not telling you something.”
 
   Serenity sighed, her anger melting. “You’re right. Not telling him is as good as lying, but sometimes we hide things from the people we love in order to not cause them pain, especially when there isn’t any reason for that pain.”
 
   “Yeah, well, he’d be pretty mad if he found out.”
 
   “He’s going to find out.” She took a deep breath, unsure of how her daughter was going to react, considering the mood she was in. “Elizabeth, your father is coming home.”
 
   She watched a whole spectrum of emotions cross Elizabeth’s face, each passing like the briefest flicker of light, only to be replaced by the next—shock, happiness, fear, disbelief. 
 
   “But … but I thought it wasn’t safe for him to be near us.”
 
   “With what happened today, I think we need him here. What’s happening to you far outweighs any risk.”
 
   Her daughter’s gaze drilled into hers. 
 
   “And what is happening to me?”
 
   Serenity couldn’t bring herself to say the words: You’re turning into a vampire. Instead, the question hung unanswered between them. 
 
   “When will he get here?” Elizabeth asked finally.
 
   “I’m not sure. Some time tonight. He’s been in Canada.”
 
   Tight-lipped, Elizabeth nodded. They both knew the distance didn’t mean much. He could move faster than any vehicle, covering the miles in minutes.
 
   “But while we wait for him,” Serenity continued, “if you have any questions about what happened today, or about how you’re feeling, then Vincent is here to help as well.”
 
   Elizabeth only offered the big vampire a scowl. “I don’t want your help. Just because you and my mom have got some weird thing going doesn’t make you my dad.”
 
   He glowered at her. “I’m not trying to be. I just want to make sure you and your mother are all right.”
 
   “Well, I’m not all right, am I? I would have thought that was pretty obvious.”
 
   Serenity felt a wave of sorrow for Vincent. Indirectly, because of her, he’d been displaced from every family he’d ever known. She’d killed his maker, Demitri, in New York, after he’d kidnapped Elizabeth, and then Sebastian had killed his mother, Bridget. Now, here he was, and had been for the last six years, trying to create a place for himself within their home—a place that was already taken, albeit by a person who was no longer there. Perhaps she should have been crueler, told him he wasn’t wanted and sent him on his way, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Vincent had more reason than anyone to want to see the destruction of her little family, to want them to suffer, yet he’d remained a solid presence in the background, a shoulder for her to cry on when she’d struggled to survive without Sebastian in her life. He’d even offered his own blood as a substitute to the stock of Sebastian’s. Of course, it had occurred to her he hadn’t made the offer purely for altruistic reasons. 
 
   Elizabeth stamped her foot on the floor, like a much younger child. “None of you can help me! I’m going to turn into a bloodsucking freak and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. And if Sebastian thinks he can waltz in here to save the day after we haven’t seen him for God-knows-how-many years, well, he can just think again!”
 
   With that, the girl spun around and tore from the room, stomping back up the stairs. Her bedroom door slammed, the sound ricocheting through the house.
 
    Serenity and Vincent exchanged a glance.
 
   Vincent gave her a tentative smile. “A teenage vampire. Just what the world needs.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Elizabeth burst into her room, a red haze of fury descending over her vision. How dare they act as though they understood what was happening to her! The idea of her father coming home stirred up so many emotions she thought they might consume her. She paced around her room, her fists clenched, wanting to pick up things and throw them, slam her fists into the walls, kick the door.
 
   How could her mom possibly think they’d be able to do anything to help her? No one understood what she was going through. No one! When other little girls were told they were special and one of a kind, they were told so because of their personalities. For her, she realized, they’d literally meant she was an original. And if such a thing was true, how would anyone ever know how to help her, how to make this thing happening to her stop?
 
   It made her mad that Vincent was downstairs acting like he was her father, and with her mom only encouraging him. She was angry on her father’s behalf, but her conflicting emotions only confused her further as she felt mad with him as well. They’d been without him for so long, and now he was going to swing back in as though he planned on saving the day. What would happen when he left again? Would her mom go back to that awful state of depression she’d been in after he left the last time? Would she have to spend her nights listening to her mom crying through the walls of their bedrooms?
 
   She reached up and grasped the necklace her father had given her for her birthday. The stone seemed to heat in her hand, and she was torn between wanting to tear it from her neck and wanting to hold it closer. 
 
   She didn’t even have her friends to confide in any more. Her stupid vampirism had seen to that. No one understood her. How could they when no one existed in the world like her?
 
   The walls of her bedroom felt like they were closing in, making her anxious and claustrophobic. Her muscles burned with energy and she longed to do something to release the buildup of emotions and power that seemed to be trapped inside her.
 
   Needing fresh air and space, she went to her bedroom window and pulled up the sash without even noticing the weight. Rain and wind tore into the room, sweeping the drapes back and battering at her face, wet and cold. Elizabeth didn’t even feel it. The world smelled so alive out there, primal and raw, and she wanted to be part of it. 
 
   Just like when she’d been in the bathroom at the mall, her senses sharpened, the darkness receding to allow her to view the storm without needing to squint. Though she knew it was still night, the world before her seemed more to be caught in an external dusk rather than pitch black. 
 
   Her body moved on its own accord, her foot stepping up onto the window ledge, drawing the rest of her up with it. She looked down at the drop to the gravel driveway and her mom’s SUV parked out front. Where normally the sight would make her head spin and stomach lurch, she now viewed it only as her escape route. With both hands pressed against the frame for support, she lifted her other foot so she sat crouched in the open window. The wind and rain ripped at her skin and clothes, whipping her hair back from her face, threatening to push her off balance, but no fear clutched at her heart. Instead, she removed her hands from the window and stretched them out into the night, lifted her chin and laughed.
 
   A wildness, a freedom like nothing she had every experienced before, overwhelmed her. With no thought, Elizabeth leaped from her bedroom window. She fell through the air and hit the ground, landing in a crouch, her muscles jarring under the impact, though she felt no pain. Instantly, she sprang to her feet and ran, increasing her pace until she reached the tall wall surrounding her home. Right before she collided with the solid wall—and acting purely on instinct—she lowered her center of gravity, her thighs tightening with power, and jumped. She soared though the air with total control, one hand briefly touching the top of the wall as guidance before she dropped to the other side and landed on the sidewalk.
 
   The storm had grown worse around her; palm tree fronds danced and skittered across the sidewalk. Her nostrils flared, seeking out one scent and one scent alone. 
 
   Blood.              
 
   Elizabeth felt as though she was trapped inside her own body, as a coma patient or a person suffering from a degenerative disease, watching the world from within a glass case, with no control over this overwhelming need and desire that drove her now. She wanted to hammer her fists on the sides of her head, to scream at herself to stop, but she couldn’t. The bloodlust was too strong.
 
   With the storm growing more intense by the minute, people had shut themselves inside their homes, hoping to wait it out in safety. She didn’t want to break into a home to get what she wanted, but she would if she had to. Simple doors and windows stood no chance of keeping her out.
 
   But her luck was in. She smelled him before she saw him, a male of middle age. Then he came around the corner. He held a briefcase in one hand and a ruined umbrella, its metal spokes bent, the covering torn, clutched in the other. 
 
   Briefly, she wondered why he kept carrying it. He walked bent double against the wind, his thinning hair wet and matted to his forehead, his suit sodden and clinging to his arms and legs. With the city on lockdown, there had been no cabs to pick the man up.
 
   Elizabeth bent her legs and, with a couple of soaring leaps, landed in front of the man in a crouch. She rose to standing. He didn’t notice her until he was almost on top of her, too focused on sheltering his face from the extremities, but when he did he let out a yelp of surprise and drew to a stop.
 
   “Hey, kid. What the hell are you doing out here?” He had to yell above the wind, thinking it was needed for her to hear him, though with her heightened hearing she would have heard if he’d whispered the words from a mile away. The man’s blood pounded through his veins, adrenaline from fighting his way through the storm sweetening the scent.
 
   She smiled.              
 
   He leaned in toward her. “Where are your parents? Damn it, you’re not even wearing a coat.”
 
   She pointed to her right ear and shook her head, indicating she hadn’t heard him. He moved closer to speak against the side of her face, one hand placed on her shoulder.
 
   In a flash of movement, Elizabeth twisted her face so her lips pressed against the man’s throat. His skin was cool from the night, but she sensed the blood, hot and vibrant beneath.
 
   She opened her mouth wide and sank her teeth into his flesh. 
 
   He yelled in shock and tried to straighten up and back away, but she wrapped one hand around the back of his neck and held him firm. He kicked out at her, but his motions were slow and clumsy compared to hers and she stepped easily out of the way while maintaining her hold on his neck. 
 
   Blood flowed thick and potent, pulsing down over the back of her tongue and throat, racing through her veins. She felt like a back draft of fire was tearing through her, heat and strength surging to every extremity. 
 
   But, like before with the two girls who had once been her friends, she was ever mindful of the man’s reaction to her taking his blood, monitoring the rate of his heart and how he felt in her grip. Somehow, instinctively, she knew how to take him to the point where she’d had her fill but not caused him any permanent damage, allowing him to be able to walk away from his ordeal.
 
   She suddenly became aware of someone watching her. With a frown, she lifted her face from the man, though she kept her hold on the back of his neck. He groaned, his hand clutching the side of his throat, and staggered slightly.
 
   Elizabeth narrowed her eyes, her gaze raking the street. The storm had not let up; if anything, it had grown more vicious. A ragged streak of lightning split the night sky, shortly followed by a rumbling boom of thunder. The rain dripped from her long dark lashes, and she blinked the liquid away to clear her vision.
 
   There! She spotted a figure standing farther down the road, his body shielded by the tall fence running alongside the property it protected. Her keen eyesight narrowed in on the figure—his dark red hair, darkened further by the rain, and his tall, lean body. From this distance, those features alone could have been anyone, but she couldn’t be mistaken about those eyes. The almost white-blue of the pupils were bright enough to catch even a modicum of street light in these horrendous conditions, reflecting like mirrored pools. She didn’t doubt that he was watching her.
 
   Elizabeth hesitated for a moment, torn between her desire to take after him and her need to finish what she’d started with the man. She couldn’t have him wandering home with tales of a girl-vampire attacking him in the street. That wouldn’t be cool at all.
 
   Decision made, she forced the man to lift his head by manipulating the back of his neck. He stared at her with wide, terrified eyes, gibbering words she couldn’t quite make sense of. Foamy spittle had gathered at the corners of his mouth, repulsing her.
 
   Licking the tips of two fingers, she applied her saliva to the bite wounds in the man’s throat. Despite the deluge of rain threatening to wash the fluid away, the wound quickly healed.
 
   “Go home now,” she told him, boring into his frightened gaze with her own. “You got lost and disoriented in the storm. This never happened.”
 
   The man nodded frantically and she let him go. Without bothering to check the man did as he was told—she didn’t doubt that he would—she lowered to a crouch and sprang away, heading down the street to where she’d seen the boy standing, watching her.
 
   She stood in the spot where she’d last seen him, turning a slow circle, her nostrils flared. With the man’s blood racing through her veins, every sense was on fire and she could distinguish the slightest scent, knowing what each smell was, who it belonged to and how long ago it had passed. The stink of a flicked cigarette butt, long since extinguished by the torrential rain, but still with the saliva of the smoker—a young man in his twenties, she could discern—saturated into the filter. The pass of an urban fox an hour earlier. The oily tread of a tire where a vehicle had mounted the sidewalk. 
 
   And underneath all those scent was a different one—human, but something else as well. 
 
   His scent.
 
   Elizabeth lifted her face against the lashing rain, her hair sodden and clinging to her face and neck. “Who are you?” she yelled against the storm. “Why are you following me?”
 
   But no response came back to her. Whoever the strange boy was, he was gone.
 
   The magnitude of what she’d just done sweeping over her, her legs gave way and she slumped against the fence. The rain beat down on the top of her head and shoulders, hard and insistent. The wind seemed to have increased in speed. A ‘For Sale’ sign hung in the yard of the house opposite, creaked and strained ominously against its constraints.
 
   A wave of nausea barreled over her and she managed to twist her body around onto all fours, right before she vomited her stomach full of blood onto the sidewalk. The blood ran in a river of red down the street, quickly washed away by the rain.
 
   As the last few hiccups of blood escaped her mouth, she became aware of an imposing form standing over her. She turned her head to see Vincent. He crouched beside her and placed a hand on her back, but she sat up and shrugged him off.
 
   “Leave me alone.”              
 
   Tears streamed from her eyes, partly from the force of vomiting so violently, but also from shock.
 
   The sound of her mother’s feet came pounding down the sidewalk toward them.
 
   “Oh, Elizabeth! Thank God you’re okay.”
 
   Elizabeth shook her head, crying, “I’m not okay. I’m not!”
 
   She let her mother gather her up in her arms, clinging to her and crying into her shoulder. All the feelings of power, strength and rage that had been so prevalent only minutes earlier evaporated. Now, she was just a frightened girl who needed her mom.
 
   “Come on, baby. Let’s get you home.”
 
    
 
   Serenity’s heart clenched for her daughter out of fear, love and pain. She tried not to let her shock at the sight of Elizabeth’s face show on her own. The girl’s skin was deathly white, the shape of her jaw and chin thicker, and Serenity caught a glimpse of sharp teeth just below her upper lip. But her eyes had shaken Serenity the most. Even blurred with tears, Serenity had recognized that same yellow glow she’d seen so often in Sebastian’s eyes.
 
   She so badly wanted to take this infliction from her—she’d bear it herself if she could—but for the time being she was helpless. 
 
   She tried to lift Elizabeth, but the girl, already tall for her age, seemed to have doubled in weight, as though this thing that had taken hold of her somehow changed what she was inside. 
 
   She lifted her face and yelled to Vincent above the wind and the rain. “Can you help me?”
 
   Vincent nodded. He reached down and easily lifted Elizabeth into his arms. She didn’t struggle or protest this time as Serenity thought she would. Instead, she allowed herself to be held against his massive chest as though she were a baby.
 
   At human pace, he walked back down the street, toward the house. Serenity found herself bent double against the wind and rain, the storm’s power threatening to lift her off her feet. The wind whipped past her head, unusually cold for the season, making her ears hurt. 
 
   Where had this storm come from?
 
   The big vampire beside her must have seen her struggling for he managed, with his inhuman strength, to hold Elizabeth against him with one arm, and then reach out to her. His huge bicep wrapped around her shoulders, his hand finding position against the curve of her waist, and he pulled her close. Vincent took the brunt of the gale, his strength propelling her along, his size protecting her from the wind and rain.
 
   The lid of a trashcan skittered toward them along the sidewalk as though it weighed no more than a paper bag. The big metal disk was heading directly for Serenity, too fast for her to move out of its path. The arm around her waist tightened and lifted, whisking her from her feet mere seconds and inches from where the lid banged past.
 
   Vincent put her back down again and she tried to not tremble. Jesus. If that thing had hit her, it would have broken both her legs.
 
   Through the driving rain, she found herself looking up at Vincent, grateful for his presence. What would she be doing right now if he wasn’t here? 
 
   Sebastian …
 
   Sebastian was on his way home, heading to them right now. She dreaded to think of what was going to happen when the two vampires came face to face. Yet she couldn’t send Vincent away. She needed him. She didn’t know how to handle what was happening to Elizabeth on her own. Plus, now this storm was raging around them and it only seemed to be growing more powerful by the minute. She didn’t want to face it alone. What had been an overcast sky only a couple of hours ago had now morphed into something far more terrifying.
 
   They reached the house. Serenity had left the gates open wide when she’d run from the property in search of Elizabeth. Earlier, she’d given her daughter a few minutes to calm down before following her up the stairs and into her bedroom. She’d only found an empty space with the window wide open. A search of the other rooms in the house had proven fruitless. She knew Elizabeth had not come past them downstairs, so that had left only one other explanation—that somehow she had jumped or climbed from the window. Without a second thought, Serenity had run from the house and out into the night in search of her daughter, Vincent hot on her heels.
 
   The gates were under attack from the gale force wind. Though controlled by electric hinges, they creaked and groaned. She didn’t want to get hit if they broke free and swung open. She made a mental note to close them again as soon as she got Elizabeth settled.
 
   As if sensing her discomfort, Vincent lifted her again and raced them all to the house. They banged in through the door and he set Serenity down and carried Elizabeth to the couch. He went to lay her down, but the girl pushed him away. 
 
   “You don’t need to baby me. I’m fine.”
 
   Serenity inspected her face. Elizabeth’s color had returned to her cheeks. Even though she was naturally pale, a slight blush rose high on her cheekbones. The strange glow to her eyes, together with the bloodshot whites, had faded, her face returning to something more human. But still, the man’s blood splattered her face in tiny drying droplets, the protection of being held against Vincent’s chest having prevented the rain from washing it away, and her hands and the knees of her jeans were darkened with blood. 
 
   “Do you think you can manage a bath?” Serenity asked.
 
   Elizabeth looked up at her mom and shivered, but managed to nod. The rain had soaked her down to the skin and that, together with the shock of what had just happened, must have left her chilled.
 
   “Okay,” Serenity said, forcing a small smile. “Let’s get you upstairs.”
 
   Outside, something came loose and banged against the outside of the house with a staccato rhythm. The weather didn’t seem to be letting up any. If anything, it was growing worse. She’d get Elizabeth into the bath and then check the local news. If this thing was building into a tropical storm, however rare such an event might be, they needed to know about it. 
 
   Elizabeth swung her legs off the couch and Serenity took her daughter’s arm, giving her additional support. Vincent stood in the background, his face serious.
 
   “You don’t need to stay here if you have somewhere else you need to be,” she said, feeling like she needed to offer him a get out. Her and her family had done nothing for him, yet he stood watching over them as though he felt it were his duty.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.” His eyes darted to the front door. “Especially not with what’s going on.”
 
   She couldn’t tell if he meant what was happening with Elizabeth or the storm, but either way, she was happy to have him around.
 
   She gave him a thankful smile. One corner of his lip quirked and he gave her a slow nod.
 
   Serenity ran Elizabeth a bath and then left her to get undressed. Even though Elizabeth was only thirteen, she was already self conscious about her body and Serenity knew she’d only embarrass her if she stayed. Instead, she headed back downstairs to find Vincent sitting on the edge of the couch, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands clenched and pressed to his mouth. 
 
   She took a seat beside him, feeling dwarfed by his size, and picked up the remote for the television from where it sat on the coffee table. She hit the button to switch on the big screen and then flicked through until she reached the local news channel. As she’d suspected, the big story was the storm.
 
   A perfectly made-up blonde reporter sat behind a desk holding a sheet of paper, though Serenity assumed she was being fed what she needed to say on a screen.
 
   “ … A totally unexpected and unprecedented weather cell has appeared, seemingly from nowhere, over the top of the city of Los Angeles. Already it is wreaking havoc, with torrential rain and winds reaching gusts of ninety miles per hour. Meteorologists are currently trying to forecast where the storm may go to next, or even what its potential may be. Los Angeles hasn’t seen a storm of this magnitude since 1939 when the California tropical storm hit the area. In the meantime, residents are urged to stay in their homes…”
 
   Serenity sighed and flicked the screen back off. She turned to Vincent. “Well, what do you think?”
 
   “About the storm?”              
 
   “Of course. What else?” Her mind tripped. “You mean Elizabeth?”
 
   “She can’t go around attacking people out in the open like that, Serenity. She’s in danger of not only getting herself arrested or killed, she’s also risking exposing our kind to people. What happens if someone captures her feeding on camera?”
 
   “I don’t know, Vincent, but I can’t worry about the rest of vampire society right now. I need to think about my daughter.”
 
   His big, solid hand came to rest on hers and the contact sent her heart leaping in her chest. She’d had so little contact with anyone male, and she and Vincent had a past of sorts. He stared into her eyes, capturing her attention. 
 
   “I’m thinking about her too, Serenity. If other vampires hear of her potentially exposing them, I have no idea what they might do.”
 
   She kept his gray gaze. “Don’t lie to me, Vincent. Yes, you do.”
 
   He nodded, but his eyes shifted downward. “They might be tempted to remove her from the situation.”
 
   Anger boiled up inside her. “So you’re saying we might need to be afraid of vampires again.” 
 
   “I’m saying that we need to be careful.”
 
   “I know that, Vincent! I’m not—”
 
   He caught her by surprise. One moment she was ranting at him, the next his cool, firm mouth had captured hers. Her body reacted, her brain not having time to catch up, and she found her lips parting to welcome his tongue in a searching kiss. Involuntarily, her hand reached up, tracing the hard line of his jaw, touching his smooth skin. His body crushed hard against hers, the softness of the couch cushions against her back, his strong solidity pressing into her chest.
 
   Her brain finally clicked into action. I’m kissing Vincent!
 
   She broke away with a gasp and pushed against his chest with her hands, trying to ignore the rock hard muscles of his pectorals beneath her fingers.
 
   “I can’t do this!”
 
   Vincent sat back and pressed his lips together. “I’m sorry, Serenity. But with him coming home, I had to try. I had to see if you felt anything for me.”
 
   “I do feel something for you,” she said. “I can’t deny that I do, but it’s not … you’re not …” She stumbled over her words, trying to find the right thing to tell him.
 
   “It’s okay. I understand. I’m not him, right?”
 
   She could hardly stand the sadness in the deep gray pools of his eyes. “I’m sorry…” she said again, knowing her words meant nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian’s journey took him through miles and miles of pine-covered terrain, crossing rivers with a soaring leap, skirting mountain ranges. His run was tireless, a single focus on making the land move beneath his feet, his mind already ahead of his body. Not much made him nervous, but the idea of seeing Serenity and Elizabeth again churned his stomach. He didn’t know how they would welcome him, with open arms or a cold shoulder. Serenity, he felt sure, would be pleased to see him—after all, she’d asked him to come home—but he wondered how Elizabeth would be. She was a young woman now, so different from the child he’d forced himself to leave. Would she be shy and standoffish, or would she leap into his arms as she always had when she’d been young? 
 
   The lush green of the mountains turned to desert, vast expanses of empty sand punctuated only by scrubby gorse and stumped trees. He paid little attention to his surroundings and became lost in memories of his family as he ran. He pushed himself so the miles flew beneath him, closing the distance between himself and the humans he loved. 
 
   After more than two hundred years walking the earth, Sebastian thought he’d seen everything, that there would be nothing left with the potential to fill him with surprise, yet, as he mounted the ridge to take in the view of the lights of Los Angeles in the valley below, he stumbled back in shock.
 
   “What the hell …?”              
 
   A huge, churning, black cloud hung low over the city, its center appearing lighter than the thick darkness which swirled around its edges. Within seconds, he understood the reason for the light. In its mass, lightning forked and spiked at the tall buildings of downtown. He’d never seen anything like it. Sure, he’d seen storm cells at a distance before—huge masses which normally developed way out to sea—but he’d never seen one so perfectly formed. The circle of cloud looked as though it directed its fury on the city alone. As far as he was aware, California didn’t get these types of storms; the water was too cold to create anything along the lines of a hurricane.
 
   He didn’t like it, and not only because of the potential chaos the storm might cause. Something about the perfect symmetry of the cell rang an uneasy chord inside him. As he watched, more lightning lit up the clouds in a rippling pattern of white illumination. 
 
   He hoped Serenity and Elizabeth had kept themselves safe and were staying inside the house. 
 
   Sebastian left the hill and headed down into the valley, toward the city. His chest tightened with anticipation, every nerve in his body thrumming with a mixture of excitement and tension. He’d seen Serenity and Elizabeth only a few times in the past six years, times neither of them were aware of. He’d tried his best to stay away from his family completely, but on a couple of occasions, his desire to be near them had grown too strong. He’d passed through the city and stopped at the house, peering in at them to find Elizabeth grown bigger, curled up on her mother’s lap on the sofa as Serenity read her a book. Six years had been nothing in the vast expanse of his lifetime—though that didn’t mean he didn’t feel the pain of their loss every single second—but those six years made up also almost half of Elizabeth’s lifespan. Serenity had appeared just the same, content and peaceful with her child in her lap. Another time, he’d seen Serenity standing with the vampire, Vincent, in the kitchen. They’d been stood apart, but the sight had been enough to feel as if a knife had pierced his heart. 
 
   Though it had pained him to do so, he’d forced himself to move on, knowing the disruption it would cause in his family’s life if he suddenly reappeared only to take off again.
 
   He’d known his actions had been selfish. Selfish for two reasons. First, that he’d been able to catch glimpses of them when they were unable to do the same. And second, because just those few brief moments opened them up to the danger of what he was all over again.
 
   Of course, his removing himself from their lives in order to protect Elizabeth was all a moot point now. If she was becoming like him, he couldn’t save her from herself, even though that was exactly what he hoped he’d be able to do. 
 
   As he crossed the city’s boundaries, the force of the storm hit him. Torrential rain opened from the sky, lashing against his skin and beating down on his head and shoulders. A vicious wind only contributed to the might of the rain, driving it against him as he ran. The streets were almost deserted as he passed through. The occasional car crept along, its windshield wipers beating frantically over the glass, trying to clear the view for the driver. Most people had stayed inside their homes, probably biting their nails, anxiously awaiting what the storm had to offer. 
 
   How bad would it become?              
 
   Sebastian stopped outside of the house that had once been his home. With a crouch to center his strength, he leaped upward and vaulted over the gate. The weather whipped his skin and clothing. Though to him it was little more than an irritation, he could understand how this sort of weather would be frightening for a human. 
 
   Standing in the grounds, he frowned. Someone else was inside the house—a male—and, by the scent of him, not human either. A low growl erupted from deep within his chest. Who else was here and what did they want with his family?
 
   A roll of thunder cracked right overhead. With the sound of the storm covering his tracks, he made his way around the back of the house. Carefully, he tried the back door. The door swung open and he was relieved he wouldn’t be forced to break into his own house. He stepped into the kitchen and silently crossed the room and out into the entrance hall. He paused outside the living room and leaned across the wide doorway slightly to give him a view inside. As he’s expected, Serenity wasn’t alone. Another male was sitting beside her on the couch. Sebastian bristled.
 
   Vincent! He’d recognize the big mass of vampire anywhere. He forced himself to calm down. He knew Vincent meant his family no harm, though he didn’t trust the other male’s intentions when it came to Serenity.
 
   Sebastian stepped into the room, opened his mouth and spoke.
 
   “Serenity?”
 
    
 
   At the sound of her name, Serenity leaped to her feet.
 
   “Sebastian?”
 
   She saw him standing there, exactly as she remembered him—his beautiful perfection, his dark hair and green eyes, his face so serious—and she felt like a dam had broken inside her. Her heart seemed to rise and swell in her body like a balloon, growing big enough to burst and envelop her. Even though she’d been expecting him, the sight of him hit her like a fist to the stomach, leaving her almost disbelieving. All the emotions she’d kept so tightly locked away over the past few years rushed from her in a torrent. Her legs went weak, her body breathless.
 
   He must have seen her falter for he was at her side in an instant, his arms around her, crushing her to his chest. She felt his hands in her hair, raking through the soft locks. Her own fingers clutched at his back, pulling him as tight as she could, wanting to mold herself to him. The familiar scent of him filled her nostrils, leaving her heady. This had been missing for too long, this part of herself. The part that was him and would always be him. She saw it now, how when they were apart, they were both only living half a life.
 
   His mouth pressed against the top of her head, his lips moving in her hair as he spoke. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
   She nodded frantically, not trusting herself to speak. A painful knot knitted tight in the back of her throat.
 
   His fingers found her face, gently touching the line of her jaw. Only when he lowered his face to hers, his cool lips kissing away the salty wetness on her cheeks, nose and lips, did she realize she was crying.
 
   They both became aware of the large figure standing nearby and they broke apart. Serenity’s cheeks heated with guilt, remembering how Vincent’s mouth had been in the place of Sebastian’s not long ago. Did Sebastian taste or smell Vincent on her? Could he sense the tension between herself and Vincent? She watched Sebastian’s face, trying to judge his mood about Vincent being there, but his expression was as impassive as stone.
 
   I’ve not done anything wrong, she reminded herself. She’d not seen Sebastian for six years and she’d never stopped loving him. It wasn’t her fault if someone else had kissed her. But it wasn’t the kiss that caused the guilt. Instead, it was the memory of how her body had responded to Vincent’s embrace, of how his solid muscles had felt beneath her fingers as she’d pushed him away.
 
   I pushed him away, she told herself. That was the main thing. I pushed him away.
 
   Sebastian gave Vincent a nod. “Vincent. I assume you’re here to watch over my family. I thank you for that, but I’m home now.”
 
   Vincent’s reaction wasn’t quite so reserved. “I don’t need your thanks.” He scowled. “I’m not here to benefit you in any way.”
 
   Sebastian’s hand rested against Serenity’s lower back, his body shadowing over her. 
 
   Though it pained her to do so, when all she really wanted to do was lose herself in Sebastian’s arms, to experience his mouth against her skin, to bury her face in his neck, she forced herself to take a step away, toward Vincent.
 
   “Vincent has been a good friend to me, Sebastian. I don’t know what I would have done tonight without him.”
 
   Her words must have reminded Sebastian the reason for him coming home, for he glanced over his shoulder toward the staircase. “Is Elizabeth in her room?”
 
   She nodded.               
 
   He started toward the stairs, but she hurried forward and placed herself between him and the staircase. “I’ll go first. She’s been through a lot and I don’t know how she’ll react to you being here.”
 
   His smooth brow creased, the first hint of worry he’d shown. “Is she angry with me?”
 
   Serenity shook her head. “Not you, exactly. She’s angry with the universe, with what’s happening to her.”
 
   He filled in her thoughts. “And I’m the focus, because if it wasn’t for me she wouldn’t be going through the change.”
 
   “Without you she wouldn’t exist. Don’t forget that.”
 
   A muscle in his jaw twitched, but he nodded. “I won’t.”
 
   Serenity left the two vampires and ran up the stairs. She knocked lightly on Elizabeth’s bedroom door, and when no answer came, she inched it open. The girl lay on her stomach, small buds of headphones plugged into her ears, the other end attached to the tablet Serenity had bought her for her birthday. 
 
   Her heart sank. Her birthday. With everything else that had been going on, she’d completely forgotten about Elizabeth’s birthday. She hoped their daughter wouldn’t give Sebastian too much of a hard time, that she’d be able to consider Sebastian’s presence for what it was—a gift in its own right. 
 
   She raised her voice. “Elizabeth? Someone is here to see you.”
 
   The girl must have either heard or sensed her mother’s presence, for she twisted to look over her shoulder. The sight of her pale, tear-stained face broke Serenity’s heart. How awful for her to have to go through something like this. Serenity just wanted for it all to stop, but she had a feeling things would get worse before they got better.
 
   Elizabeth cocked her eyebrows. What? the gesture asked.
 
   Serenity made a tugging motion at her own ears, a sign to get Elizabeth to take out the headphones.
 
   Just like any other teenager might, Elizabeth let out an over-exaggerated sigh and removed the plugs.
 
   Serenity felt the air behind her move. “You’ve got a visitor.”
 
   She stepped to one side and allowed Sebastian to enter the room.
 
   Elizabeth’s eyes widened at the sight of him. “Dad?” she said in disbelief. “Daddy!”
 
   In a single, swift movement, she leaped off the bad, tossing her earphones and tablet to one side, and launched herself at him. Sebastian caught her with a mock oomph—her weight meant nothing to him—and laughed. 
 
   “I didn’t think you’d come,” she said. She lifted her face to him, the height difference no longer so dramatic—Elizabeth wasn’t too much shorter than Serenity now—and her lower lip began to wobble. Her jaw tightened, creating little dimples in her chin, and, unable to hold on any longer, she burst into tears.
 
   Serenity hovered on the outskirts, not wanting to intrude on the personal moment. She’d always known Elizabeth missed her father, though lately she hadn’t shown it so much, but seeing them back together now brought everything home. Of course she had missed him. No amount of phone calls or presents would ever replace what every child wanted from their parent—their time. 
 
    
 
   Sebastian held his daughter tight. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” He spoke into her hair, the texture so similar to Serenity’s, except perhaps a little coarser. The color was darker too. Perhaps she did have more of him in her than he’d thought. In a rush of emotions, he remembered his reason for coming home and his chest tightened. Yes, she did have his genetics. That was the problem.
 
   Her tears reduced to little hiccupping sobs and he pulled her away from his chest, her tears leaving a damp patch on his shirt, and guided her toward her bed. They both perched on the edge. Elizabeth wiped the moisture from her face with the back of her hand and sniffed. She stared down at her lap as if suddenly embarrassed by her display of emotions.
 
   “Sorry,” she said with another sniff.
 
   He took her hand. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. You’ve not done anything wrong.”
 
   “No? So why do I feel like shit?”
 
   Her frank language shocked him, but he reminded himself that she wasn’t a little girl anymore. He felt as though he was looking at two different people trapped in one body. The slightest change in light or the way she tilted her head transformed her into a young woman, and then, only moments later, he found himself looking at his little girl again. She was caught on a precipice between childhood and becoming an adult. 
 
   “Is it terrible,” she asked him, her dark eyes locking on his, “being what you are?”
 
   He thought for a moment, wanting to give her as honest of an answer as he could, without either scaring or lying to her. He was aware of Serenity still standing in the background, and wanted to give an answer she would approve of.
 
   “Some parts are,” he admitted. “But some parts of being human are terrible as well, like sickness, old age, death. I don’t need to fear any of those things.”
 
   “But you kill people.”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, I do. That’s part of who I am, of what I am. But though it’s wrong to kill, it’s not always terrible. There’s a certain …” He sought for the right word. “Power in it.”
 
   Understanding flooded across her young face. “I think I felt that power.”
 
   He straightened in surprise. “But you haven’t killed?” Serenity hadn’t filled him in on that particular part, only that she’d bitten one of her friends. The idea of his little girl having killed stirred something dark and uneasy inside of him. She’d always been such an innocent to him. 
 
   But Elizabeth shook her head. “No, I haven’t needed to. I can tell when a body is reaching the moment when too much will kill them and then I stop.”
 
   “You’re able to stop whenever you want?” He was amazed at not only her ability to pick the right time, but also to end a feed. He was more than two hundred years old and he knew such ability was not only hard to learn, it took huge restraint—not something a young vampire would normally be able to master. Also, not killing a victim had its own issues, such as the possibility of starting a full-blown paranoia about vampires. 
 
   “What about the people you bite?” he asked. “Don’t you think it’s dangerous to let them go? They might tell someone what you did.”
 
   She shook her dark head. “No, they won’t. I get them to look at me and tell them what to remember and they do. I don’t know how I do it, but I just knew it was the right thing.”
 
   He looked at her, unable to hide how impressed he was though he knew his pride was misplaced. “That’s pretty surprising, Elizabeth. I don’t know any other vampires who are able to do something like that without first being taught.”
 
   “She’s not a vampire.” Serenity’s sharp tone made them both look in her direction. 
 
   Sebastian tightened his grip on Elizabeth’s hand. “No, she isn’t fully, but she is half vampire and she’s going through a change.”
 
   “I can’t stand that she’s drinking people’s blood!”
 
   His own voice came out harsher than he’d planned. “She might need to.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   How could he say she was half vampire and so might have to feed on humans in order to survive? He didn’t want to frighten either of them, especially as he didn’t know the truth himself.
 
   “I’m saying we need to be open to all possibilities.”
 
   “No, we don’t,” Serenity said fiercely, glaring at him. “We’re going to find a way to make this stop.”
 
   He hesitated. Now wasn’t the time to tell them they might have to face reality and simply learn to adapt to this new situation. It wasn’t what he wanted—and he doubted very much Elizabeth wanted this either—but she was half vampire. He didn’t intend on sitting around and watching his child starve if she needed blood in order to survive.
 
   “I can contact older vampires to find out if anyone has experienced anything like this before, but I don’t like doing so. You know what happened the last time an elder vampire found out about Elizabeth.”
 
   “She hardly has any of those precognitive episodes now, do you honey?”
 
   Elizabeth lifted her face. “Well … actually, I do. I’m just better at hiding them now.”
 
   The color drained from Serenity’s face. Sebastian understood the reason for her reaction—she’d believed she’d known everything about her daughter, but here was one huge secret Elizabeth had been keeping from her. If that, then what else?
 
   Serenity reached out to the dresser, as if suddenly needing its support. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   Elizabeth shrugged. “I didn’t want you to worry. You never liked it when I said things about people I wasn’t supposed to know.” Bizarrely, she gave a laugh. “But other people liked it even less. Life got easier if I kept my mouth shut.”
 
   Serenity crossed the room and crouched in front of her daughter. They weren’t at eye-level, with Elizabeth now looking down at her mother. “Oh, honey. I would never want you to keep your premonitions from me. I want you to be able to feel like you can tell me anything.”
 
   “I just didn’t want you to look at me like that.”
 
   Serenity’s brow creased. “Like what?”
 
   “Like you are right now. As if you don’t know whether to pity me or be frightened of me.”
 
   Serenity got to her feet and smothered her daughter in a hug. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I tried to be everything to you. I guess it wasn’t good enough, huh?”
 
   Elizabeth gave a lopsided smile. “Don’t be silly. You’ve been the best mom I’ve ever had.”
 
   Serenity grinned at the joke, some of the tension ebbing from the room. “Well, that’s good to know.”
 
   Outside the bedroom window, the wind howled, the rain lashing down, pounding against the rooftop and windowpane like angry fingers. 
 
   “Let’s hope this storm doesn’t get any worse,” said Sebastian, “or we may find Elizabeth’s change is the least of our worries.”
 
   Serenity glanced at him anxiously. “Do you really think the storm might get worse?”
 
   “I’m not sure what to think, but when I saw the storm from a distance, the cell was right on top of Los Angeles. In fact, if I didn’t know any better, I would have thought something in the city was somehow generating the storm.”
 
   “Don’t say that. Haven’t we been through enough to learn the impossible sometimes can be possible?”
 
   He rubbed his hand across his mouth, thinking. He hoped there was no connection between what was happening to Elizabeth and the storm.
 
   Leaving Elizabeth in peace, Serenity and Sebastian headed back downstairs. Vincent waited, pacing awkwardly around the kitchen.
 
   Sebastian eyed him coolly. “I guess you can leave now.”
 
   “You don’t have to go anywhere, Vincent,” said Serenity quickly.
 
   Vincent returned the stare. “I’m not here for you, Sebastian. I’m here for Serenity and Elizabeth. Something you haven’t been for the past six years.”
 
   “I had my reasons for not being here. Reasons Serenity and I both agreed upon.”
 
   “Yeah, that you couldn’t be trusted. I can’t see what’s changed.”
 
   “Stop it, both of you!” Serenity said. “We’re all here for the same reason, and that’s Elizabeth. I understand you have your differences, but you need to put them aside now and focus on one thing—getting Elizabeth better.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   The emotional and physical exhaustion of the day had taken its toll on Elizabeth. As soon as her parents left the room, she’d curled up on her side, pulled her covers over her body, and quickly fallen to sleep. It was the middle of the night after all, and the nocturnal living she’d gotten used to when her father had been around had long gone out of her system.
 
   Now a dream rose around her like the stage of a play, where she was the only actor. She stood in her street … At least she thought it was her street, though she didn’t actually recognize any of the buildings. The houses were uniform white buildings with no individuality to separate them, each with white stone walls separating them from the road. She stood in the middle of the road, but had no fear of traffic. The place felt deserted.
 
   Some part of her brain seemed to know she was dreaming, but she couldn’t break out of it. Instead, she started to run down the empty street, searching for something or someone, but unable to remember who or what.
 
    A rushing noise came from the distance. She drew to a stop. Quickly, it grew louder and she gasped. From down the street, a huge wave of water headed toward her. She stared in horror. Where had all this water come from? Was that a tsunami wave? She’d heard of such things causing terrible damage in other countries, but not here in America. Something about the wave seemed all wrong—too dark, too thick—and an overwhelming scent of metal filled her nostrils. She stared, eyes wide, and suddenly realized it wasn’t water heading toward her, but a huge wave of blood.
 
   Oh, my God.
 
   Run! part of her brain screamed at her. Run!
 
   But another part of her relished in the sight, a bubble of excitement welling up inside her, a fierce energy, wondering how it would feel to allow herself to be swept away, to open her mouth and drown in the tidal surge of blood. 
 
   The black wall fell toward her and she outstretched her arms, welcoming the deluge. It hit her like a warm liquid blanket, coating her arms and face in its oil-like slick. Blood filled her mouth and nose, plunging her into a thick, red darkness. And though deep down she screamed in horror, somehow she stood solid, even as the wave swept over and around her. 
 
   Elizabeth opened her mouth and laughed in glee …
 
    
 
   She woke, gasping for breath and clutching at her throat.
 
   A dream, it had only been a dream.
 
   But then she remembered the events of the day and realized the dream wasn’t so far from the truth. She pushed her thick, dark hair from her face, strands sticking to her skin with cool, damp sweat. Yuck, she thought. I must look awful.
 
   Outside, the storm continued to rage. But beneath the storm, she heard another sound.               
 
   A sharp tap came at her window and her head snapped around in the direction of the sound. She froze, waiting to see if the noise would come again. Within a few seconds, another clatter came at the window pane, the pitch sharper than that of the constant drum of the rain against the glass.
 
   She frowned and twisted her whole body around in bed, toward the window. Though her drapes were open, she’d been asleep with her light on, making it hard to see outside.
 
   With her heart pounding, she got to her feet and padded across the floor. She leaned forward and peered out of the window. Her eyesight seemed to have grown sharper in the dark and she could easily make out the grounds of the house, despite the blur of the driving rain. But the gravel driveway remained empty. 
 
   Psst. 
 
   She probably wouldn’t have heard the hiss if her hearing had been how it used to be, but since that morning, everything seemed easier to distinguish, as though the sounds filtered through to her ears in separate layers.
 
   Elizabeth leaned closer, her cheek pressed against the cool glass and looked to the left of her window where she thought the noise had come from. She let out a shriek and stumbled back. Someone was clinging to the side of the house, hanging on to the drainpipe. 
 
   “Elizabeth!” the figure hissed.
 
   What on earth? She forced herself to take several shaky steps back toward the window and look back out at the person. His face was pale in the moonlight, his strange white-blue eyes almost luminescent in the night. 
 
   The boy from the mall!
 
   “Let me in, Elizabeth.”
 
   How does he know my name? 
 
   She wondered what on earth she was thinking as she pushed open her window and stepped back to allow him to climb through. He swung a leg over the sill and climbed awkwardly through the space. Now he stood before her, she saw he was tall, at least a foot taller than her. His red hair was even darker than before, left wet and dripping from the torrential rain. He wore only a t-shirt and threadbare blue jeans, both of which were soaked and clinging to his skin.
 
   “You’re the boy from the mall, aren’t you?”
 
   He lifted a finger to his lips, indicating her to be quiet and then said in a low voice, “Sorry for staring, but I hadn’t seen anyone like you before.”
 
   She didn’t know whether to be flattered or creeped out. The fact that he was standing in her bedroom in the middle of the night made her think the second option was probably the most sensible one, yet she’d still let him in.
 
   She matched the level of his voice. “I saw you outside earlier too, didn’t I? In the street, I mean.” The memory of what she’d been doing when she’d sensed him flooded through her and her cheeks burned. 
 
   “Yeah, that was me.” He glanced away, scuffing a dirty sneakered foot across her plush cream carpet. The thought that her mom would be mad if he made a mess of the floor flashed through her head, but she pushed the idea away as ridiculous. A dirty floor was hardly top of their worries right now. 
 
   “Sorry about that,” he continued, “I had to make sure I was right about you.”
 
   “And were you?”              
 
   He lifted a russet red eyebrow. “From what I saw, I’d guess so, yeah.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Who are you?”
 
   He reached a hand out toward her, but didn’t actually touch her. “My name is Ryan.” His strange eyes searched her face. “I know what’s happening to you.”
 
   A jolt went through her. “What?” she exclaimed. 
 
   His eyes locked on hers, holding her gaze. Her heart beat hard in her chest and she suddenly couldn’t swallow.
 
   “You’re feeling different than before. You’re struggling to be in the light. You can hear and see better than ever before.”
 
   She took a step away in shock. How did he know this about her? Everything he was saying was true. She remembered that he’d seen her feeding from the man in the street. Heat colored her cheeks. Oh God, I’m so embarrassed. 
 
   She wondered what was going on in her head. A strange boy was standing in her bedroom telling her frightening things, and she was worried about being self-conscious.
 
   “How do you know these things?” she asked.
 
   “I’m like you, Elizabeth. I’m a dhampyr.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “I’m half-vampire too.”
 
   Her heart swelled with both joy and relief.  She couldn’t believe it. Had she found someone who was like her, who had already been through what she was going through now?
 
   “I need you to come with me,” Ryan said.
 
   The relief she’d experienced only moments before vanished, and was replaced with uncertainty. “Where?”
 
   “My people can help you. If you don’t put a stop to your change, you’ll end up fully vampire.”
 
   “But I can’t leave with you. I just met you!”
 
   “We don’t have much time, Elizabeth. If this goes too far, you’ll end up killing someone.”
 
   His words struck fear into her soul. After what she’d done to Jasmine, the possibility of killing someone seemed very real. She couldn’t do that, she couldn’t!
 
   “I need to tell my mom.” She thought of the two vampires who had been in the house earlier. Were they still here? She couldn’t imagine her father would have left again already, but he might have made Vincent leave. Should she tell Ryan about their presence, she wondered, or did he already know? For some reason, she held back. She’d been taught to keep the existence of vampires a secret her whole life and it wasn’t something she could go against, even if this boy was telling her he was half vampire himself.
 
   Just like her.              
 
   “No, no.” He shook his head. “That’s the last thing you should do. My people don’t like to be exposed to others. They might not help if they realize others are with us.”
 
   “But it would only be my mom …” She didn’t like the fact her voice sounded like a frightened little girl. “Maybe I can tell her where we’re going without her coming with us.”
 
   “Would she let you go on your own?”
 
   Elizabeth knew the answer with certainty. “No.” She chewed at her lower lip, thinking. “Okay,” she relented. “I’ll come with you.”
 
   But she couldn’t leave like this; she needed to leave something to let her parents know where she was going. Her gaze skimmed her room, hoping for inspiration. Her eyes lit on her mom’s birthday present and an idea sparked through her. 
 
   “Hang on a minute,” she told him. “I need to shut down my iPad.” She turned to her bed, picked up the tablet and held it below face level. With her back to Ryan, she risked a glance over her shoulder to check he was still standing behind her, but off to one side. He was, not paying her any attention, but fiddling with a framed picture positioned on her dresser. Quickly, she scrolled through her apps until she brought up the camera, hit the screen to turn off the tell-tale flash, and then snapped a couple of pictures. She hoped she’d caught enough of Ryan to make him recognizable. 
 
   Without bothering to turn off the camera, knowing the tablet would automatically fall into standby, she carefully replaced it on the bed and prayed her parents would think to check it.
 
   “Okay, ready,” she said, turning back to Ryan.
 
   He reached out his hand again and, with her heart in her throat, she reached out to him.
 
   Those strange eyes …
 
   Something rippled across his face, as if the light in the room had just changed, a shifting in the color of his eyes and skin. The flash made her jolt back in surprise. Then, just as suddenly as she’d seen it, the weird effect vanished, leaving her wondering if she’d seen anything at all. 
 
   The moment made her realize what she was doing—about to leave her bedroom in the middle of the night with a strange boy—and she snatched her hand away, confused. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. My mom will kill me if she finds me gone.”
 
   “Isn’t that better than you killing someone else?”
 
   He spoke harshly, sending a prickle of unease through her, and she stepped back. He must have realized he’d done something wrong. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I’ve been in your place. I came so close, so many times, and if I hadn’t had the right people around me, I’d have so much blood on my hands right now I wouldn’t even be able to deal with it. I don’t want you to have to go through the same thing.”
 
   “Why do you even care? You don’t know me.”
 
   “I know more about you than you think. I could see right into you the moment I caught sight of you in the mall. We’re the same, Elizabeth. No one else will understand you the way I do.”
 
   She stared at him, shouting in her head, but we only just met! Yet, she couldn’t force the words from her mouth, some part of her knowing that the things he’d described perhaps made him understand her even better than she understood herself right now.
 
   He reached out to her again and she jerked away, but his fingers closed around the pendant hanging from around her neck. Realizing he wasn’t going to hurt her or try to drag her with him, she let him look.
 
   “Pretty,” he said, though a slight frown marred his forehead. 
 
   “Thanks. It’s a present from my dad.”
 
   He nodded and let the necklace drop. “You should look after it.”
 
   With that, he turned and headed to the window, swung one leg over the sill and then looked back over his shoulder at her. “I’ll give you some time to think about my offer, Elizabeth, but don’t leave it too long. The longer you wait, the more likely it’ll be that you’ll hurt someone, and the harder it will be to reverse what’s happening to you. By the morning, you might not even recognize who you are anymore.”
 
   She pressed her lips together, hot tears suddenly burning behind her eyes. What if he was her only chance and she was about to let him slip through her fingers?
 
   “Where can I find you?” she asked.
 
   “You got a cell?”
 
   She nodded and snatched her phone up from her bedside dresser. Ryan reeled off a series of numbers to her and she punched them in. “If you need me, just call.”
 
   With that, he slipped from her window, clinging once again from the drainpipe before dropping lightly to the gravel below. She watched as he vanished around the side of the house, she presumed to scale the tall wall and head back home, wherever that might be.
 
   Elizabeth left the window and sat heavily on the edge of her bed. Folding at the waist, she put her head in her hands, her hair hanging around her face like a shield. 
 
   What should she do now? She needed to tell her mom and Sebastian about this boy. They’d told her she was an original, but they’d been wrong. What was happening to her had also happened to Ryan. He had people who might be able help her. That was more than her parents had figured out so far.
 
   Still dressed in sweats and a sleeveless t-shirt, she left her bedroom and headed downstairs. The sound of heated voices, deliberately kept low to prevent her from hearing, made her slow her pace. 
 
   “I still don’t like this,” she heard her mom say.              
 
   Her father’s voice, “We don’t have any other choices. You know I would never do anything to put Elizabeth in harm’s way.”
 
   She heard her mom sigh. “I know that.”
 
   Elizabeth bit her lower lip and continued into the living room, her stomach churning.
 
   Sebastian stood as she walked in, her mom rising to her feet beside him. Vincent stood motionless in the bay window. The expressions on their faces were serious and Elizabeth’s gaze shifted between them, suddenly worried about what they’d been discussing. All thoughts of her conversation with Ryan and telling her parents about him fell from her mind. They’d be angry with her for letting a strange boy into her room. They would never understand.
 
   Sebastian spoke. “Elizabeth, your mom and I have been talking about what’s happening to you and we’ve decided the only route we have left is to go and ask for help from some elder vampires who may have come across your … situation … before. On my travels, I came across a small commune led by a vampire who is almost four hundred years old. There’s a chance she might be able to help us and I think I should take you to her.”
 
   She stared between them, her mouth hanging open. Indignant fury welled up inside her and came spilling from her mouth. “I can’t believe you would even consider that! After what happened the last time you tried to get help from some crazy-ass elder vampires? I thought you’re the parents—the ones who are supposed to be smart and stop me from doing stupid things.”
 
   “Elizabeth—” her mom started to say, but she didn’t let her finish.
 
   “I almost died the last time. Did you forget about that? Or have you figured I’m too much trouble and decided to see if there’s another vampire around who’ll finished the job?”
 
   Her father’s face crumpled in hurt. “Elizabeth, we would never want that. Never. The only reason I suggested this now is because we’re out of options. What happens if you keep changing and there is no way of turning it back?”
 
   Her mother stepped in. “Honey, I understand how you’re feeling…”
 
   Elizabeth gawped at her. “No, you don’t. None of you understand how I’m feeling. In fact, none of you understand me at all!”
 
   Her father’s face grew hard, his features like stone. “Acting like a child isn’t going to help anyone. We need to go, Elizabeth.”
 
   “I hate you,” she yelled, the words pouring from her mouth even though she didn’t mean them. “I wish you’d never come back!”
 
   With hot tears of anger streaming down her face, she turned and ran up the stairs. Deliberately, she stamped her feet down as hard as possible, making the thumps reverberate through the big house. The now familiar buzz of energy burned in her muscles, tightening every one until she thought she might burst from her own skin. She wanted to kick out at things and punch the walls, screaming as she did so. How could her parents be so goddamn stupid? She wasn’t going anywhere. Los Angeles was her home and she wouldn’t be carted off miles to the other side of the country to have a bunch of ancient freaks look at her like she was something they wanted to put in a cage and poke at with sticks.
 
   She’d meant what she said about no one understanding her. Her head seemed to rage with so many ideas and emotions she could barely keep track of them herself. She didn’t want to turn into a vampire—didn’t want to have to hurt people to survive—but she didn’t want to hand herself over to vampires who were stronger and older than her own father. She knew what that meant. The older a vampire, the more dangerous he was. Having Sebastian and Vincent with her would only go so far to protect her.
 
   But one person did understand what she was going through—the boy, Ryan.
 
   I should have told them about him as I meant to, she thought. They think we have no other options, but we do. But internally, she fought with herself. What if they think it’s a bad idea and drag me off to see this elder anyway? What would I do then?
 
   Elizabeth went to her dresser and lifted her cell phone from where it was charging. She flicked through the address book until she reached Ryan’s name. She pressed her lips together, hesitating. Mom will be mad. But she shrugged off the idea. Right now she didn’t care about how her parents would react. So what if they worried about her? After what they wanted to do to her, after all the things they’d put her through, didn’t they deserve to worry just a little?
 
   Still, guilt swarmed up inside her, twisting her stomach with anxiety. Perhaps she should mention to them where she was going—not that she knew herself, of course. Chewing her lip again, she quickly wrote out a note, telling her parents she’d gone to see a friend who could help and that they should check her tablet. Seeing a photograph of him might help put their minds at rest that he wasn’t a lunatic or a middle-aged man posing as a teenager. She considered writing that he was a … what had he called it …? oh, yes, dhampyr, like her, but decided on just writing that he understood what she was going through. She finished off by saying she’d be back, but that they couldn’t call her because she’d have her phone off. She remembered what Ryan had said about his people not trusting others. Then she weighted the note down with an empty glass she’d had a drink of water from the previous night.
 
   The burning energy still powered through her limbs. She knew she couldn’t use the front door. Instead, she went to her window and opened it wide. Wind and rain blasted into the room as though she’d opened a window on a moving train. She ducked her head back for a moment, getting used to the change in atmosphere. She glanced back at the note, glad she’d thought to weigh it down. The drapes tore back from the window and the pages of a book she’d been reading flipped as though being read by someone unseen. 
 
   Not allowing herself time to think too hard, she climbed up onto the window ledge. The drop fell out beneath her only one story, but still a huge height when positioned directly above it. She remembered her earlier jump and the leap across the road, convincing herself this was something she could do. She squeezed her eyes shut for the briefest of moments and jumped.
 
   The air whistled past her ears as she flew through the air, but the sensation didn’t last long enough. Within seconds, her feet hit the ground and she instinctively dropped to a crouch, her thighs and hips taking the impact. She stayed in that position for a moment, allowing herself to adjust, and then sprang back up again and ran across the gravel. 
 
   Part of her expected Sebastian or Vincent to hear her and chase her out, demanding to know what she was playing at, but she could still hear the sounds of their heated argument coming from the house. Their involvement in their fight, and the sounds of the storm still raging around the house, covered her movements. 
 
   Even so, she waited until she’d made it farther down the street, the rain pounding on her head, lashing her skin and soaking her to the bone, before pulling her cell from her pocket.
 
   Her heart seemed to be too big in her chest as it beat, compressing her lungs and making it hard to catch her breath. She didn’t want to admit to herself that she felt nervous about contacting Ryan, about seeing him again, even though she was. She couldn’t get his strange eyes out of her head. 
 
   She hit the call button and he picked up on the first ring.
 
   “Elizabeth?”
 
   “I’m standing on the corner of Willow Glen and Woodstock. Can you come and get me?”
 
   “I’ll be with you in ten,” he said and the line went dead.
 
   Elizabeth stood looking around her, suddenly anxious. It was the middle of the night and she was standing out in the middle of a storm. The wind was so strong a sudden gust almost lifted her from her feet, the roads deserted. 
 
   Maybe it would be good if her mom and dad did notice her missing so they would come and find her.
 
   No, she corrected herself. She was a teenager now and she didn’t need their help. She could handle this by herself. 
 
   Ahead, something ran across the street with a strange, skittering movement. The dark shape vanished into the small copse of trees on the other side of the road. Elizabeth squinted. Though her eyesight had sharpened, it was still dark, the constant rain reducing visibility, and she wasn’t able to quite make out the identity of the creature. There had been something strange about the way the thing moved. Not like a cat or a fox or any other small animal she could think of. She didn’t like it, a shiver edging its way across her shoulders and down her spine.
 
   Come on Ryan, where are you? 
 
   The minutes seemed to stretch to hours, though she knew she hadn’t been waiting anything near that amount of time. The rain and cold had leached down to her skin and she began to shiver from the chill and her own nerves. 
 
   A beat-up, dark silver Chevrolet Suburban pulled up alongside her, cutting a swath of water up from the curb to rise and fall like a wave. She stepped out of the way, but then wondered why she’d bothered; she was soaked anyway. Her whole body was geared up to a flight or fight response, her nerves screaming in response. What if this was some lunatic about to kidnap her? But then the back door opened and Ryan’s pale face appeared in the gap.
 
   Her mother’s words from when she’d been younger rang in her head. “Never get into a car with a stranger.” Yet, Ryan wasn’t a stranger anymore, was he?
 
   “Come on, then!” he yelled at her. “Get in, or do you like standing around in the rain?” He finished the sentence with a grin and relief washed through her. She ran up to the open door. Ryan scooted along the back seat to allow her in, and then reached past her to pull the door shut. His upper body pressed against hers, his dark red hair brushed past her nose so she got the scent of some kind of male shampoo or body wash. He slammed the door shut and pulled back, settling himself into the seat beside her. 
 
   The car pulled away from the curb, the windshield wipers swiping across the glass with an almost frantic thwack-thwack, thwack-thwack, to keep up with the deluge of rain. The tires swished along the waterlogged road, loud against the engine.
 
   He flashed another smile and for the first time she noticed the light spatter of freckles across his nose. “I’m glad you called. I was worried you wouldn’t and I’d have to climb through your bedroom window again.”
 
   “Yeah, well, my mom and dad have lost their minds. I didn’t know who else to turn to.”
 
   She tried to get a view into the front seat, to see who was driving. She guessed the woman was in her thirties, though Elizabeth was terrible at guessing ages and she might have easily have been in her forties without her knowing any different. She had straight black hair tied in a sensible ponytail at the nape of her neck. Her profile was angular, with a straight, narrow nose and high cheekbones, though she made no attempt to turn her head to smile or say hi.
 
   Elizabeth turned to find Ryan watching her. “Who’s that?” she mouthed at him.
 
   “Oh, her,” he said, not making any attempt to keep his voice down. “That’s Orla, she works for my dad. Don’t worry, she’s only staff.”
 
   Elizabeth wasn’t sure what she made of someone who had staff. Her parents weren’t short of money—even if her dad hadn’t exactly been around to help spend it—but they’d never gone as far as employing someone to help out. Even her mom still cleaned the whole place, despite half of the bedrooms and bathrooms never even being used. Something about the idea made her uneasy.
 
   Though full of questions, she was unsure how freely she could speak in front of the woman driver.
 
   “Does she … know?” she asked, raising her eyebrows and widening her eyes to stare in the direction of the woman.
 
   “Oh, yeah, sure.”              
 
   Again, she felt uncomfortable. This woman knew stuff about her, when she knew nothing about the woman.
 
   Still, the questions burned.
 
   “So,” she started. “Is your situation the same as mine, then? I mean, is your father like mine is.”
 
   He smiled and shook his head. “No, my father’s human. My mother was the vampire.”
 
   “A female vampire had a live baby?” She couldn’t help her surprise. “I didn’t know such a thing was possible. For it to grow …”
 
   “No less possible than your father conceiving a child.” He snapped the words out and Elizabeth flinched. She’d obviously hit on a sensitive spot for some reason. Yet she couldn’t keep her mouth shut. She’d never met someone like her before—especially someone who was her own age, almost. The words popped out of her mouth before she could help herself. “Will I get to meet your mother?”
 
   “No. I guess you could say she hasn’t been around much.”
 
   She gave a rueful smile. “Bit like my dad, then. Must come with the territory.”
 
   They drove downtown, the woman negotiating the storm, the car occasionally losing traction and skidding across water on the asphalt. Yet she managed to keep control of the vehicle, despite a couple of moments where Elizabeth felt as though she’d left her stomach behind.
 
   They pulled up at a motel and the woman parked the car in front of one of the rooms. Lights were on, a soft orange glow. Elizabeth could just make out the darker shadows of people moving behind the closed drapes. 
 
   Her stomach roiled with nerves.
 
   Who would be waiting for her?              
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   The impact of Elizabeth’s words seemed to echo in the girl’s wake. I wish you’d never come home.
 
   Serenity glanced at Sebastian’s stony face. She put out a hand and rubbed his arm, wanting to ease the sting of their daughter’s words, but he jerked away.
 
   “It’s okay,” he said. “I realize she’s just angry. She must have a lot of conflicting emotions she’s trying to figure out.”
 
   Serenity risked a small smile. “She’s a teenager now, right? I guess we need to get used to that kind of thing.”
 
   Vincent stepped forward. “I think she has a point, though.”
 
   Sebastian’s head snapped in the other vampire’s direction, glaring at him. “It’s no surprise that you’d agree with her wishing I’d never come back.”
 
   Vincent scowled back. “I wasn’t talking about her not wanting you to come home. I meant that I agree with her not wanting to go and see an elder vampire. Too many years walking this earth tends to make elder vampires insane with power.” He shot a knowing glance at Sebastian as if trying to prove a point. Sebastian was almost two hundred years older than him. “You can’t trust them.”
 
   Sebastian cocked an eyebrow. “I’ve found younger vampires aren’t exactly trustworthy either.”
 
   “We’re just trying to find our way in the world, figure out what’s important to us.” Vincent gaze shifted over to Serenity and she felt herself shrink under his intensity. She never wanted to be in the middle of this, though she guessed she’d brought it upon herself by not being strong enough to tell Vincent to leave them alone. Except she had never wanted him to. In some strange way, having him in her life all this time made her feel even more connected to Sebastian. It was as if she’d not been able to give up the paranormal world of vampires as much as she’d not been able to give up either man completely. 
 
   “So what would you suggest?” she asked Vincent, aware that Sebastian’s stare was now directed at her for daring to listen to the other vampire.
 
   “We should take Elizabeth somewhere remote until all this passes. Somewhere she isn’t going to get herself noticed or in trouble.”
 
   “And what if this doesn’t pass?” asked Serenity.
 
   Vincent shrugged. “I guess then will be the time to consult elders.”
 
   “So you propose we basically wait this out,” said Sebastian, his voice heated. “We sit around and wait for Elizabeth to turn into one of us.”
 
   “If that’s what she is destined to be, I don’t see how any elder vampires are going to be able to stop it.”
 
   “I won’t have my daughter as a vampire if there is anything I can do to try to prevent it. She deserves better.”
 
   Vincent’s face remained impassive. “What we are has its benefits. Elizabeth might come to find she even embraces what she is.”
 
   Sebastian snarled. “What she is, is a little girl. And what do you care anyway? This isn’t your business.”
 
   “Serenity and Elizabeth have been my business ever since you left. You just abandoned them. Someone needed to watch over them.”
 
   “I still watched over them, but from afar.”
 
   This was news to Serenity. “What? What do you mean?”
 
   He turned to her. “I saw you a couple of times. I came to the house to make sure you were all right.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open in amazement. “And you didn’t think to come in and say hi?”
 
   Sebastian scowled at Vincent. “I guess you could say you were busy.”
 
   Her eyes flicked between the two vampires. “You have got to be kidding me!” she said to Sebastian. “You didn’t come and speak to us because Vincent was around? Haven’t we been through enough for that to not even be a complication?”
 
   “Vincent wasn’t the only reason,” he admitted. “I wanted you to get on with your life. I couldn’t risk my being around to put you or Elizabeth in harm’s way.”
 
   “He can’t even trust himself,” Vincent said in a low tone. “I’ve been warning you about him, Serenity.”
 
   “This isn’t your place, Vincent!” She tried to keep the emotion out of her voice.
 
   But Vincent seemed to think this was his time to not hold back. “I don’t know what you see in this guy anyway,” he said. “He’s nothing but a goddamned murderer. He doesn’t know how to control himself.”
 
   That did it. With a growl, his upper lip curling in a snarl, Sebastian launched himself at Vincent. He grabbed the other vampire by his shirt and, as though Vincent weighed no more than a child, lifted him and flung him across to the other side of the room. Vincent landed on his back, skidding across the floor. Instantly, he sprang back to his feet, his shoulders rounded, his neck hunched like bull about to charge. But Sebastian didn’t give him the chance. He leaped for Vincent. The two vampires collided, Sebastian shoving Vincent back until he smashed into the living room wall. A framed picture bounced off the wall and fell the ground, the glass shattering, shards scattering across the rug. Vincent outweighed Sebastian by about eighty pounds of solid vampire muscle and had him by a least a couple of inches of height, but Sebastian was two hundred years older, and in vampire terms that made all the difference. He pinned him up against the wall and made no attempt to let go.
 
   “Would you two quit it!” Serenity hissed at them, not wanting Elizabeth to come downstairs and catch them like this. It was bad enough the girl had to deal with her own problems without seeing two grown vampires acting like a couple of testosterone-filled college kids.
 
   “They’re my family,” Sebastian growled, his face pushed up in Vincent’s. “I get to say what happens to them.”
 
   “Actually, I get to say what happens to us,” said Serenity. “So you two either sort out your differences or you can both leave.” 
 
   She wanted to put herself between the two fighting vampires, but knew if either of them lost control, they could crush her like a moth between two slabs of marble. Even so, she got as close as she dared, standing to one side of them, close enough to reach out with both hands and go through the motions of pushing them away from each other. She tried not to let the sight of them frighten her, though any human would have been a fool not to experience even a frission of fear. 
 
   Both the vampires’ eyes were glowing yellow, their jaws thickened with corded muscle. Their faces were deathly white, fangs showing from beneath curled lips. But despite maintaining eye contact with each, Sebastian let go of Vincent and they slowly stepped apart. 
 
   “Good,” she said, her shoulders relaxing. “And if I see any more of that bullshit, you’ll only have each other for company.”
 
   Suddenly Sebastian froze, his line of sight shifting to the ceiling. “You hear that?”
 
   She shook her head. “What?”
 
   He looked to Vincent. For once the two males were in agreement, Vincent nodding, his lips thin. Sebastian turned, and in a blur of movement, too fast for Serenity’s eyes to see, vanished from the room.
 
   “What?” she demanded of Vincent. “Hear what?”
 
   “Nothing. I can’t hear Elizabeth’s heartbeat or her breathing.”
 
   “Oh, my God.” The room seemed to spin around her, her legs going weak. Only Vincent’s strong hand stopped her from falling. 
 
   Serenity broke her paralysis and ran up the stairs two at a time to burst into Elizabeth’s room. Sebastian already stood by the window. A shot of irrational horror hit her. Had she jumped from the window because she couldn’t handle what was happening to her? Oh, no, surely her baby wouldn’t do such a thing?
 
   Wind and rain gusted into the room; the drapes lifted and whipped wildly in the storm. Sebastian stepped back from the window and she sagged with relief. His expression was concerned, but not devastated as she’d expected.
 
   “She’s gone,” he said.              
 
   Serenity managed to shake her initial fear, but another quickly replaced it. “What? Where?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   Vincent stood in the doorway. “Maybe she’s gone out to feed again.”
 
   Serenity thought back to what Vincent had said earlier about Elizabeth exposing their kind and the dangers that might bring. Never mind the dangers of any thirteen-year-old girl wandering around the streets in the middle of the night. But Elizabeth was hardly a normal girl. If the change had taken hold of her again, the person she came across would be the one in the most danger.
 
   Still, Serenity was a mom—even if she was the mother of a thirteen-year-old half-vampire—and it was her job to worry. She couldn’t leave Elizabeth out there on her own.
 
   “We need to go and search for her.”
 
   Sebastian turned to her. “Stay in the house,” he instructed, and the next moment he’d vanished from the window. Serenity ran up to the empty window, leaning out into the storm. The wind snatched the air from her lungs. 
 
   “Sebastian!” she yelled, but a rumble of thunder above her head drowned her voice. “Dammit.”
 
   “I’ll go after them,” said Vincent. In the next moment, he’d also disappeared from the room.
 
   Serenity yelled in frustration, her voice torn from her by the wind and rain.
 
   If they thought she’d just sit around and wait, they could think again.
 
    
 
   Sebastian jumped from the window, leaped the tall wall and raced out into city. He tried to catch Elizabeth’s scent, but the downpour had washed away any trace of her. He noticed something else. The storm had a strange smell to it, a flat, dead odor of nothingness. Of something unnatural. He was used to storms having the opposite effect and making the atmosphere feel more alive and filled with energy. The change was strange and did nothing to help him track his daughter.
 
   But right now, he didn’t have time to give the abnormality any more thought. The pounding rain around his ears and the almost constant crack and rumble of thunder above his head masked his hearing.
 
   He lifted his head and yelled, “Elizabeth!”
 
   Intent, trying to focus all his senses, he strained his ears for any response. None came.
 
   He ran, quickly covering the streets of their neighborhood before heading downtown. In the distance, he heard Vincent’s voice, also calling for his daughter. The knowledge that the other vampire was out here stirred mixed emotions. While he felt thankful for another pair of eyes searching for her, Vincent clearly hadn’t forgiven him for his mother’s death. 
 
   The lack of trust between them went two ways. A vampire couldn’t directly harm another vampire—something written into the oldest, darkest laws of his kind—but, if such a thing were possible, it wouldn’t surprise Sebastian if he found a stake in his back with Vincent holding the other end.
 
   The wind increased and slates pinged off the roof of a house across the street, picked off as though they were no more than tiles of Lego. They hit the sidewalk below, shattering into pieces. Fronds of torn palms skittered and danced, caught up in invisible hands to race down the road. 
 
   He stopped to think. She was just a kid, she couldn’t have gone far. But then he corrected himself. She wasn’t a child anymore, and certainly not a regular one. He had no idea about the limits of her strengths, but he assumed by the fact that she hadn’t been harmed by the jump from her window and had run off silently into the night without him hearing that they were greater than he’d given her credit for. Besides, he also had absolutely no idea where a teenage girl would go in this city, never mind a half-vampire teenage girl on the verge of her change.
 
   He could only cover as much of the city as possible and hope he came upon her.
 
   Sebastian took off at a run again, wishing he could split himself into two or three, or even four. That way he’d cover more of the city. The storm continued to rage around him, but he was absorbed in his search, keeping every sense alive for any trace of Elizabeth. She has to be in the city, he told himself. Why would she go any farther?
 
    Though engrossed in the hunt, something in the street ahead made him draw to a stop once more. A tall, black figure in the shape of a man crossed the road. Though it looked human from a distance, Sebastian could tell the thing was cloaked in shadows and recognized the truth of what it was immediately.
 
   The sight made him stagger back, his eyes wide. Surely he wasn’t seeing what his eyes were registering. A creature like this had no right being in this world!
 
   The demon paid him no attention, instead seeming to focus its attention on a house across the street, as though something inside drew it. 
 
   A vampire wasn’t capable of suffering from nightmares, but if he had of been, these things would have been haunting his dreams. What the hell was it doing here? He glanced up into the terrible storm, the clouds swirling as though around an inner cell, lightning flashing at its midst. Did the storm have something to do with this? He had to admit that when he’d first seen the storm hovering over the city of Los Angeles, it had made him think of something paranormal, but surely it didn’t also have something to do with the demon he now saw.
 
   The creature slunk across the road and vanished through the wall of the property opposite. Sebastian hesitated for a moment. Should he follow? Find out what it was up to? But then he had to refocus himself. He was out here trying to find Elizabeth, not chase demons around in the middle of the night.
 
   But what if they are connected?              
 
   Was all this happening for a reason? Elizabeth’s change, the storm, the sudden appearance of demons? Demon, he corrected himself. So far, he’d only seen one, though he had a horrible feeling it wouldn’t be his last.
 
   Leaving the thing to its mischief, he raced through the streets, searching as much of Los Angeles as possible. Every few minutes, he stopped to call his daughter’s name, but got no response.
 
   In the poorer areas, the storm damage was worse. Fences were laid flat, trees toppled, their thick, knobby roots poking out of the ground toward the black sky like some kind of topsy-turvy world. And the storm didn’t seem to be letting up any. Sebastian suspected the small homes would fare a lot worse by the time this thing ended. 
 
   Overhead, an electrical wire sparked and cracked. A split second later, all the houses on one street went dark. He could hear the waves from the ocean a few blocks away, smashing down on the shore.
 
   This was useless. He was running around in circles with no direction. They needed to regroup and think this thing out, at least try to come up with some kind of idea about where Elizabeth might go. At this rate, he’d achieve nothing. In a few hours, morning would come and he’d be trapped once again, unable to help.
 
   With his heart twisting in his chest, he forced himself to turn and head back toward the house. A couple of blocks away, he saw a figure standing in the street.
 
   Elizabeth! His heart leaped with hope.
 
   But no, this person was too tall, her hair longer, her scent wrong. 
 
   Serenity. 
 
   She was soaked through and crying. He reached her and pulled off his own jacket. Despite the thing being as wet as she was, he used it to cover her head, holding it like a shield from the forces. The material billowed and flapped, the wind doing its best to lift it from his grip and tear it down the street with the rest of the debris, but he held firm.
 
   “I thought I told you to stay at home,” he yelled above the storm.
 
   “I wasn’t going to sit around helpless when my little girl is missing.” She shouted this at him, though tears rolled from her eyes, quickly washed away by the deluge.
 
   He hustled her toward the house, using his body to press her forward. “Have you seen Vincent?” 
 
   She shook her head. “Not yet. God, I hope he’s found her.”
 
   Sebastian pressed his lips together, grim. “So do I.”
 
   They reached the house to find Vincent’s large form dwarfing their huge front door. He paced back and forth, the knuckles of one fist pressed against his mouth. He must have noticed them approach for he stopped walking and turned to them. Serenity’s eyebrows arched in a hopeful question, but he shook his head.
 
   “Damn.” Sebastian marched into the house, pushing past the other vampire. “We must have missed something. She wouldn’t just leave like this.” He headed back up the stairs to her bedroom.
 
   He struggled to believe this was the bedroom of the girl he’d raised alone for two years. He felt a pang of grief for the loss of the small presence that had seemed to be constantly by his side in those days, the way her little hand had always reached for his larger one, her warm hand automatically slipping into his own wherever they went.
 
   Now, posters of bands he’d never heard of covered the walls and items of clothing—more pairs of jeans than he could count—were draped over every surface. Face creams, hair products and makeup she didn’t need took up the surface of her vanity table.
 
   Then he saw it, flapping on the floor. They’d not closed the window before they’d left, wanting her to know she could come back if she wanted—like some weird vampire version of Peter Pan. A piece of folded paper lay on her carpet. Then he realized something else he had missed, another scent underlying Elizabeth’s dominating one. Young, male—a boy had been here.
 
   Sebastian narrowed his eyes and growled.
 
   “What?” said Serenity, her own eyes widening in alarm. “What is it?”
 
   “A boy has been in here.” He snatched up the paper and quickly read it out loud. “’Mom, a friend thinks he can help me with my problem. You can’t call me ‘cause my phone will be off. Don’t worry, I’ll be back. Check my tablet. Love you, Elizabeth.’” Sebastian frowned. “Tablet? What does she mean, ‘check my tablet?’ Is she on some kind of medication?”
 
   “Jeez, you really have been living in the middle of nowhere.” Serenity picked up the small, flat computer from where it lay on Elizabeth’s bed and switched the device on.
 
   She flicked through, her eyes darting over screen after screen, application after application. Then she pulled up the photographs and her eyes widened. 
 
   She handed the computer to Sebastian. “I think this is what she was trying to tell us.”
 
   He stared at an image of Elizabeth’s face. Her eyes were wide, as if trying to tell them something. She was crouched down in front of the screen, but over her shoulder was someone else. Quickly, Serenity touched the screen, readjusting the picture until they brought up the other person in more detail.
 
   A boy, not much older than Elizabeth, with dark red hair and pale skin.
 
   “Does she have a boyfriend?” asked Vincent from behind both their shoulders.
 
   Serenity spun around. “No, she does not! She’s only just turned thirteen.”
 
   Vincent shrugged. “Kids grow up quick these days.”
 
   “Not that quick.”
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   Sebastian went to round on him, but Serenity’s hand against his chest stopped him. 
 
   “That’s not going to help anyone,” she said. “We need to find out who this kid is.” She tapped the corner of the screen. “Look at the date and time it was taken. Right before she went missing. He must have something to do with her leaving.”
 
   “Is he from her school?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before. We need to find out who he is, and there’s only one way I can think of doing that. We need to go and see Elizabeth’s friends.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Within minutes, Serenity found herself behind the wheel of her car, Sebastian in the seat beside her, Vincent in the back. They’d reach Elizabeth’s friends’ houses faster if they travelled by vampire speed, but considering she was about to show up in the middle of the night, she at least wanted to appear as normal as possible. Though they didn’t live far away, to appear to have walked in this weather would have looked strange.
 
   She found herself sneaking glances toward the passenger seat whenever she got the chance, reminding herself Sebastian was with them. He sat staring straight ahead, his jaw locked, his hands clenched at his side. She couldn’t tell if his tension came from being in the car, the storm, or his concern for Elizabeth. Despite being terrified about Elizabeth, she couldn’t help her heart lifting a little every time she glanced at him and had to stop herself from reaching across the car and lacing her fingers through his. Her need to touch him wasn’t just because he was still as heart-achingly beautiful as he’d always been, but because she needed to remind herself he was real. She wanted to hang onto him so he wouldn’t go away again.
 
   Serenity leaned over the steering wheel as she drove, peering through the lashing rain and carefully maneuvering around torn branches and other debris which had landed in the middle of the road. The wind buffeted the side of the vehicle, threatening to push her off course. A rumble of thunder rolled across the sky above them, culminating in a sharp crack that sounded as though the heavens had just split open. A split second later, the world around them lit up with a fork of lightning. 
 
   That was close, Serenity thought, trying not to cringe. She was sure being in the car meant they were safe, but it didn’t stop her worries. Elizabeth might be out in this somewhere.
 
   A few minutes later, they pulled up outside a grand house.
 
   Serenity jumped out and rang the bell. She hadn’t realized both Sebastian and Vincent had followed her until Emily’s father opened the door, blinking back sleep, but with a concerned expression on his face. Immediately his eyes went to the imposing men who seemed to be flanking her like bodyguards.
 
   Emily’s mother, Diane, appeared behind her husband, wrapped in a robe, her normally meticulously-styled, short brown hair mussed up on one side. 
 
   “Serenity?” she said, blinking in surprise. “Do you know what time it is? It’s almost two in the morning.”
 
   Serenity stepped closer to the front door, seeking shelter, Elizabeth’s iPad clutched to her chest to protect it from the storm. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t an emergency. I need Emily’s help.”
 
   The other woman shook her head, her face creasing in concern. “She’s fast asleep. She’s not seemed quite herself since she got back from the mall. Did something happen?”
 
   “No, nothing I’m aware of,” Serenity lied, her stomach twisting in knots at the untruth. “But Elizabeth is missing, so please, I need to speak to your daughter. I need to find out if Emily knows this boy. We think Elizabeth might be with him.”
 
   Under the shelter of the porch, she pulled up the picture. Diane frowned at the image. “You said Elizabeth is missing?” Serenity nodded. The other woman turned back to her husband. “Greg, go and wake up Emily.”
 
   “Thank you,” Serenity said, giving a sigh of relief. 
 
   While they waited, Diane lifted her eyebrows at the two big men standing on her drive. “I see you’ve employed some muscle now?”
 
   “Oh, them?” She gave a quick glance back over her shoulder to see the two vampires standing motionless, both with serious, identical expressions on their faces. Though dressed completely differently, with Sebastian in his typical smart suit, and Vincent in jeans and a close-fitting tee, she could understand why Diane had thought they were hired bodyguards. She wished they’d stayed in the car. Her turning up in the middle of the night with them would only add fuel to whatever gossip would now start between the school moms on Monday morning. Elizabeth running off with some boy was bad enough, now she felt sure comments about how Serenity was setting a bad example for the girl considering the company she kept would start flying around. That’s assuming Elizabeth is still alive then. Her heart tightened and she forced her mind away from that line of thought. 
 
   She turned back to Diane and shook her head, a smile quirking the corners of her lips. “That’s Elizabeth’s father, Sebastian, and his friend, Vincent.”
 
   She could see the other woman’s interest piqued, her gaze flicking over Serenity’s shoulder again to check them out in more detail.
 
   “I didn’t think he was still on the scene,” Diane said, not even looking at Serenity.
 
   “It’s complicated,” she said, shutting off the conversation, while thinking, You have no idea.
 
   Emily appeared. The girl’s hair was a mess, her face puffy from sleep.
 
   “Hi, Mrs. Hathaway,” she said, her voice small and sounding younger than she normally did. 
 
   Serenity gave the girl a smile. “Hi, Emily. Sorry to wake you up so late.”
 
   The girl gave a shrug.
 
   “Emily, honey,” Diane said, “Elizabeth is missing and her mom thinks she may have gone off with a boy. Can you take a look at a picture and tell us if you recognize him?”
 
   Emily’s eyes went wide. “Elizabeth has run off with a boy? No way!”
 
   “This is serious, Emily. We don’t know if she went willingly or not.”
 
   Emily chewed her lip and glanced at the floor. “Sorry.”
 
   Serenity pushed the tablet toward the girl. “So, can you take a look?”
 
   Emily took the computer and stared down at the image. “No, he’s not from school.” She frowned. “But hang on a minute, I have seen him before. He was at the mall just before …” She trailed off, her brain skipping the section of time where Elizabeth had jumped her in the bathrooms. “Yeah, I remember him ‘cause he was staring at Elizabeth. We were giving her a bit of a ribbing about it, to be honest, but he seemed pretty harmless.” 
 
   “Well, we think Elizabeth’s gone somewhere with him, so let’s hope so.”
 
   “Oh, man, that’s bad. I’m sorry.”
 
   “If you hear from her at all, let your mom know right away, okay?”
 
   The girl gave a small smile. “Sure thing.”
 
   Diane’s hand rested protectively around Emily’s shoulder. “If we hear anything, we’ll call right away.”
 
   Serenity forced a smile. “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”
 
   They began to close the door and Serenity backed away, stepping off the porch. She turned and jogged back to the car, keen to get out of the storm. As she climbed back in the driver’s seat, both the passenger door and the back doors slammed, Vincent and Sebastian appearing already settled in their seats. She pulled her damp shirt away from her body, grimacing. 
 
   “What now?” asked Sebastian.              
 
   “Her other friend who was with her at the mall lives a couple of blocks over. We might as well go there and make sure she’s not heard anything.”
 
   “And if she hasn’t?”
 
   Serenity chewed at her lower lip. “Then I really have no idea what else to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Elizabeth climbed from the vehicle and stood in front of the motel, her heart in her throat. The motel had blue paint flaking from the door. Above the main entrance, one of the fluorescent lights of the sign for the Happy Rest Motel flickered. It certainly wasn’t an expensive place, something that lined up with the cheap car, and Elizabeth wondered why someone who had enough money to hire staff would be staying somewhere like this.
 
   Behind her, two car doors slammed, making her jump. She sensed the presence of the woman close behind her back, and Ryan appeared by her side. A wave of claustrophobia washed over her and she swallowed hard. Was she doing the right thing? Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure. She turned her head to take in the sight of the boy beside her, and his easy grin eased some of her tension. He was like her, she reminded herself. He’d been through this himself and come out okay on the other end. What choice did she have but to accept his help?
 
   Despite the rain drumming down on her head and shoulders, she didn’t want to move. Even the promise of shelter from the wind and rain wasn’t enough to make her run to the room. Besides, she realized, the cold barely affected her right now; it was as though she’d become numbed to it.
 
   The woman, Orla, took a step closer. Elizabeth sensed her heartbeat like a distant tribal drum, the woman’s body heat flooding over her in a wave. The now familiar flood of energy began to build in Elizabeth’s muscles and she clenched her teeth, fighting it back down again. 
 
   Was this how her father felt all the time, she wondered? Her brain burned like it was on fire and only sinking her teeth into the flesh of another person would calm the sensation. She longed to connect with their heartbeat, to the initial race, followed by the slowing lub-dub of its beat until the rhythm became like a lullaby to a crying child, soothing her. She’d only experienced her vampirism in waves so far—the initial urge and overwhelming strength fading away after her needs had been sated—but did her father have to try to control this the whole time? The idea made her consider Sebastian with a whole new level of respect. She’d never imagined his life could be like this. Then she realized she could easily end up the same way.
 
   Even though these people were supposed to be able to help her, she didn’t want to show them what she was really like. She didn’t want to expose herself at both her most vulnerable and her most violent.
 
   The touch of Ryan’s hand on hers distracted her. “Ready? I’m getting soaked and some people want to meet you.”
 
   She forced a smile. “Sure.”              
 
   The sharp-faced Orla brushed past and opened the door, stepping back to allow them through. 
 
   As she walked in, a number of faces turned to her. An older man and woman sat at a small round table. The man was in his thirties, she guessed, with thick, wiry dark hair and a scruffy, thin beard, the woman a little older and chubby around the face and hands. They eyed her curiously as she entered, but made no attempt to smile or welcome her in. A red-haired man who bore a striking resemblance to Ryan sat at a desk. 
 
   He pinned a smile on his face and got to his feet. “You’re here.”
 
   She looked around the room, at the threadbare carpet and the two narrow single beds, and shifted uncomfortably. “Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Mr. Callaghan. Ryan’s been telling us all about you. He says you need our help.”
 
   “Umm, yeah,” she stammered. “He says he’s like me and that you helped him before.” This strange collection of people so far hadn’t done much to alleviate her fears.
 
   The man gave another close-lipped smile, his gray-green eyes remaining impassive. “That’s right. Your kind is very rare, Elizabeth. We need to do everything we can to make sure you get through this in one piece.”
 
   “In one piece? Are you saying if I don’t accept your help, I might not stay in one piece?”
 
   “It’s not a threat, if that’s what you’re implying. I’m simply pointing out a fact.”
 
   She studied his face. There was something familiar about him and she felt sure it wasn’t just that the man was obviously Ryan’s father or some other close relation. She couldn’t help feeling like she knew him from somewhere, that she’d met him before.
 
   Touch his hand, she told herself. You’ll learn about him if you touch his hand.
 
   Yet, unlike most people she met, who couldn’t seem stop themselves from shaking her hand or embracing her, and so giving her flashes of insight she didn’t want, this guy had remained a respectful distance.
 
   “This is Liam and Mary.” Ryan introduced the two people sitting at the table. “They’re here to help as well.”
 
   “And how exactly are they going to help?”
 
   Mr. Callaghan stood. “You believe in magic, don’t you, Elizabeth?”
 
   She shrugged and said, “Sure. I mean, I’ve seen it, so it’s not a matter of believing or not.”
 
   He smiled. “Well, that’s good. Half of our work done then. In order to rid yourself of this thing, you’re going to need to make a sacrifice.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “What sort of sacrifice?”
 
   “Not the sort you’re thinking.” He laughed. “I won’t expect you to be killing any virgins. This is more your own sacrifice, one of your blood.”
 
   “My blood?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, at exactly the right time.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   “The exact moment of sunrise.”
 
   “How much blood are you talking about?” she asked, nerves still churning in her stomach. What am I doing here!
 
   “Not much. A pint at the most.”
 
   “A pint!” She wasn’t even totally sure how much a pint was, but it sounded like a lot.
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Ryan, pulling up his sleeve. He exposed a ridged white scar running along the inside of his wrist. “I’ve done it, remember. It’s totally safe.”
 
   She stared down at the mark, and then he pulled up his other sleeve show her a matching one. The last thing she should be was squeamish, but she couldn’t help the sight turning her stomach. She didn’t want to either hurt herself or let someone else hurt her, even if it did mean putting a stop to this thing.
 
   “Err, I don’t know …”
 
   The man and woman sitting at the table, Liam and Mary, stood and moved closer, slipping behind her to block the only way out of the room. Orla folded her arms and stared at Elizabeth with her narrow-eyed gaze.
 
   Unease spiked through her. “Ryan …?”
 
   “Don’t worry, Elizabeth. You have to do this. What other choices do you have?”
 
   “I’m not sure. My dad thought—”
 
   “Your dad,” his father interrupted. “You mean the vampire? The one you are desperate not to become like?”
 
   “Well, yes, but—”              
 
   He wouldn’t let her finish. “You want that for your life, then, do you Elizabeth? You want to kill people, to put your life, your existence above everything else in the world. Don’t you care about hurting people? Ryan, here, saw what you did to your friends, or at least the state of them afterward. You hurt your friends, Elizabeth. What kind of girl does that? Is this how you plan to live?”
 
   He fired off so many words she struggled to think. She couldn’t put one thought in front of the other. “No, no. Of course not.”
 
   “You experienced sensitivity to the light today, didn’t you? The light hurt your eyes, made your head ache. Those symptoms will only get worse, Elizabeth. Soon, your skin will start to blister as soon as you step into the light. You won’t be able to go to school or hang out with your friends in the daytime. You’re going to turn into a freak. Now, here I am, offering you a way out, and you’re thinking of turning your back on me?”
 
   She shook her head, frantically. “No, not at all! I was just a little worried, that’s all.”
 
   I’m disappointed in you, Elizabeth. I thought you’d be strong enough to accept this was the right thing to do. I mean, you’ve met Ryan. You’ve seen how normal he is, how he’s able to fit right into society. What other reassurances do you need?”
 
   “You’re right,” she muttered, dropping her chin and staring at the worn carpet. “I’m sorry. I’ll do whatever you need me to.”
 
   The people at her back didn’t make any attempt to move out of the way, which didn’t put a stop to her sense of unease. Though Ryan grinned down at her, trying to make her comfortable, she couldn’t help the tension which tightened every muscle in her body like a coil of a spring.
 
   “You want a soda?” Ryan asked, loping over to the mini-bar fridge.
 
   Her eyes flicked around the room and she realized she had no choice but to go along with this for the moment. “Sure.”
 
   “Sit down, make yourself at home,” said Mr. Callaghan, lifting his chin toward one of the single beds. “We’ve still got a few hours till sunrise.”
 
   Ryan tossed her the can and she snatched it from the air without even thinking, her hand creating a blur of movement. She caught the others looking at her, eyes wide in surprise at the speed of her movement.
 
   I thought they’d seen this all before?
 
   She took a couple of tentative steps forward and sat on the edge of the bed. Ryan took a seat on the adjacent bed so he was opposite her. She hooked her finger through the ring pull and the can opened with a psst. Ryan lifted his own can in a salute and she mirrored the motion. 
 
   The adults in the room seemed to relax a fraction, Liam and Mary taking their seats back around the table, Mr. Callaghan sitting back down at the desk. Orla stayed positioned by the door, her arms folded across her narrow chest, her lips a thin, hard line, and she didn’t take her eyes off Elizabeth. 
 
   Elizabeth tried to appear at ease, but the whole time she was turning over where she could have recognized Ryan’s father from. He was so familiar, achingly familiar, and she knew if she could just figure out a way to make skin-on-skin contact, she would see it in an instant.
 
   Perhaps their caution was understandable, she thought. After all, she was half vampire and Ryan had seen her feeding from people. Though she couldn’t control when her vampire instincts seemed to rise up and take charge, these people might think she felt that way all the time. Their antagonism toward her might simply be them trying to protect themselves. She was dangerous, there was no getting away from the fact. Of course they had their guard up. And why else would they have her here if not to help her? Perhaps she was simply being too suspicious, she mused.
 
   Outside, a particularly strong gust of wind tore something from the roof and the sound was accompanied by the groan and screech of twisting metal. A heartbeat later, part of the fluorescent sign for the motel ripped from its holdings, crashed against the outside of the building and hung down past the motel room window. Dangerous wires sent sparks sputtering and firing from the frayed ends.
 
   Anxious glances were shared among the group, and this time Elizabeth didn’t get the impression it was her they were worried about. 
 
   Perhaps they’re right, she decided. She needed to do this. For the safety of herself and everyone she knew.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The closer to home they got, the heavier a hollow, wretched feeling settled in the pit of Serenity’s stomach. She couldn’t help thinking she’d let her daughter down. She should have known Elizabeth planned to run away—if that’s what she had done—or at least realized she had some kind of life outside of her home life. Serenity had always thought she kept a close eye on Elizabeth and the idea she had some kind of association with this boy worried her. 
 
   The visit to Jasmine’s house had produced almost exactly the same results, with her parents questioning what had happened at the mall and mentioning how Jasmine had been acting strangely ever since. They’d been suspicious of Serenity, suspecting she’d had something to do with Jasmine’s behavior, and her turning up in the middle of the night didn’t help. They’d been reluctant to drag their daughter out of bed, but the imposing figures of Vincent and Sebastian had helped to persuade them. Like Emily, Jasmine remembered seeing the boy at the mall, but nothing more. The girl had no idea where Elizabeth was now or if she’d had any other contact with the boy in the picture.
 
   “I should have known,” Serenity said to Sebastian as she drove, negotiating the debris-strewn streets, leaning forward once again to peer through the rain-driven windshield.
 
   “How could you? Her friends said the boy had been staring at her in the mall and that Elizabeth didn’t seem to recognize him, which means they only just met. You can’t predict the future, Serenity.”
 
   “We don’t know they only just met. She might have been ignoring him for a reason, trying to keep him a secret from her friends as well.”
 
   Sebastian frowned. “Perhaps.”
 
   “Why else would she let a strange boy into her bedroom? I raised her better than that!”
 
   “She’s having a hard time of things at the moment. Her judgment might be skewed.”
 
    Serenity’s hands tightened on the wheel. “What if we can’t find her and she turns fully vampire? How is she going to cope if she can’t go out in the light and is forced to live in the dark? She’ll not be able to go to school and she’ll lose all her friends. What happens if she stops growing and ends up being a thirteen-year-old vampire for the rest of her life? Do you have any idea how hard it is being a teenage girl, never mind being one forever?”
 
   Sebastian shook his head. “We can’t be sure that is going to happen.”
 
   Vincent leaned forward from the back seat. “You’re jumping to conclusions, Serenity.”
 
   She ignored them both, too caught up in her fears for her daughter to think rationally. “She’ll probably never be able to have children or any kind of a normal life. She’ll end up being a freak.” She broke down into a sob, clutching the wheel tightly.
 
   “Serenity, stop it,” Sebastian said firmly. “You’ve written off her whole life and we don’t even fully understand what’s happening yet. She isn’t fully vampire because she’s half you. I’m sure that unless she’s turned by another vampire, she’ll never be fully vampire, no matter how strong her powers are. So we can’t predict what that means yet. Even if she’s light sensitive, she might still be able to go out in daylight. She might just need to be more careful and stay covered up as best she can.”
 
   She sniffed and blinked back tears. Sebastian was right, Elizabeth wasn’t fully vampire and there was no reason to think she would completely turn. She just felt like all the fears she’d held for her child—from the moment she’d learned she was pregnant with Sebastian’s child, the whole way through her pregnancy and through to her birth—were being realized. She’d been terrified about what would happen when Elizabeth was born, if she’d be allergic to the light, or if her newborn baby would try to bite her or need blood to survive. Now, all of those fears were resurfacing. All she’d ever wanted for Elizabeth was a normal, happy life, and yet every force in the world seemed determined to stop that from happening. 
 
   The road turned a corner and Serenity drove the car toward the house before pulling to a sudden stop in the road. The big metal gates which normally barred the property from the road stood wide open. 
 
   Her stomach lurched. “We closed them behind us when we left, didn’t we?” 
 
   Sebastian pressed his lips together and nodded.
 
   Serenity’s heart lifted in hope. Perhaps Elizabeth left the gates open when she came home. She might be sitting inside the house waiting for them now! Damn, why didn’t I think to leave someone in the house to wait for her? Even though both vampires had insisted on coming with her, she should have made Vincent stay.
 
   She put the car back into drive and drove through the gates as fast as she dared. She screeched the car to a halt and jumped from the vehicle. Taking the few steps up to the front door two at a time, she pushed open the big, heavy door and dashed inside.
 
   “Elizabeth? Elizabeth?” she shouted, her voice full of both hope and fear.
 
   No answer came and she raced into the kitchen, searching for her. The room was empty. She turned and ran into the living room and drew to a sudden halt.
 
   A girl was standing in the middle of the room, but it wasn’t her daughter.
 
   Serenity gasped in surprise and caught hold of the edge of the couch, needing the extra support. A roll of thunder pealed across the house, culminating in a final crash which made the window panes rattle and caused her to cringe.
 
   “Iona!” she gasped.              
 
   The sorceress had grown into a young woman, still with her mane of white-blonde hair hanging down her back, but now with a maturity to her features. There was a seriousness in her brilliant blue eyes. Her cheekbones were more defined, her jaw stronger. The wind roared in through the front door, which Serenity had left open in her haste, whipping the girl’s hair up and across, like a sheet on a washing line. She lifted a hand to tug away a strand which clung to her face.
 
   Serenity sensed another presence at her back and looked over her shoulder to find the two vampires standing behind her, equal expressions of surprise on their faces.
 
   “Hello, Serenity,” the young woman said with a half-smile. “I see you’re still choosing to keep questionable company.”
 
   “Iona! I … what ….” She stumbled over her words. “What are you doing here?”
 
   The sudden appearance of the girl in place of Elizabeth had left her shocked. She’d not seen Iona since the day she’d rescued Sebastian from Dominion, the day she’d almost lost him.
 
   When Elizabeth had been at school one day, curious, Serenity had driven back out to the site where the travelers’ camp had been. But she’d seen no sign of Iona or her circle. The area had been a barren spot, desolate and forgotten. She’d often wondered what had happened to the girl. Elizabeth had asked after her at first, but when no news came, the mention of Iona’s name grew less frequent until it stopped altogether.
 
   The last thing Serenity had been expecting was to find her standing in the middle of her living room.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she asked again.
 
   “I thought that was obvious.”              
 
   Serenity frowned. “You mean because of Elizabeth? How did you find out?”
 
   Iona’s fine eyebrows arched. “Are you kidding? The whole city must realize something is wrong.”
 
   “What?” She was baffled. Nothing Iona said was making any sense.
 
   Sebastian stepped forward, taking his place at Serenity’s side. He touched her arm and she looked up to him, grateful for his solid presence at her side. With an almost imperceptible shift, she leaned her bodyweight against him.
 
   “She’s talking about the storm,” Sebastian said, his gaze shifting to Iona. “Am I right?”
 
   The girl nodded. “As soon as I woke up this morning, I realized something had happened. It’s taken me all day to get here. Perhaps I should have called first, but I had to get here anyway. I couldn’t do anything to help from miles away.” She paused and then asked, “Where is Elizabeth?”
 
   “What does the storm have to do with my daughter?” Sebastian asked, suddenly fierce.
 
   Iona held his gaze, no fear on her young face. “Where is she?”
 
   “I asked you a question. I’ve not seen you for six years and suddenly you’re back. You might be the one who knows where she is.”
 
   “You don’t know where she is?” Her big blue eyes widened in alarm.
 
   Sebastian’s top lip curled in a snarl. “Does it look like she’s with us?”
 
   Serenity took a deep breath, forcing herself to tamp down her emotions. She placed a hand on his arm, trying to calm him as well. “Arguing isn’t going to help,” she said to him and then turned back to Iona. “Elizabeth went missing earlier this evening. We’ve been out looking for her, but there’s no sign. Now, please, tell us what is going on.”
 
   “I felt the change happen in the atmosphere first thing this morning, like some equilibrium in the world had shifted. I always told you the balance of good and evil inside Elizabeth was fragile, and now something has happened to change things, hasn’t it?”
 
   Serenity nodded. “Elizabeth turned thirteen this morning, and she got her period.”
 
   “The giving of blood,” Iona said almost thoughtfully.
 
   “And the taking of it,” Serenity added. “Her vampire side has grown stronger. She attacked one of her friends, fed from her.”
 
   Iona frowned. “Then it’s far worse than I assumed.”
 
   “What is?” snapped Sebastian.
 
   “Her change thinned the veil between our world and Dominion. That is what this storm is, a crack appearing between our world and theirs.”
 
   “I saw one of them earlier,” said Sebastian. “I was hoping I’d imagined it, but the demon crossed the road right ahead of me and went into someone’s house.”
 
   Serenity turned on him. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   He looked down at her, a yellow tinge circling the edges of his green pupils. “Like I said, I was hoping I had imagined things or that the demon was … a stray or something.”
 
   She clutched a hand to her mouth. “Oh, my God. So do you think those things we saw in Dominion have our daughter?”
 
   Sebastian’s jaw tightened. “I’m not sure, but if they have, who is the boy?”
 
   A frown marked Iona’s smooth brow. “What boy?”
 
   Serenity had forgotten she still clutched Elizabeth’s tablet tightly to her chest. She unraveled her cold, damp arms and held out the computer. “Right before Elizabeth went missing, she took a photograph of herself, and this boy was in the background. Her friends also say the boy was at the mall, right before Elizabeth had her first episode and attacked her friends. Except they don’t know who he is.”
 
   “Can I take a look?” Iona asked, stepping forward to take the tablet from Serenity’s outstretched arms. Serenity nodded and allowed her to take it. With a few swipes on the screen, Iona brought up the photograph.
 
   “I should have known.”
 
   “You know who that is?”
 
   Iona nodded and sank down onto the edge of the sofa, still staring down at the image of Elizabeth with the boy in the background. She placed a hand against the image of Elizabeth’s face. “She looks so grown up,” she said, almost wistfully.
 
   So do you, thought Serenity, but she wasn’t about to start reminiscing about all the missing years. She needed to find out who he was.
 
   Sebastian got in first. “Tell us.”
 
   “Do you remember Conner? He was there the day your old nanny, Bridget, was ki—” She corrected herself, “Died.”
 
   “I’m not sure …” Serenity said, frowning, trying to remember. That time had been crazy, so much heartbreak and fear. Everything and everyone who surrounded their small family at that time seemed like a blur in her memory. All she could remember was focusing on Sebastian, what had happened and was going to happen to him.
 
   But it seemed the vampires’ memories were better.
 
   “I remember him,” said both Sebastian and Vincent together. They exchanged a glare. That day would forever sit like a loaded bullet between the two males.
 
   “Conner was part of my circle,” Iona explained. “He was one of my right hand men, if you like. I trusted him with almost everything and he took care of me. But after he’d met you, Elizabeth, and Sebastian, he started to change.”
 
   “In what way?” Serenity frowned, the murky image of the big, redheaded man who had been present in the trailer with them that day finally starting to take shape in her head.
 
   “About a year after we met you, we caught Conner working with black magic, trying to reopen the doorway between our world and Dominion. He and his family were ostracized from the group immediately, but before then, he was always asking about Dominion and Elizabeth. The idea of a person existing who could bridge the two worlds fascinated him.”
 
   “Okay,” Serenity said slowly. “But I still don’t understand what that has to do with the boy in Elizabeth’s picture.”
 
   “The boy is Ryan, Conner’s son.”
 
   Over Iona’s shoulder, Serenity stared again at the picture, as though looking at it would make all the pieces fit together in her head. “But what would they want with Elizabeth?”
 
   Sebastian took her hand. “I think Iona is trying to tell us Conner has Elizabeth. He’s used his son to get to her.”
 
   “Yes, I got that!” she snapped, her patience running thin. “But what the hell do they want with my daughter?”
 
   Iona continued. “I think this storm and what’s happening to Elizabeth are all outside of Conner’s control. Even with my magic, I was only able to open a tiny fragile doorway. Well, you saw it for yourself. I think the storm is all Elizabeth’s doing, even though she doesn’t realize it, and it’s completely out of her control. But listen to me, I don’t think this will last. Everything in life has some kind of balance, a light to its dark, a hot to a cold. The change in Elizabeth is still trying to establish an equilibrium, but in the meantime it’s set everything out of flux, which is why the storm is happening and demons are starting to bleed over to this side. As soon as Elizabeth finds her own balance, everything will settle down again.”
 
   Serenity allowed hope to blossom in her heart once again. “So you think she’ll be all right, even with this … change?”
 
   Iona nodded. “I think she just needs to balance out as the person she is going to be as an adult, even if she does end up being more vampire than human.”
 
   “And will she be able to control it, her vampire side, I mean?”
 
   “I’m not sure, Serenity. Elizabeth is strong. I’m sure she’ll figure out a way to live with this thing once her body has adjusted to all the changes happening inside her.” She took a breath. “But I’m afraid you’re missing the point. Conner’s developed some kind of fascination for the other side, for the world we call Dominion. Now a doorway has opened between our worlds, he might not want it to close again.”
 
   “But how would he stop it?”
 
   Iona paused and looked between the expectant faces staring back at her. “I think he’s going to try to kill her.”
 
   Serenity’s hand went back to her mouth. “Oh, no!”
 
   Sebastian jumped to his feet. “I’ll kill him first.”
 
   In a blur of movement, the huge bulk of Vincent was by his side. “I’ll help you.”
 
   Iona shook her head. “I don’t know where he is. I’ve not heard anything from him since we excommunicated him. Seeing this photograph of Ryan is the first contact I’ve had with the family for years.”
 
   “You must have realized he might be a danger to my family,” Sebastian snarled, his face white, eyes glaring yellow. “You should have contacted us and warned us.”
 
   The young woman didn’t even step back. “Warned you about what? That one of my circle was asking questions? He was involved in what happened back then, remember? I would expect him to ask questions about what happened, even if he did get a little intense. The dark magic he was practicing had nothing to do with Elizabeth. Why would I even put the two together?”
 
   “You’re supposed to be powerful, Witch,” he snapped. “You should have known.”
 
   “Fighting isn’t helping Elizabeth,” said Serenity. “We need to figure out where they are. For all we know, she could be dead already.” Her voice broke as she said the words, her heart feeling as though it was about to shatter.
 
   But Iona shook her head. “No, she isn’t. He won’t kill her until the exact moment of daybreak. Dominion exists in the dark, it is a place of darkness. Killing Elizabeth at the moment of daybreak will prevent the sun from rising again and will plunge this world into permanent darkness. That’s what he’s trying to achieve. He wants Dominion to rule here and he’ll sacrifice her in order to do it.”
 
   “So if we don’t find them, Elizabeth will be dead and the world will be in darkness, with demons living among us.”
 
   Iona nodded. “The world will turn to chaos.”
 
   “Why would anyone want such a thing?”
 
   “A black heart thrives in a world full of darkness. Conner must believe his dark magic will be more powerful with Dominion in charge.”
 
   “So we’ve got until daybreak?” Sebastian asked.
 
   Iona looked at him, her blue eyes darkening a shade. “And not a moment longer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The storm hadn’t let up and was making the inhabitants of the rundown motel room nervous. Something had torn loose on the roof and flapped against the tiles with a constant banging. The wind howled like a banshee though a small gap between the window and the frame, and the rain drummed against the pane with the force of hail. Intermittently, the lights flickered, causing everyone to look up as if expecting the cause to materialize.
 
   Elizabeth didn’t think the storm was the only reason for the tension in the room. Ryan kept up a constant chatter, asking her about bands and movies as if trying to distract her from what was really going on. She kept catching Liam and Mary exchanging nervous glances, while the thin woman, Orla, stood in the corner in a stony silence, her eyes flicking between the floor and Elizabeth. The older woman made no attempt to hide her contempt, though Elizabeth could only speculate about the reason she’d drawn such dislike. 
 
   Mr. Callaghan repeatedly got to his feet and peered out of the window, as if watching out for something. He’d catch her looking and flash a cheerful smile that didn’t fit with the situation.
 
   Something’s not right.               
 
   Her phone weighted her pocket like a brick. She desperately wanted to call her parents, but worried doing so would ruin her chances of ever being normal again. While she didn’t trust Ryan’s father, she also felt trapped, and she didn’t just mean about being in the motel room. She loved her father, but she didn’t want to be taken to the other side of the country to be paraded in front of a bunch of vampires who would probably look at her as though they wanted to eat her.
 
   Despite her worries about Sebastian’s plans, right now, her current situation concerned her more. 
 
   While Ryan continued to chatter, Elizabeth kept an eye on his father. She just needed an excuse to touch him, then she’d know for sure about his intentions.
 
   Perhaps he was aware of her abilities, which explained why he seemed to be deliberately keeping his distance from her. Whatever his reasons, she would need to launch herself across the room to get to him, and she had a feeling the other adults in the room wouldn’t let her get that far.
 
   “I love going to see live bands,” Ryan continued to gab. “Smaller venue the better, if you ask me. In some of those big stadiums, you might as well be watching them on television, don’t you think?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Elizabeth agreed, though she’d never been to a concert in her life. Her eyes focused on the window, on where the motel sign still hung down, the fluorescent lighting flickering and sparking. A distraction, that’s all I need. A distraction … 
 
   Her attention spiraled onto that one thing—the lifting and banging of the broken sign. The wind seemed to pick up, raising the letters higher and letting the sign fall again. It hit against the glass, at first with just gentle bumps, and then harder. 
 
   Bang, bang-bang, bang …
 
   A strange sensation went through her, as if the only things that existed in the world were her, the wind and the broken sign.
 
   Bang, bang-bang, bang … 
 
   The sign continued to lift and fall, hitting the window with more force.
 
   Am I doing this?               
 
   The broken sign had caught the attention of the others in the room as well, and even Ryan had stopped talking and was now chewing his lower lip nervously. Was this enough of a distraction for her to get to Mr. Callaghan? She turned her head slightly and caught him staring at her. No, not yet. He would see her coming.
 
   She switched her attention back to the window. She didn’t think it was her imagination, but the wind had lulled slightly when she’d been looking at Ryan’s dad. 
 
   Harder, she willed. Stronger.
 
   The sign lifted again and slammed back into the glass. At the table, Mary gave a little cry of alarm and half got to her feet, her eyes wide in the direction of the window.
 
   Again, Elizabeth thought. Harder! Harder! 
 
   The result was like an explosion. The sign hit and glass burst inward like confetti, showering the inhabitants. Mary shrieked and even the men cried out in shock. Broken glass, wind and rain blasted into the room and, automatically, everyone lifted their arms to protect their faces.
 
   Having had some idea about what was about to happen, Elizabeth had quickly turned away from the implosion, leaving only her back exposed. But she couldn’t waste any time and she took her chance. With everyone preoccupied, she spun back around, dived forward and grabbed Ryan’s father by the wrist. He turned to look down at her, his eyes wide with surprise. Tiny shards of glass glinted from his hair and flecked over his fair skin.
 
   A series of images flashed in her head: a big, doublewide trailer with cream leather couches along the walls. A person-sized bundle lying under a blanket, starting to twitch. Sebastian crouched over a body, red blood on his lips. Her, Elizabeth, as a child, curled up in the corner of the couch, crying.
 
   She sensed the man’s horror at what was happening in that moment in his past, but beneath the horror, something else had sparked—a strange, warped interest took hold in his heart. Something about the situation had caught him, spoken to a dark and twisted part of him he’d not given voice to before. 
 
   Everything changed that day.
 
   Conner.
 
   The realization made her gasp and she let go of his wrist and stumbled backward, away from him. Her eyes strained as she stared at him, her brain trying to put together the pieces of the puzzle.
 
   She knew his identity now. They’d met before, though she didn’t have any idea what he was doing here now or what he wanted from her. She also didn’t understand his son’s involvement. Ryan was obviously older than her, yet he’d told her his mother was a vampire. That would mean his father had been with a vampire. Yet, she remembered their attitude toward vampires on the horrible day when Sebastian had killed Bridget; it was an attitude that had existed even before that awful event. They had hated vampires, hadn’t even wanted to help her because of Sebastian. How could Ryan have a vampire for a mother when they’d made it so clear that they hated vampires? 
 
   Where did Ryan fit in? 
 
   It doesn’t matter, she decided. They must have some other agenda than the one they’d told her. She needed to contact her parents and have them come get her. But she had the sinking sensation that Conner and his people weren’t going to offer her a ride or just allow her to walk out of here and place a call.
 
   Conner was staring at her, his gray eyes hard and knowing. He would realize she’d placed him from before, that she was on to him.
 
   Can I make a dive for the broken window? Could she use some of her additional speed and strength and make a run for it?
 
   But Conner must have seen her gaze shifting to the broken window and click onto what she was thinking. He spun around to the others. “Come on and help me get this covered up,” he barked at them. He turned to Elizabeth. “Why don’t you go and sit down.”
 
   “I’m fine standing,” she said. 
 
   His eyes narrowed. “I said, sit down!”
 
   Her insides twisted and she reluctantly took a couple of steps backward. The backs of her legs bumped against the edge of the bed, forcing her to sit.
 
   Conner, Ryan and the other man, Liam, all pushed and shoved the wardrobe into the open spot where the window had been. Glass crunched underfoot, though the men ignored it. The big piece of furniture blocked out the worst of the storm and her route for escape.
 
   Elizabeth did her best not to touch the phone in her pocket and clutched her hands in her lap. Her palms seemed to be itching to defy her brain. She was desperate not to call attention to the presence of her cell while simultaneously feeling like it stood out, impossible for them not to notice. 
 
   She caught Ryan looking at her, his mouth a thin line. But it wasn’t the cool ice of anger she saw in his pale blue eyes, but something softer, closer to pity. He must know she had her phone on her. After all, she’d called him from the street. Did he feel sorry for her? Did he not want to be involved in whatever the hell their plans were for her? She was pretty certain at this point that her reason for being here had nothing to do with helping her.
 
   So what else could they want?
 
   A small bathroom was through an adjoining door. If she could get a few minutes alone, she could try to contact her mom. While she wouldn’t be able to place a call, as they were bound to hear her, she could at least send a text. 
 
   She chewed on her bottom lip, trying to pick her moment. Things had calmed down since the window had blown in, everyone retaking their positions around the room. Ryan’s cheerful chatter had ceased, as though he realized Elizabeth’s touch on his father’s arm had revealed the truth of who they really were. 
 
   She swallowed her nerves and drummed up the courage to open her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said, half getting to her feet. “But I need to pee something bad.”
 
   Conner and Ryan both rose with her.
 
   “You’re not going in there alone,” said Conner.
 
   She grimaced. “I’m a big girl now. I don’t need help going to the bathroom.”
 
   “Maybe not, but something might happen.”
 
   “Like what?” She couldn’t help the sarcasm sharpening her tone.
 
   “Like another window blowing in.” He jerked his head toward Mary. “You can take her.”
 
   Elizabeth lifted her hands. “No way. I don’t need someone coming to the bathroom with me.” She remembered something. “It’s my time of the month. Can’t a girl have some privacy?” 
 
   The men exchanged a glance, any mention of female problems always guaranteed to make a guy feel awkward.
 
   “Fine,” said Conner. “But leave the door open a crack so Mary knows you’ve not locked it.”
 
   That would have to do. “Fine,” she huffed.
 
   She’d turned her phone off after she’d called Ryan, knowing her mom would probably have found her gone by now and would have been calling every couple of minutes, frantic and trying to find out where she was. As soon as she turned the phone on, it would play a standard tune, but she couldn’t do anything about that.
 
   She went into the bathroom and shut the door behind her, making sure the door was as closed as possible without the latch clicking into place. Not wasting any time, she pulled her cell from her pocket and pressed the power button. With her heart pounding, she shoved the phone under her sweater and quickly flushed the toilet, trying to cover the noise. She hoped they’d think she’d just encountered a dirty bowl.
 
   The phone came on, the electronic music faint but audible. She froze, waiting for Conner to come crashing through the door because he’d heard, but no movement came. The storm outside had at least gone some way to hiding the already muffled sound.
 
   She carefully dropped the lid and sat down on the toilet and quickly started to key in a message to her mom’s phone. She tried to remember the name of the place; Happy Stay Motel, she thought, or something similar, but she couldn’t be sure. Then she saw it, embroidered into the corner of the hand towel hung on a rail beside the sink: Happy Rest Motel.
 
   Suddenly a high-pitched beep-beep filled the small room. An incoming text! She froze once more, her breath held in her chest. Then, realizing the phone would beep again, she frantically hit the off button. But she was too late. The beep shattered the quiet.
 
   The bathroom door exploded open, and Conner’s furious form filled the doorway. 
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   Conner snatched the phone out of her hands and threw it to the floor. The phone shattered, but he didn’t stop there. He lifted a booted foot to smash down hard onto the plastic and metal, breaking it into fragments.
 
   He reached over and picked her up by the hair. Pain shot through her scalp and she screamed, battering at his hands with her balled fists.
 
   “I thought you were supposed to be watching her!” he yelled at Mary.
 
   The woman cowered.
 
   “We can’t stay here now. We’re going to have to move on. She might have managed to tell someone our location.”
 
   Should she tell them that she didn’t? She might be better off staying here than going somewhere else. No, she decided. She needed to get out of this room. While she didn’t want to go out in the storm, she thought her chances for escape would be better outside.
 
   “My dad will be here any minute,” she said with false bravado, trying not to show her reaction to the burning pain in her scalp from where Conner still held her by her hair. “If you plan on getting out of here with your necks intact, I suggest you get a move on.”
 
   He gave a yell of frustration and threw her to the ground. She hit the floor on her right side, fresh pain rocketing up through her shoulder and hip.
 
   “Dammit,” Conner swore. “Get your stuff together.  Looks like we’re moving out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Goddamned witches,” spat Sebastian, seething with fury. Right when he’d thought his family was safe, witches had forced themselves back into their lives and now they had taken Elizabeth. He’d always prepared himself in case of the need to deal with others of his own kind, but having more witchcraft threatening not only Elizabeth, but the very world they lived in, made him livid. 
 
   He caught the glare of warning Serenity sent in his direction and forced himself to clamp his mouth shut, but Iona didn’t skip a beat.
 
   “I don’t think vampires have done this family much good either,” she snapped back, her hands on her hips, her blue eyes blazing like glacial ice.
 
   “Don’t put all vampires into the same hat,” said Vincent with a snort.
 
   “You can’t talk,” Sebastian directed at Vincent. “You were involved in Elizabeth’s kidnapping for Demitri when she was small.”
 
   “That may be, but I’ve been here for Serenity and Elizabeth ever since you decided to take off.”
 
   “I didn’t just take off,” he snarled, clenching his fists to stop himself from swinging at the other vampire. “This family is none of your concern.”
 
   “Would you two stop fighting!” said Serenity, her face pale, her whole body tight with anger and fear.
 
   The last thing Sebastian wanted was to upset Serenity. She’d been through a lot and deserved better than watching his squabble with a rival. And he didn’t doubt Vincent was exactly that, his rival. He’d noted the way the other vampire acted around Serenity, protective, much like he did himself. Sebastian trusted Serenity’s love for him, but he’d not missed the way she looked at Vincent either. No wonder Vincent wanted him out of the way. If he didn’t exist, perhaps Serenity would have made room for Vincent in her heart instead.
 
   Tension simmered between the two vampires.
 
   “We want the same thing, Sebastian,” said Vincent eventually.
 
   Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think that’s something you want to admit to me, Vincent. I’m two hundred years older than you.”
 
   “I meant Elizabeth’s safety. Whatever I may or may not feel for Serenity, she’s made it perfectly clear that you’re the only one who will do.”
 
   Sebastian watched color creep up over Serenity’s cheeks and she glanced away from them both. This was obviously a conversation she and Vincent had already had. That Vincent must have declared his feelings for Serenity, despite knowing that she was, and always would be, Sebastian’s, made him want to tear the other vampire limb from limb.
 
   Vincent said nothing more, finally realizing he should stay silent in the presence of a much older, angry vampire. 
 
   Serenity stepped forward, her hands held out. “Listen to me, both of you. I’m getting a bit sick of playing the peacekeeper. Either you’re here to help Elizabeth and we’re all united in one cause, or you get the hell out of my house, because, frankly, I’ve got more important things to worry about than whatever stupid vampire-vampire or vampire-witch politics are going on here. Okay?”
 
   Sebastian ducked his head, chastised. He shouldn’t be directing his anger at others when he needed to be thinking about what they were going to do next. Also, the chances were they’d need Iona. She was their only link to the people who had Elizabeth. As much as he hated to admit it, they’d probably need Vincent’s strength as well. The more people on their side, the better.
 
   He snaked an arm around Serenity’s waist and pulled her against him. Just the sight of her was enough to stir a part of him that seemed to die whenever he was separated from her. He wanted them to be alone, to lose himself in the sensation of her skin on his, to trace every inch of her body with his fingertips, to cover her mouth with his. He glanced down at her and prayed she still wanted the same. But now was not the time.
 
   Her body stiffened at first and then relaxed. He lowered his face to the top of her head and kissed her hair. He could hardly believe she stood by his side once again; he only wished their reunion had happened in better circumstances. Once again, it seemed too easy to correlate his presence in their lives with them being in some kind of danger. Even though this had nothing to do with him, he was here now with Elizabeth in trouble. 
 
   But she’s in danger because of who and what she is, he reminded himself. She was half vampire because of him and they’d never be able to change that. People would always find a way to try to exploit her.
 
   The idea that he might be better off protecting his family if he were near suddenly occurred to Sebastian. Perhaps he was not the most dangerous thing Serenity and Elizabeth could be exposed to.
 
   “Okay,” he said, taking control. “We need to figure out where these people might have taken Elizabeth. How long has she been gone now?” he said, looking down at Serenity with a slight frown as he tried to figure it out.
 
   “I can’t say for sure, but no more than a couple of hours.”
 
   “So she could easily be outside the city by now.”
 
   “What about the storm?” said Vincent. “That’s bound to slow them down.”
 
   “True,” Sebastian agreed. “Unless…” He trailed off.
 
   “Unless, what?” Serenity prompted.              
 
   “They’ve used some of her vampire abilities to get away from the city. We don’t know who is with Conner, except his son.”
 
   “Is that likely?” she said in alarm. Her attention moved from Sebastian to Iona. 
 
   “I’m not sure, but I have an idea about how we might be able to contact her,” said Iona.
 
    “How?” Serenity asked her. “I’ve tried her cell phone over and over again, but it’s always turned off.”
 
   “I’m not talking about phones. Do you remember when you came to my trailer last time?” Sebastian nodded and he saw Serenity do the same. “Elizabeth contacted me before we’d ever even met. She reached out to me on another level. I’m wondering if I can do the same again to get her to tell us where she is.”
 
   “Do you think that’s possible?” asked Serenity, chewing on her lower lip nervously.
 
   “I think it’s worth a try.”
 
   “What if she doesn’t want to be found,” Sebastian interjected. He turned to Serenity. “You saw how angry she was with us. By the fact that she left this house without any of us hearing her, I’m guessing she went of her own free will.”
 
   “I’d never considered that,” said Serenity, her face falling. 
 
   Sebastian held her closer. “I’m sure it’s not the case. I just wanted to make sure we were open to all possibilities.”
 
   “You’re just trying to make me feel better,” she sniffed.
 
   “Elizabeth’s smart,” said Iona. “And even if she hadn’t figured out what Conner and his son are up to right away, I’m sure she will have done so by now. You say her vampire abilities are even stronger now, so there’s a chance her other abilities will be too. She’ll realize they’re up to no good soon enough, even if she doesn’t understand exactly what it is they’re trying to do.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Serenity said.
 
   Iona reached out and squeezed her arm. “Have a little faith in her.”
 
   Serenity smiled, but the expression seemed forced. “I’m trying.”
 
   Vincent spoke. “I hate to break up the party, but the storm is getting worse and we’re running out of time. We need to get on with this.”
 
   Sebastian nodded. “He’s right. What do we need to do?”
 
   “Can I have something of hers to hold?” asked Iona. “Something personal to her?”
 
   Serenity gave a quick nod and ran up the stairs toward her bedroom. Sebastian let her go, even though he’d be faster. He’d not been in his daughter’s life for the past six years. What might have been personal to Elizabeth six years ago might not be the same thing now. But Serenity reappeared only moments later holding the now threadbare comforter Elizabeth had always used as a child. 
 
   “Here,” she said, slightly breathless as she held out the item to Iona. “Try this.”
 
   Iona took it with a small smile. “Thanks.”
 
   The young sorceress knelt on the floor in the middle of the room and closed her eyes.
 
    
 
   Rain belted against the back of Elizabeth’s head, as hard as if someone were flicking stones at her. They’d only left the motel room for a matter of seconds, but the rain had already soaked her through again. One of Conner’s big hands encircled both of her wrists, pulling them behind her back, wrenching her shoulders back. Her right shoulder already hurt from her fall, and the position was doing the injury no good at all. Tears welled in her eyes as he propelled her across the parking lot, toward a car, a different one from the one she had traveled in before—a big black Lincoln. Ryan and Orla came with him, while the other two took the original car she’d been driven in.
 
   She hoped someone would notice this scene of a big guy manhandling a young girl across the lot, but with the terrible storm raging around them, people were staying away from the windows. She even hoped for the one thing she’d been trying to prevent—the overwhelming sense of her vampire side taking over, so she could use her strength and break away from them and run. Hell, right now, she’d even willingly bite him if she thought it would get her out of this situation she’d so thoughtlessly put herself in.
 
   But, like everything else in her life, nothing seemed to happen at the most convenient time and she remained just a scared and wet girl. 
 
   They approached the car and Conner reached out with his spare hand and yanked the back door open. Immediately, the wind caught the door and wrenched it out of his grip, slamming it shut. He swore under his breath and then exclaimed in annoyance, “Ryan, get over here and help me.”
 
   He pulled the door open again and Ryan braced it. She stared at him, but he wouldn’t meet her eye. 
 
   Suddenly, the world seemed to shrink at the edges, as though her vision was compromised.
 
   Oh, no. What’s happening?
 
   She staggered in Conner’s grip, but realized she no longer felt his hand wrapped tight around her wrists. The pain in her shoulder had gone. The driving wind and rain had also melted away. She still stood in the parking lot, but felt distanced from it somehow, as though she now stood on a level where she was unable to interact with reality.
 
   In the distance came movement. From out of the darkness walked a woman, her white-blonde hair flowing around her shoulders and down her back like spun silver. She moved with a determined walk, her chin held high, her features, though disguised by night, serious.
 
   A flutter of recognition stirred in Elizabeth’s heart. She didn’t know what was happening, but she did know this woman, she had no doubt.
 
   The stunning blonde reached her and stopped only a couple of feet away. 
 
   “Hello, Elizabeth. Do you remember me?”              
 
   Elizabeth nodded, the flicker of recognition swelling and bursting inside her, flooding her with relief. “Iona! You’re so grown up.”
 
   The young woman smiled. “So are you. Your parents are worried about you, Elizabeth. They’re trying to find you.”
 
   Suddenly, she thought she would cry, her eyes burning with tears, a painful lump in her throat. But she didn’t want to cry in front of Iona. She didn’t want to act like a child.
 
   “I want them to find me too!” she blurted. “I tried to send them a message, but my phone beeped and I was in the bathroom of a motel, and they heard me and took my phone. Conner smashed it on the floor and threw me across the room.” She lost control of her tears and they spilled from her eyes and streamed down her face. “You can tell my parents where I am now, but Conner is moving me because he thinks I’ve already told someone about the motel.”
 
   “But where are you, Elizabeth?”
 
   She turned her head, taking in the still flickering and broken neon sign of the motel. “What do you mean? I’m right here.”
 
   “I can’t see where you are. All I can see is you.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Don’t worry, you don’t need to understand. Do you know the name of the motel where they took you?”
 
   Elizabeth nodded and reeled off the name.
 
   “Good,” she smiled. “That’s good. We’re coming to get you, Elizabeth. Do everything you can to try to stop them taking you too far away. Okay? We’re coming, I promise …”
 
    
 
   Elizabeth opened her eyes to find herself sitting in the back of the car with someone shaking her knee. From the steady hum of the engine, to the motion of the vehicle, she realized they were on the move. She had no memory of getting in the car or Conner pulling out of the parking lot and away from the motel. Had she been away so long? And if she’d been away, where exactly had she been?
 
   She blinked and turned slightly to find Ryan next to her, his hand on her leg, his brow furrowed in concern. 
 
   “Hey. Hey, Elizabeth. Are you okay?”
 
   She gave her head a slight shake, her mind spinning at the sudden change in location. She didn’t recognize the street they drove down, though she prayed they were still in Los Angeles. The buildings on either side of her were all large and industrial and, with the exception of a few sheets of corrugated iron which flapped dangerously in the wind, they seemed to have withstood the worst of the storm so far. The palm trees which so commonly lined the streets of Los Angeles were absent here, and fresh terror burst inside her at the sudden certainty that they’d already reached a different city. If they took her to a place she didn’t know, how would she ever be able to tell her parents or Iona her location?
 
   How was I so stupid as to trust these people? What the hell was I thinking?
 
   But she knew her reasons, and they started with the boy sitting beside her. She’d wanted so desperately to have someone she could confide in, someone who understood her. She’d wanted a friend she didn’t have to constantly feel like she kept such huge secrets from. No matter how close she was—or had been—to Emily and Jasmine, her knowledge of the paranormal world, a world they were so unaware of, would forever act like a wall between them.
 
   Elizabeth caught sight of a sign for the Santa Monica Highway and sighed in relief. At least she was still in the city. Movement, seemingly unrelated to the storm, caught her eye. Something black was moving at a run along the side of the car. An animal? It seemed to be keeping pace with the vehicle, though she guessed they weren’t going particularly fast, due to the constant wind and rain. Even so, the presence of the creature was strange. She’d expect an animal—it looked to be the size of a dog or fox—to want to seek shelter during these conditions. She leaned in closer to the passenger window, cupping her hands around her face and pressing them to the glass to try to get a better look. 
 
   What is that thing?
 
   “Are you okay?” Ryan asked again, keeping his voice low.
 
   She tore her eyes from the window and glared at him.
 
   “What’s going on back there?” Conner demanded.
 
   “Nothing to worry about, Dad,” Ryan called back. He lowered his voice again and leaned in closer to her. “I’m serious. You looked kind of weird just then.”
 
   “I’m fine,” she hissed at him. She realized his hand still rested on her knee and jerked her leg away. “What do you care anyway?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for it to all end up like this. I didn’t know …” His eyes flicked back to the front of the car, where his father was driving and Orla sat in the passenger seat. They were both concentrating on the road, the treacherous conditions commanding their attention. The constant drum of the rain on the metal roof helped to drown out their voices. 
 
   “I trusted you! I thought you were like me?”
 
   The corners of his mouth turned down. “I’m nothing like you.”
 
   She frowned. “What do you mean? Look at you? The strange eyes, the pale skin, the scars you showed me?”
 
   “It’s a simple masking spell,” he told her. “The same spell kept you from learning about me.”
 
   What he said was true. She’d touched Ryan a number of times now, yet she’d picked up nothing about him. Normally, she’d get at least a couple of flashes, even if it wasn’t anything interesting, yet, with him, there’d been nothing. If she hadn’t been so wrapped up in her hopes about him being like her, she probably would have noticed sooner.
 
   “A spell?” she echoed.
 
   He nodded. “Watch.”
 
   He lifted his hand and flattened it, palm toward him, and drew his hand slowly down over his face.
 
   She gasped in surprise. Gone were the pale blue eyes and white skin. Replacing them were eyes the same color as his father’s—a blue-gray—and a more normal, freckled complexion. With his red hair, his new coloring suited him. If she hadn’t been so stunned, she would even have thought he was cute.
 
   “Just a trick,” he said with an apologetic shrug. “A way to get you to trust me.”
 
   She grabbed his wrists and pulled up his sleeves. Where previously there had been faint but visible twisted white lines, now she only saw smooth skin.
 
   The trick had worked. 
 
   “Ugh!” She pushed his arms away in disgust.
 
   His betrayal settled in her gut like something rotten. She’d thought she’d finally found someone she could relate to, someone who understood her life, even if his family and friends were up to no good.
 
   She thought of something else, her whole sense of self spinning in her confusion. “But you described my change and exactly how I felt.”
 
   “It wasn’t hard to figure out.” He shifted in the seat and she sensed at least the deception was making him uncomfortable. “We just wondered what it must be like to start turning into a bloodsucker and made the rest up from there.”
 
   She scowled at him and lowered her voice to a hiss. “You’re not going to get away with whatever messed up thing your dad and his friends are planning.”
 
   He shrugged. “Look around you. It’s already happening.”
 
   “What do you …?” Elizabeth frowned and looked out of the passenger window. Where the creature had been running, now a wave of darkness rushed alongside them, like liquid shadows. She might have put the shadows down to a trick of the light caused by the street lamps and the rain, but there was something strange about them, as if they were too solid. She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again, thinking she’d dispel the weird effect, but the shapes had only taken on more definition. 
 
   More dogs? A whole pack of them?
 
   She could make out what seemed to be arms and legs, like small creatures running alongside them, too many to count. And then one of them turned its face toward her, locked its blood red, hate-filled eyes on hers and opened a mouth full of needle-like teeth in a snarl.
 
   Elizabeth let out a shriek and backed away from the window, inadvertently colliding with Ryan’s legs. His hand closed over hers, but she snatched it away. 
 
   However strange the night was becoming, she refused to take any comfort from the boy who had betrayed her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   With her heart in her throat, Serenity watched Iona’s eyes flicker open. 
 
   For the past fifteen minutes, it had felt like the young woman didn’t even exist in the room. Though they could see her clearly, kneeling in the middle of the living room floor, it had been like watching an inanimate object, or even, God-forbid, a corpse. As soon as Iona had stopped muttering words that Serenity had been unable to understand, she’d fallen completely still and silent. The atmosphere in the room had changed, a tensing of the air molecules around them. Even the two vampires had sensed the change, both falling as motionless as Iona, and Serenity had to shake off the feeling she was surrounded by stone statues.
 
   The minutes had stretched on, time impossibly extended, until Serenity wondered if she’d fallen into whatever state Iona had entered and now waited in a  place where time didn’t change.
 
   Iona gasped and fell forward, her hands on the floor to halt her fall, her hair hanging around her face like a silken sheet of silver.
 
   Serenity hesitated. Her first instinct was to go forward and check she was all right, while the other part of her didn’t want to interrupt whatever process the young sorceress was going through.
 
   But now the sorceress had come back to them, Serenity suddenly became aware of time ticking away, dawn fast approaching. With it would bring Elizabeth’s murder, a possibility Serenity couldn’t let herself think about too hard for fear of fracturing into a thousand shards of pain.
 
   Sebastian made the first move. In a blur of movement, he crouched in front of Iona. He reached out and touched her shoulder. “Iona? Did you see her?”
 
   She lifted her head and nodded. “She was at the Happy Stay Motel on the outskirts of downtown.”
 
   “Was?” he said. “What do you mean, was?”
 
   “They’ve taken her in a car. She doesn’t know where they’re headed.”
 
   Sebastian sprang to his feet and turned to Vincent. “Are you coming?”
 
   The younger vampire squared his shoulders. “Of course.”
 
   A wave of indignant anger rolled over Serenity. “Don’t think for a minute that I’m not coming with you.”
 
   Sebastian turned to her, his green eyes fierce. “You need to stay inside. This storm is only going to get worse, never mind what Conner and his lot might do to you. Besides, you’ll only slow us down.”
 
   “You can carry me,” she said, resolutely. “I’m not going to hang around here while my daughter is in danger.”
 
   Iona got to her feet. “You might need me too. If they use magic on you, you will need my defenses.”
 
   Serenity put her hands on her hips. “And if one of you needs to carry Iona, then the other one might as well carry me.”
 
   The two determined women stood facing off the two vampires.
 
   Sebastian’s shoulders slumped. “Okay, but we need to move now. Every second we’re standing here is another second they’re taking Elizabeth farther from us.”
 
   Iona stepped toward Vincent. “I never thought I’d be doing this again,” she said to the big vampire.
 
   “You and me both,” said Vincent, cocking an eyebrow. He reached out and scooped the young sorceress up against him. With Iona’s wide blue eyes and silver-blonde hair, and his huge bulk and fierce appearance, they made a striking pair. Nevertheless, Serenity didn’t miss the tight-lipped look he gave her and Sebastian as she stepped into his arms. 
 
   Sebastian lowered his forehead to hers, looking deep into her eyes. “Are you ready?” 
 
   She forced a smile, though her heart hurt in bittersweet agony. How good it was to be held against him again, to be gifted with his strength and endless love for her. Her heart ached and she could barely imagine how she had gone for so long without having his arms around her once again. It dawned on her that she never felt safer than when she was in his arms. Even if the situation should leave her terrified, something about his presence made her draw strength from him. 
 
   The part of her that always seemed to be searching for something to complete her had finally grown full. She’d always been so terrified of being forced to need a man again, of becoming trapped in a relationship like she’d been in her past. But she’d proven she could be on her own, that she didn’t need to rely on someone else to survive. Now she understood that she no longer had to need someone, instead he was simply what she wanted.
 
   She nodded against him. “Let’s go get our baby back.”
 
   They stepped out into the night, Vincent and Iona close behind. The moment they moved from the protective shelter of the big house, the wind snatched the air from her lungs. It tore her hair from her face, the rain seeming to drive horizontally, lashing her skin.
 
   Sebastian must have sensed her discomfort, for he reached up with the hand that wasn’t holding her and pressed her face down against his shoulder, sheltering her as though she were a child. For once, she didn’t object, relieved to have some respite from the horrendous conditions.
 
   He set off at a run, heading through the suburbs to get onto the freeway and downtown toward where Elizabeth had last been able to give a description of her location. Serenity kept her face buried, hoping they would reach Elizabeth before the people who’d taken her would be able to move her too far.
 
   But within only a minute, Sebastian slowed to a human walk and she lifted her head to gaze up at him. “What?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Look.”
 
   At his bequest, she turned her face toward the street and gasped. She didn’t want to believe the scene before her. Had they stumbled onto the set of a horror movie? But no, she knew this was real. She’d seen the cause of this chaos before.
 
   They stood in a modest street, white painted, two-story houses with simple yards. The storm had created the expected damage, tiles torn from roofs and shattered on the sidewalk, large branches torn from trees. At the end of the street, a traffic light hung at an angle, the lights—red, amber and green—flickering in no distinct order. Rainwater poured from the roofs of houses, the guttering unable to cope with the deluge. Drains bubbled over with mud and silt. The water flowed down the street, flooding over their feet, soaking through their shoes and reaching ankle height. 
 
   But it wasn’t any of these things that had caught Sebastian’s attention, Serenity realized. Where the streets had been deserted an hour or so earlier, now people ran around the ravaged neighborhood. A woman, her soaked nightgown plastered to her body so it looked like a second layer of skin, ran from her yard. Close behind her, moving silently and smoothly across the ground like a ghost, was one of the tall humanoid demons Serenity had seen in Dominion. The woman, frantic with fear, glanced back over her shoulder and saw the thing still coming. She let out a shriek and continued to run, though she had to fight against the wind and rain to get away. Across the street, an elderly man burst from his home, three of the smaller primate-like demons attached to his arms and shoulders. The man ran out screaming in a pitch a man his age should never have been able to produce, staring at the horrors attached to his limbs as though he was on fire. A teenage boy sat huddled against the side of a car, trying to find shelter while more of the smaller demons surrounded him, staring him down with their blood red eyes, hissing and flashing their maws of needle-sharp teeth. 
 
   Serenity stared around, her eyes wide in dismay. “Oh, my God.”
 
   Vincent and Iona appeared beside them, the same expressions of fear and disbelief on their faces as they surveyed the scene before them. Rain drummed against their skin, the wind snatching their voices as they spoke.
 
   “What the hell are those things?” demanded Vincent, leaning in toward Serenity and Sebastian to be heard.
 
   “They are what we’re trying to stop happening,” said Iona.
 
   Serenity spun to her, having to shout above the storm. “I thought we were trying to stop Elizabeth’s murder?”
 
   “We are,” she shouted back, holding her hair back with one hand so she could see. “But if we fail, this is the world we will all find ourselves living in. The veil between our world and Dominion is almost completely gone now and some of the demons have been able to get through. We must only have a few hours left.”
 
   “We need to find Elizabeth,” said Sebastian. “And we need to do it fast.”
 
   The demons didn’t appear to be paying the small group any particular attention. They needed to remain unnoticed. If the demons decided to focus their attention on the two vampires and women, they would surely slow them down. At least Sebastian still had his strengths here, Serenity reminded herself. When they’d been trapped in Dominion, his strengths had been failing him and he’d struggled to fight back. She hoped if the demons did attack, at least the two vampires at her side would crush them.
 
   Sebastian’s strong arms lifted her again, and she tucked her face against the side of his neck, thankful for the protection and to be able to hide her eyes from the terrifying world around her. The initial jolt of his movement felt like her whole body had snapped back in time, and then the world rushed around her as he ran. She closed her eyes against the wickedly heightened force of the wind and rain and prayed they’d left the demons they’d seen far behind.
 
   His movements drew to a stop once again and she found herself being set back on her feet. She blinked and lifted her arms to shelter her face from the driving rain. They stood in the parking lot of a motel. In front of them, the rundown motel had suffered badly from the storm damage; the sign had toppled from the top of the building and now hung in darkness across the front of the single story building. The rest of the lights were out as well—a power outage she assumed—but she was still able to make out the broken window of one of the rooms.
 
   Elizabeth ...
 
   Sebastian’s nostrils flared. “I can smell her. She was definitely here, but her scent is mixed with the smell of fuel, so she was taken in a car like she told Iona.” He nodded to the west. “They went in that direction.”
 
   “So what are we waiting for?”
 
   “It’s going to be almost impossible to track her with this storm. Individual scents of cars are always hard to distinguish from one another, never mind with this storm going on. The rain will wash away most trace, and whatever is left will be intermingled with whatever water might be running down the street at the same time.”
 
   For once, he turned to Vincent for back up. The other vampire nodded his agreement. “We’d lose them within seconds.”
 
   Serenity turned to Iona. “So what are we going to do?”
 
   The sorceress pulled Elizabeth’s comfort blanket from beneath her shirt. Serenity blinked in surprise, she’d not realized Iona still had hold of it. The wind almost whipped the item from Iona’s grip and she pulled it closer to her body. 
 
   “I can try to make contact with her again. Find out if she’s seen anything else that might alert us to where she is.”
 
   “Come this way,” Serenity said, catching hold of Iona’s hand and tugging her into the shelter of a porch which opened out into the small reception for the motel. The storm probably wouldn’t bother the vampires too much, but Iona was human, however powerful her sorcery might be, and Serenity’s first instinct was to take care of her. 
 
   They stepped in out of the worst of the weather, though the wind still gusted beneath the door and rain hammered against the roof and windows. The place seemed deserted, no sign of the demons or anyone else for that matter, and the reception area was in darkness. But then it was the middle of the night in a storm, most people would either be in bed—though probably too nervous to sleep—or had boarded themselves in. This area wasn’t used to storms of this magnitude and so didn’t have the storm cellars so common in many other parts of the country.
 
   “It should be quicker this time … reaching her, I mean,” said Iona. “I’ve already created that connection with her.”
 
   “Okay, good,” said Serenity, relieved they wouldn’t be standing around in the storm for too long, but also because of the knowledge that with every passing minute, Elizabeth was probably being taken farther and farther away from them.
 
   She tried not to hold her breath in anticipation as Iona knelt on the floor, closed her eyes, and fell into a trance-like state. Serenity’s eyes darted around the forlorn parking lot, every pool of shadows now potentially hiding something she’d thought would never exist in this world. Every movement—pieces of debris lifted by the wind and spun, twirled and skittered across the asphalt—had her catching her breath, her heart leaping in her chest. At least she had Sebastian and Vincent by her side to protect her. But what if the demons were after Elizabeth? Who would protect her baby?
 
   Iona gasped and lifted her head. 
 
   “Well?” Serenity asked, her anxiety too great for her to hold her tongue. “Did you see her? Speak to her?”
 
   Iona nodded, the movement making her sway as if she was disoriented, and Serenity put a hand out to steady her. “She’s fine. Scared, but unhurt.”
 
   “Did she tell you where she was?”              
 
   “She thinks they’re on the Santa Monica Freeway, heading west.”
 
   Thank God, she thought, though the idea of her daughter being frightened made her more furious than anything else she’d ever experienced in her life. When she caught up with the man who had taken her child, she would kill him herself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   The car slowed to a crawl as Conner was forced to negotiate increasing amounts of debris and flooding on the road. The vehicle behind, the one Elizabeth had first been brought to the motel in, followed close, Liam at the wheel with Mary in the passenger seat.
 
   Elizabeth sat in the back seat of the Lincoln with her hands clenched in her lap, her lips pressed together, trying not to cry. She refused to give her captors the satisfaction. Every inch of her body tensed with anger and hatred toward Ryan and Conner, but especially Ryan. She’d never trusted his father, but she’d trusted him. Part of her still wanted to cling to the hope that he was lying to her now about not being half vampire to protect himself somehow. Yet, deep down, she realized that was no more than wishful thinking, praying she hadn’t found herself alone in the world once again.
 
   Frightened of the things occurring outside as much as by the people inside the car, she didn’t want to watch the road go by, but she knew she needed to in case Iona contacted her again. 
 
   She’d been sitting in the car, staring out the window and trying to pretend Ryan wasn’t there, when she’d heard her name called—a woman’s voice. Surprised and confused, she turned her head to find Iona sitting in the seat between herself and Ryan. The young sorceress smiled at her and a wave of relief had washed through her. Elizabeth glanced nervously at Ryan, Conner and Orla, wondering if they’d noticed the vehicle was suddenly one person up.
 
   “Don’t worry, Elizabeth,” Iona said with a smile. “They can’t hear me or hear you speak to me. We’re on a different level than them now. Can’t you feel it?” 
 
   Elizabeth looked around and realized she could. Though she knew she still sat in the back of the car, the scene around her seemed pale in comparison to Iona and the conversation they were having. “Can you see where I am?” she asked in desperation. “Is my dad coming to get me?” 
 
    “I can only see you, Elizabeth, not your surroundings. Your dad and mom are with Vincent and I back at the motel where they’d been keeping you. We can’t follow your trail, the storm is too bad. You need to tell me where you are, where they’re taking you.” 
 
    “I don’t know where they’re taking me. Conner kept talking about me making a blood sacrifice at sunrise. But I don’t know how much of what they told me was the truth—” Her voice broke. “Ryan was lying to me. He told me things …” 
 
   Iona’s warm hand slid over hers and she squeezed it in comfort. “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t upset yourself. You’re right not to believe them, but we can’t worry about that now. Are you able to tell me where you are so we can come and get you?”
 
   She shook her head miserably. “I’m not sure. I’m in the back of Conner’s car and we’re on the freeway.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Err, the Pacific Highway, I think.” She wished she’d been paying more attention, but she’d been too caught up in her fear and anger to think about their route. She turned her head and looked out of the window, hoping to catch sight of a sign to confirm her suspicions, but none appeared on the side of the freeway. Instead, black shapes ran alongside the car, some keeping pace, while others darted off, vanishing into the storm. The sight made her heart beat hard, a lump of fright forming in her throat. She swallowed her fear and forced herself to concentrate, straightening her head and peering through the rain-lashed car windshield. 
 
   There! 
 
   Up ahead, huge metal girders ran across the freeway, holding the green signs to tell drivers where they were headed. Quickly, she read them: Santa Monica, 10 West; San Pedro; and another at a junction reading Exit 14A. She reeled them off to Iona as the car passed beneath.
 
   “Got it,” said Iona. “We’re coming for you.” And with that, the sorceress vanished.
 
   Elizabeth felt herself fall, her consciousness, or her soul perhaps, actually dropping down a level to re-engage with her body. Nervous, she glanced over at Ryan. The atmosphere inside the car hadn’t changed; no one noticed anything had happened.
 
   At least now she had the little nugget of hope tucked away inside of her, wishing for her father to reach her before anything else went wrong. The car had picked up some speed again and was rapidly increasing the distance between them and the sign she’d read to Iona. If they went too far, she worried they wouldn’t be able to find her again. 
 
    In her head, she read off the street signs they passed beneath, trying to commit them to memory. She counted between the junctions … one elephant, two elephant, three elephant … trying to get a solid idea of how much time passed between each landmark.
 
   Rain ran down the highway like a river, the wind creating small waves in the flow. Even though Conner drove slowly, the tires made the water spray up from both sides of the vehicle, the water cascading away from them. On occasion, she felt the car lose traction on the asphalt and they skidded until rubber hit road once more. The vehicle behind kept a decent stopping distance, Liam clearly aware of the hazards.
 
   On the other side of the freeway, she saw another vehicle skewed across the road as though it had been forced to a stop. The driver’s door was open, darkness filling the empty space. But, as she watched—rubbernecking as they passed by—the black took the shape of one of the tall, human-like demons and, together with the driver, seemed to clamber out of the car and onto the road. The demon stood straight, one arm locked around the man’s neck, so it pinned the man’s back against its strange elongated chest. 
 
   Elizabeth clamped a hand over her mouth, a squeal of shock escaping her throat. Her heart thumped so hard it felt like the organ filled the whole of her chest cavity, banging against her ribs. This time, when Ryan took her hand, she found herself squeezing it back in terror. She turned to him, about to ask him if he’d just seen what she had, but she could tell by the way his face was drained of all color and his lower jaw trembled that he had.
 
   What were those things? So far, the creatures had left them alone, but she kept catching their gaze focused on the car, as if they thought something of interest was housed within. Yet they made no move to leap for the vehicle or grab at them. Somehow, the black things seemed to know to stay away, as though they wanted the small group to reach their destination. 
 
   The freeway cleared of debris and other vehicles for a moment, and they started to pick up speed again. Wind buffeted the side of the car as if threatening to push them off the freeway and even Elizabeth felt its force. 
 
   Tall palms intermittently lined the side of the road, bent double under the strength of the gale, the trunks curved, leaves flapping. Branches tore off, dancing and skittering across the asphalt.
 
   “Look out!” Orla screeched, her arm outstretched as she pointed to something through the windshield.
 
   With a moaning crack, one of the palms came crashing down just in front of the vehicle. 
 
   Conner slammed his foot on the brake and Elizabeth flung her arms up in front of her face as she was thrown forward. She expected to hit the back of the seat in front, but instead was held back at the last minute, her body jolting back against her own seat.
 
   The car skidded to a halt, narrowly missing the fallen tree trunk. The vehicle behind also slammed on the brakes in response, skidding across the waterlogged road to stop just short of the fender. 
 
   Her brain took a moment to process what had happened. She realized Ryan’s body was crushed against hers, his face against her hair, his breath warm on her cheek. She took great heaving breaths of panic, his chest moving in time with her own. He had saved her from mashing her face on the seat, she realized. He’d flung himself across her torso, holding her back, pinned against the back seat. 
 
   Awkwardly, Ryan sat up and pulled away from Elizabeth, sliding back into his seat. She didn’t know whether she should bother to say thank you; after all, she was only in this situation because of him. He glanced over and mouthed, “You okay?” but she could only bring herself to shoot him a narrow-eyed glare and give her head a quick shake to show she wasn’t.
 
   “Damn,” spat Conner. Elizabeth noticed his hands clutching the wheel hard enough to turn his knuckles white. 
 
   That had been a near miss. Though tall and elegant when these giants stood upright, now the tree was down, she could see how huge it was, the vastness of its green fronds like a jungle directly in front of them, the trunk thick and solid. If it had landed on the car, they’d have been crushed. 
 
   She couldn’t be certain, but she thought she caught glimpses of small, black creatures hiding within the fronds, causing them to tremble out of sync with the movement caused by the wind.
 
   Pulling himself together, Conner wound down his window, stuck his arm out into the rain, and made circling motion with his hand to the car behind. They couldn’t drive around the tree; it stretched from the edge of the freeway to the dividing barrier. They’d have to go back. The other car reversed, then did a three-point turn so it pointed in the opposite direction. Conner maneuvered his vehicle in the same way and then passed by the other car so it could continue to follow, heading back the way they’d just come.
 
   Oh, God, we’re driving the wrong way down the freeway, Elizabeth thought in alarm. Where the hell were all the traffic cops? What would happen if they met someone head-on? Falling trees might be the least of their worries if they weren’t seen due to driving rain and poor visibility.
 
   Within a few minutes, Conner swung the vehicle, causing Elizabeth to lean to one side so she found herself pressed up against Ryan’s shoulder. He took the exit ramp seemingly without any concern that another car might be coming the other way, but they made it safely off the freeway and onto the road below.
 
    She sighed in relief and pushed away from Ryan. Thank God most people had stayed indoors and the roads were so quiet. She’d felt sure they were about to have a head-on collision. She glanced behind to check if the other car was still following and for any sign of her father. The other car still tailed them, but, otherwise, she remained alone.
 
   The car passed below an overpass. Creatures hid in the darkness, clutching to the concrete crevasses with clawed feet like bats. Elizabeth lifted her face to stare from the passenger window, craning her neck to catch sight of their bright red eyes, which surveyed her in return as the car drove by, heading into the suburbs. This area was faring far less well in the storm. On the upper level of one of the apartments, the front of the building had been torn away, exposing the insides like some kind of bizarre show home. In the distance, she saw a giant crane knocked in half, dangling precariously over the street, swaying every time a fresh gust hit the warped metal. 
 
   Conner drove through the suburbs while staying relatively parallel with the freeway. Elizabeth assumed he was cutting through until he could find another junction to get back onto the freeway, past the point where the palm had come down. If he stayed in these built-up areas, they were bound to get into more trouble. At least on the freeway there was little chance of the side of a building coming down on top of them.
 
    To the north, on the horizon, a power plant exploded in a ball of bright white light. All around them, the wail of sirens rose and fell. Small fires were breaking out all over—the torrential rain and increasingly rising flood waters seeming to do little to put them out. Elizabeth wondered if the Los Angeles River had burst its banks.
 
   The city looked like a disaster zone. 
 
   Conner left the streets and headed back toward the freeway,away from the wrecked houses and apartments. She could see the freeway just up ahead and they passed beneath another smaller flyover, looking for another junction where they could get back on the main road. With jaded eyes, Elizabeth noted the graffiti marked on the concrete pillars which held up the road above and the flooded pockets of wasteland, plastic bottles and torn trash bags floating in the pools.
 
   Something landed on the roof of the car with a thump, the metal caving at the impact. Elizabeth squealed as the change in weight caused Conner to lose control of the car and it skidded across the road, sliding on the water. She managed to glance over her shoulder just in time to see the car containing Liam and Mary do exactly the same thing, but this time she understood the reason why. A huge shape was mounted on top of the car roof. The shape didn’t stagger or fall, but remained crouched as the car spun on the wet road. A demon! she thought in alarm. Then it turned to face her, pale features visible in the darkness, and her heart leapt.
 
   Vincent!
 
   And if he was on top of the vehicle behind them, she could only guess the weight on top of their car was her father.
 
   They’d come for her!
 
   The car was still moving, sliding across the road in an uncontrollable spin. Elizabeth screamed as she caught sight of someone in the road, directly in the path of the moving vehicle. The young woman’s hair flowed out behind her in the wind.
 
   Iona!
 
   For the briefest of moments, Elizabeth wondered if what she was seeing was real or another apparition, a figment of her imagination, but she didn’t have any time to give the possibility any more consideration. 
 
   The sorceress remained unflinching as the car mowed down on her. Elizabeth felt sure it would hit her. Iona held her ground, her hand stretched out, the palm directed toward them. The car seemed to hit some kind of wall and spun away, snapping Elizabeth’s head back on her shoulders. It crashed into a fence surrounding the small patch of wasteland and came to a sudden stop. She had the briefest of moments to catch her breath, her whole body trembling, but then the car behind smashed into them, throwing her forward. This time, Ryan didn’t have time to save her. Her face hit the back of the seat in front and something deep inside her head crunched. She tasted blood in the back of her throat, a bloom of pain spreading from the center of her face, right through her head.
 
   Dazed, she sat back up, blinking against the stars in front of her eyes. Her head seemed to spin in a slow circle, though she felt sure she sat still. 
 
   Beside her, the door was yanked open, a fresh gust of freezing wind smacking her in the face like a bucket of cold water. She gasped and blinked, her vision starting to return. A blob filled the open doorway, yet she couldn’t make out who or what it was.
 
   “Elizabeth!” 
 
   She’d recognize her mom’s voice anywhere, the sound lifting her heart. The shape was blurry in front of her and she reached up and wiped her eyes. She pulled her hand away to find her vision had cleared a little. Blood smeared the back of her hand from where she must have wiped the substance out of her eyes. 
 
   My nose must be pretty banged up. 
 
   The thought seemed distant, unattached to her somehow. Arms reached in and started to pull her from the car. Automatically, she fought back at them. 
 
   “Elizabeth, stop it!” her mom’s voice said. 
 
   Elizabeth blinked again and realized who had hold of her. “Mom?”
 
   Why hadn’t she remembered that? She’d known her mom was there. My dad, Vincent and Iona are here too, she reminded herself. The shock of the crash and hitting her face seemed to have gotten all her wires tangled. 
 
   She took her mother’s hand, and as she did so, the driver’s door wrenched open and Sebastian’s face appeared in the gap. Conner was simultaneously trying to fumble with his seatbelt while he lunged for something in the glove compartment. He managed to pop the compartment open, but didn’t get any further. Without even glancing back at Elizabeth, Sebastian grabbed Conner and tore him from the vehicle, the seatbelt snapping with a riiiip. Conner yelled in fear and pain as he was dragged out into the storm by the furious vampire.
 
   Still sitting in the passenger seat, Orla put a hand out in front of her, palm facing Sebastian and yelled a number of words Elizabeth didn’t understand. As though repelled by invisible hands, Sebastian was flung from Conner, landing on the edge of the road. He snarled and leaped back to his feet in a blur, but when he launched again, he hit a barrier none of them could see. 
 
   Iona came striding down the road toward them, her hair tearing from her face as though she stood in a wind tunnel.
 
   “It’s an anti-vampire spell,” she yelled. “I need to undo it.” Before she got the chance, shapes of darkness flooded toward them from all direction, some scampering and climbing, dropping from the overpass, others walking upright with smooth, ghost-like movements.
 
   Iona stared around, her eyes wide. “Oh, no.” She ducked her head, her lips moving as she muttered words, her hands held out either side of her. When she lifted her head once again, the demons had stopped moving any closer, but stood their ground. Some gibbered and snarled while others watched silently through their blood red eyes.
 
   Vincent had so far been more successful. He held Liam by the throat in one hand, Mary in the other. Orla turned to him, lifted her other hand and repeated the words she’d spoken before. With a roar, he was forced away from them, his hands springing from around their necks like a vise snapping open. He skidded backward, his heels dragging against the ground before he sprawled on the asphalt.
 
   Elizabeth felt herself being hurried away from the chaos, her mother’s arms wrapped around her body. They couldn’t get far, the ring of demons surrounding them preventing them from escaping. Elizabeth didn’t want to get any closer to the terrifying creatures, but her mom must have decided Conner and his people presented them with the most danger. 
 
   Suddenly, a low rumble, like a giant train approaching from the distance, started beneath their feet. The sound grew louder. 
 
   “What the hell is—” Serenity started to say.               
 
   The ground began to move beneath Elizabeth’s feet, rocking back and forth as if she was standing on moving plates.
 
   “Earthquake!” someone yelled, though Elizabeth was unsure who.
 
   They were reduced to trying to keep their balance as best they could. The car creaked, the shriek of bending and shearing metal coming from all around them. Debris appeared to drop from the sky, concrete shattering on the road. The sound of earth cracking came from deep beneath their feet and Elizabeth lost her balance, falling to the ground and pulling her mother down with her. The two clutched at each other, unable to do anything except pray the ground wouldn’t open up beneath them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian rose to a crouch, finding his balance despite the whole world seeming to shudder around him. He glanced over his shoulder to where Serenity held Elizabeth, huddled together on the ground. Blood smeared their daughter’s face, right below her nose and across her upper lip. Where she must have gotten hurt when the car crashed into the fence, he assumed. The sight created a cauldron of anger bubbling up inside his chest. She and Serenity wore matching expressions, their identical dark eyes wide with fear and confusion as they clutched each other. There was nowhere for them to run. 
 
   He wanted to go to them, to offer them comfort, but he needed to get this thing finished. From above their heads, the storm attacked them, and beneath their feet, the ground bucked and shook. Surrounding them, the circle of demons seemed unfazed by the shaking earth, though Iona’s spell still held them back. 
 
   Sebastian wondered how long her strengths would last. He felt sure Conner had some connection to the demons surrounding them now. If he was able to kill him, he had a feeling the demons would vanish as well.
 
   The earth trembling must have caused Conner’s witch to lose focus on her spell. He’d come across such a spell before—or at least something similar—all those years ago in the desert, but for now, he sensed the invisible structure in the atmosphere that prevented his reaching Conner and his clan loosen. While he didn’t want to harm a woman, she was clearly the strongest of the group and he needed to stop the magic preventing him from reaching the man who had taken Elizabeth. It might be the only chance he’d get. 
 
   He centered his strength and energy at his core. He fixed his gaze on the woman and sprang, surging through the air, once again going in for the attack. 
 
   He landed on top of the skinny witch, knocking her to the ground with ease. He reached out and locked his hand around her throat. She twisted her head  from one side to the other, not only trying to get away from him, but to prevent herself from drowning in the torrential rain falling from the sky. 
 
   A woman … He didn’t want to hurt a woman. 
 
   She took advantage of his hesitation.              
 
   The witch lifted her clenched fist. “Exardescet sicut sol!” she screamed, though her words were strangled by his fingers still locked around her throat. Then she opened her hand. 
 
   A light burst from it, as though she held a ball of fire in her palm. Burn like the sun. Sebastian roared in pain. The side of his face closest to the light began to smolder and crinkle. Even the cool rain belting against his skin did nothing to soothe the burning. His grip around her throat loosened.
 
   The woman hawked as if clearing her throat and spat in his face. The glob of mucus hit the cheek that wasn’t burning and he yelled in fury, lifting his free hand to wipe the spit away.
 
   The witch wrenched herself away from his grip and started to scrabble backward, unable to get to her feet because of the shaking earth. “You’ll never beat me,” she screeched back at him, madness in her eyes.  “I’ll kill you and your little bitch child!”
 
   That did it. 
 
   Ignoring the searing pain in his face, he leaped at her. She turned to try to get to her feet and run, but he grabbed her by the ankle and dragged her back toward him. She clawed at the ground, her nails splitting and tearing, leaving bloodied streaks on the asphalt.
 
   Sebastian knelt over her and, learning from his mistake, didn’t hesitate. 
 
   The ground continued its tremors, and he used all of his balance to stay upright and hold the woman down. His eyes burning, his fangs exposed, he ducked down until his lips met with warm flesh. He didn’t act with the gentle elegance of feeding. Instead, he sank his fangs deep into her jugular and yanked his head back, tearing out her throat. 
 
   The woman’s eyes went wide for the briefest of moments and he realized the way her body shuddered and jerked beneath him no longer had anything to do with the earthquake. Blood spurted into the air and splattered on the sidewalk, only to be washed away within seconds. Her eyes softened, her head falling to one side. She was gone. 
 
   He lifted his head, his sharp eyes searching out Conner, who appeared to have crawled back inside his vehicle. He almost wanted to laugh. If the man thought a simple car would protect him, he was going to be sorry. Sebastian’s fury at what these people were putting his family through made him want to slaughter each and every one of them. His bloodlust had also taken hold, the metallic tang and heat of the witch’s blood filling his mouth.
 
   Close by, Vincent jumped back to his feet and launched himself again at the man who had been driving the other car. The small chain link fence the cars had careened into had been warped further by the earth tremors, the short metal posts spat from the ground. Seeing the blur of Vincent coming, the man scrabbled behind him, reaching for something.
 
   Sebastian saw it all happening as if in slow motion. Vincent was unable to change his trajectory, his body weight and gravity propelling him forward. Sebastian opened his mouth to yell a warning, but he was too late.
 
    As the younger vampire flew through the air, the man lifted the metal post from the broken fence and thrust it forward. Vincent’s expression changed as he realized what was about to happen, his snarl morphing into an open-mouthed ‘O’ of shock. But the vampire could do nothing to change direction, heading directly to land on top of what he’d thought would be his victim. 
 
   The man held the post strong even as the vampire’s huge body dropping toward him must have blocked his vision, and he drove the post deep into Vincent’s chest, right into the point above his heart. Sebastian looked on in dismay as the piece of metal, coated in blood, protruded from Vincent’s back, right between his shoulder blades.
 
   “Vincent!” Serenity’s scream echoed through the night.
 
   The big vampire turned his face in the direction of Serenity’s cry. He reached toward her, as if silently begging for either help or comfort. What looked like threads of black fungi rapidly spread across his porcelain skin. Then he crumbled to black dust, the metal post that had been protruding from his body falling to the ground with a clang. The substance quickly washed away in a sluice of dirt by the rain and water that flowed down the street.
 
   “No!” Serenity cried, her voice breaking in a sob.
 
   Sebastian roared at the swirling storm above their heads. As much as he hadn’t been a fan of Vincent’s, he never wanted them to lose one of their own. And that was what Vincent had become, he realized. A part of their family in a strange way. The other vampire had watched over Serenity and Elizabeth when he’d been unable to. 
 
   Sebastian didn’t have time to offer Serenity condolences for her loss. He turned his head to survey the rest of the scene around him. With the attention diverted from him, Conner had taken the opportunity to climb from the car. Sebastian saw the thing clutched in his grip, the reason, he now understood, Conner had wanted to get back in the vehicle. His eyes darted back to where Elizabeth and Serenity still held each other on the ground, Serenity crying into Elizabeth’s hair. He had little fear for himself, but the gun Conner now held could end his family’s lives. 
 
   “Don’t move, vampire!” Conner shouted, keeping the gun trained on Serenity and Elizabeth. He edged toward them, the rain plastering his red hair to his forehead. Serenity lifted her face from Elizabeth, her cheeks streaked with tears that the rain quickly rinsed away. She caught sight of the gun and gasped, clutching her daughter closer.
 
   Sebastian hesitated, weighing his options. The man who had killed Vincent must have thought his luck was in, for he snatched up the metal post and ran at Sebastian with a primal yell. The man had no way of knowing that Sebastian was two hundred years older than Vincent. Sebastian spun on his heels to meet him and snatched the post from his hands as easily as if he were taking a stick from a child. He threw the post away and reached out, grabbed the man’s neck and hurled him to the ground. The man stared up at him, finally recognizing Sebastian’s superior strength, and scrambled to his feet before turning and running to the big Lincoln Conner had been driving. 
 
   The woman he’d been in the car with screamed like a warrior, loud and shrill, before running forward and snatching up the post Sebastian had thrown away. Sebastian growled in fury. He didn’t need this right now, not when Conner had used the distraction to slip past him and reach Serenity and Elizabeth. With ease, he swung his fist, catching the woman under the jaw, her head snapping back. The post glanced painlessly off his shoulder and the woman fell to the ground, unconscious. 
 
   “Dad!” Elizabeth screamed. 
 
   Conner grabbed Elizabeth by the arm and hauled her to her feet. He held the barrel of the gun to Serenity’s head, knowing neither of them would risk the other by trying to get away.
 
   “Get in the car,” he told them, dragging them toward the vehicle. Its rear end was crumpled, but otherwise the car was still drivable. 
 
   Both dark sets of eyes were focused on Sebastian’s face, begging him for help. The sight tore his heart in two.
 
   Could he risk trying to snatch them away? He was fast, but was he faster than a bullet? He glanced over to Iona who stood with both hands outstretched, still battling the wall of darkness surrounding them. He could just make out a blue light emitting from her palms—a protective spell, he realized, to keep away the demons. He would be getting no help from that direction; she clearly had her hands full. 
 
   The boy, Ryan, stood by the car, looking out of his depth, as though he wanted to run, but didn’t know in which direction to head. Could I get to Ryan? Sebastian wondered. Perhaps he could hold the boy hostage in return before Conner got the chance to shoot. Would the threat of his son’s death be enough to stop him? Somehow, Sebastian doubted it. Even if it was, Conner held two versus his one. He might easily kill one of them in return—Serenity, he suspected—and still manage to leave with Elizabeth.
 
   Sebastian growled in frustration, clenching his fists tight by his side. 
 
   Conner pushed Serenity and Elizabeth into the back of the car where the other man already sat, and then climbed into the driver’s seat. Ryan shot Sebastian a look he didn’t quite understand, before running around the vehicle to climb in the passenger side. 
 
   He couldn’t let them leave like this. Couldn’t let Conner drive off with his family to take them to their deaths!
 
   With a yell of fury, he centered his strength and leapt for the car. The muzzle of the gun flashed, heat and light blasting in his vision. A fist seemed to punch him from the air, white hot agony blooming in his chest and stomach. He hit the ground with a crash, skidding across the asphalt on his back.
 
   I’ve been shot. The son of a bitch shot me.              
 
   Sebastian lifted his head to see the Lincoln swing around, water and mud spraying up from beneath its wheels. But Conner wasn’t done. 
 
   Iona was still struggling to hold off the wave of demons, the strain showing on her face. She was standing just beneath where the small overpass crossed overhead. Conner leaned out of the open car window, pointed a finger at the concrete and shouted something. 
 
   A shower of sparks exploded above them as a fork of lightning fractured the sky. A deep tearing sound came, much like the one right before the earthquake, only this time from above.
 
   With a screech of tires, Conner pulled away, taking Serenity and Elizabeth with him in the car. The surrounding demons parted like an ocean to allow them to pass. 
 
   Sebastian clutched the holes in his chest and stomach, the blood flow and pain already starting to subside as his body began to heal itself, but he didn’t have time to think about his own injuries. The deep tearing sound increased above Iona’s head, but she seemed so involved in the spell currently holding the demons back that she hadn’t noticed something was wrong.
 
   He glanced at the car now speeding away and staggered to his feet. He tried to put on a burst of speed, but while he was injured, his body wouldn’t comply, needing to put all of his energy into healing the wounds. The cracking sound came again and a line in the concrete appeared and grew, snaking its way through the overpass right above the sorceress’ head.
 
   “Iona!” he yelled, unable to run to her. “Look out.”
 
   His voice seemed to bring her around and she glanced toward him. The moment she did so, she lost control of the demons. They streamed past in a river of darkness, running over him and through him like ghosts. He lifted his arms to defend himself, but as quickly as they’d arrived, they vanished. He felt as though he’d just walked through a cold fog, the sensation clinging to his skin like grease, making him want to scrub himself clean. A torrent of demons followed the vehicle containing Elizabeth and Serenity. 
 
   They don’t have the same power here as in Dominion, he realized. They didn’t have the same strength or solidity. As yet, they weren’t real enough in this world to have much of an effect on it, unlike when he’d faced them in the other place. Though some of them must; after all, he’d seen them drag men and women from their homes. Or, at least, that was what he thought he’d seen, but perhaps that was simply what it had looked like—the victims moving out of fright and panic rather than from the force of the demons. How long that would last, though, he didn’t know. He suspected if Conner got his way and killed Elizabeth, forever shattering the veil between their two worlds, it wouldn’t stay this way for long.
 
   The crack above Iona widened. He shouted again, staggered toward her. 
 
   “Move! Get out of the way!” 
 
   Whatever energy she’d used in the spell seemed to have left her confused, and she just stood there, staring up at the bottom of the overpass.
 
   The bullet wounds had finally healed enough to allow him to move. With a final attempt at a burst of strength, he launched himself at her, just as a huge chunk of concrete separated from the bottom of the overpass. He caught her around the waist, pulling her backward, but he was not quick enough. The concrete fell and something tugged him back, Iona’s scream of agony halting him in his tracks.
 
   “No!” he roared in fury.
 
   The lower half of her leg, from the knee down, was trapped beneath the huge slab.
 
   His bullet wounds had healed now, his strength starting to fully return. He glanced in the direction the car had gone, then looked back to her. It was one of the hardest decisions of his life. While every part of him wanted to go after Serenity and Elizabeth, he couldn’t leave Iona lying there, helpless and in pain, knowing the demons were around. 
 
   With a growl, Sebastian bent down, slid his hands beneath the heavy slab of concrete and flung it from her body. It landed with an enormous crash, shattering into numerous pieces. 
 
   Iona lay looking small and helpless on the ground. Her leg was twisted at an unnatural angle, her face contorted with pain. A shard of bone poked from where her jeans were torn, blood soaking into the denim. The sight of the blood stirred that coil of primal darkness at his core and he felt his face change, his fangs lengthen. He turned his face away for a moment, forcing those urges away. The last thing he ever wanted to do was feed from an injured girl. The desire for blood faded and he turned back to her.
 
   “Here, drink this.” He lowered his face to bite his wrist, intending on feeding her his blood to heal her, but she caught his wrist in a painfully hard grip for one so young.
 
   “No.” She shook her head vehemently. “I can’t have vampire blood. If I take it, I will lose all my powers. It’s like going over to the dark side.”
 
   “But your leg …?”
 
   “It will heal in time, with a combination of magic and medicine. But I won’t take your blood.”
 
   He glanced again in the direction Conner had left with Serenity and Elizabeth.
 
   “Go,” she urged him. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “No, I can’t leave you here like this.”
 
   She nodded to the abandoned car. “Lay me on the back seat. I’ll be fine there. You can come back for me after you’ve saved them.”
 
   “You don’t know you’ll be fine.” But he was torn. He wanted nothing more than to go after his family.
 
   “I’m not just some girl,” she said. “I can protect myself.”
 
   “You didn’t do a great job of that just now.” 
 
   She managed to utter a weak laugh, though her face was drained of blood because of the pain. “No, I guess not. Nature caught me out.”
 
   “I don’t think that had anything to do with nature. That was all Conner’s doing.”
 
   He scowled, turning his face up to the portentous sky.
 
   “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Just get me to the car and then go get your family back.”
 
   “What about her?” he said, lifting his chin in the direction of the woman still unconscious on the ground.
 
   “Don’t worry about her. I can take care of her if she regains consciousness.”
 
   As carefully as he could manage, he scooped Iona into his arms. She grimaced, clutched a scream of pain in the back of her throat. He found himself admiring her for that. He carried her to the abandoned old Suburban and settled her in the back seat.
 
   “Go!” She waved him away. “Now, before it’s too late.”
 
   He had no choice but to leave her, promising himself he’d come back for her as soon as it was possible. He glanced at the spot where Vincent had been killed, not even a black smear left on the sidewalk to mark where the vampire had died. He felt bad for Serenity, knowing they were close and that she would probably blame herself for the vampire’s death. 
 
   Sebastian turned in the direction he’d last seen the car heading and ran.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The sound of shots being fired made Elizabeth scream, and she clutched her hands over her ears. The gunfire had been so loud she was filled with the panic that it had been her or her mom who’d been shot. But as they drove away, she saw Sebastian lying on the ground, bright red blooming across the white of his shirt. She didn’t have time to find out if her dad was okay. Conner sped from the scene, staying on the road, his head craned to peer out of the windshield. 
 
   He’ll be all right, she told herself. Bullets can’t hurt him; they’d just slow him down. 
 
   “Here, take this,” Conner said to Liam, who sat in the back seat with Elizabeth and Serenity. He passed the other man the gun, never taking his eyes off the road. “If either the girl or her mother tries to make a move, put a bullet in their heads.”
 
   Liam grinned and took the weapon willingly, placing the gun against Serenity’s temple. Her mom’s whole body stiffened beside her, her jaw clenched tight, her hands balled into fists.
 
   Seeing her mom sitting there with the cold metal barrel of a gun pressed against the side of her head was one of the most terrifying things Elizabeth had ever been forced to witness. She couldn’t stand the idea of something happening to her mom. It scared her more than the thought of her own death. When she’d been little, she’d experienced a time when her mom hadn’t been around, a time when a bad man had taken her. The memories were dim now, but she still remembered how she’d constantly felt as if a part of her was missing. 
 
   Now, Conner drove through Los Angeles, heading toward their deaths. 
 
   She tried her best not to cry, wanting to be strong, yet the image of what would happen if Liam pulled the trigger—how the force of the gunshot would explode out the other side, covering her in her mother’s blood—kept showing itself in her head.
 
   Blood.              
 
   Uh-oh. 
 
   A now familiar sensation of energy began to build in her muscles, focusing her mind. A red haze descended over her vision. She turned her face to the window, her hand at her mouth, feeling the changes coming over her features. She curled her tongue, making contact with the teeth which were now growing sharper. Her jaw seemed to thicken so that her bite would exert the power of a vise. Her skin grew cooler beneath her fingertips. Her leg began to bounce up and down, the burning energy in her entire body seeking a way out. 
 
   Her heart raced in alarm. What if I can’t control this? What if Liam saw her change and just decided to shoot her, or shoot her mom? They weren’t going to sit here with a vampire in the car, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to sit surrounded by the pulse and heartbeat of living, breathing humans. Even my mom’s, she realized, swallowing hard. She could sense her mother’s blood as well as all the others, though it was tinged with a slightly different scent, a tang that wasn’t present in the others. The explanation for the difference dawned on her. It was the vampire’s blood Serenity took each month—her father’s blood. 
 
   The energy continued to grow, an overwhelming burning in her muscles she was starting to lose control of. Her leg had stopped bouncing and now seemed to vibrate of its own accord, and she sensed her mom shoot her an anxious glance. 
 
   She looked over her shoulder, through the rear window. The demons were following them, a flow of darkness that one moment was a solid stream of black, and then the next, one of two would break free, scampering up walls or leaping over stalled cars and debris, before rejoining the pack. 
 
   Why are they following? What did they want from them?
 
   Elizabeth gritted her teeth as another wave of what … hunger? ... rolled over her. A vast chasm at her core seemed to open up, as if someone had reached in and scooped out her insides. She knew there was only one thing that would stop the awful sensation, one thing that would fill her until she felt whole again. 
 
   Blood. 
 
   She clenched her fists tight, trying to keep control. 
 
   But what if she couldn’t?
 
   She risked a glance toward her mother, praying Serenity wouldn’t catch sight of her face. She could tell from the way her eyes burned that they’d probably changed color like her father’s when he got angry or emotional. From the shape of her face and teeth beneath her hand, she guessed she probably looked different too.
 
   Her mom didn’t glance over and Elizabeth got the chance to take in the position of the man with the gun. Her mom sat forward, her elbows on her knees, almost leaning between the two seats in front. The man leaned back, his body turned slightly toward Serenity as he held the gun to her head. The position meant Elizabeth had direct access to the man’s throat.
 
   Anger bubbled up inside her. At the thought of her father being shot, at Vincent’s death when he’d only been trying to help her, at their kidnapping now, a snarl escaped from between her lips.
 
   In alarm, she clamped a hand to her mouth, certain she would have been heard. The steady drum of rain against the roof of the car, the spray of water beneath the wheels and the occasional roll and crack of thunder managed to mask the sound. She turned her face toward the car window, praying no one would notice the changes she knew had come upon her features, but she sensed her mother’s anxious gaze darting over to her. Her mom’s hand reached out to hers and laced through her fingers.  
 
   As soon as her mom touched her hand, Serenity’s fears penetrated her mind as though they were her own—the cold circle of metal pressed against her temple, her terror for what might be laying ahead of them, her worry for Sebastian, shot and injured, and her sorrow for Vincent, gone forever. Though Serenity was scared for her own life, the main reason for her fear was that if she died, she would be leaving Elizabeth alone at the hands of Conner. 
 
   Even with a gun pressed to her head, Serenity still thought of her daughter first. This realization felt like a door opening in Elizabeth’s head, an awareness of her mother’s love for her like she’d never known before.
 
   Elizabeth couldn’t control her change much longer. The heartbeat of those surrounding her seemed to fill her entire being, the steady beats growing louder and louder until her veins seemed to throb with the sensation. She would need to attack soon, to sink her rapidly elongating fangs into soft skin and release the thick, hot fluid below. It was the only way she’d feel better—ironically, feel human—again. 
 
   If she had to lose control, she’d at least do it with a plan. However much she wanted to, she couldn’t just leap over the seat and tear out Conner’s throat. It was too much of a risk. There was a chance Liam would turn his gun on her. The possibility didn’t frighten her … well, maybe a little … but what she didn’t want to happen was for him to just pull the trigger and blow her mom’s head off. In this confined space, there was no way of knowing what might happen.
 
   No, she needed to take out the guy with the gun. With him out of the equation, perhaps she and her mom could then jump to safety from the back door before Conner even realized what was happening.
 
   She risked a quick glance, a snap of her head to assess the situation, a movement the others probably wouldn’t have even noticed. Her mom was still leaning forward slightly, allowing a gap between the back seat and herself, creating a space she could get through to take Liam out.
 
   “Look at the color of the sky,” said Conner to Liam and Ryan. “Morning is coming. We need to be there, ready at the exact moment of sunrise.”
 
   “We will be,” Liam reassured him. 
 
   She only had seconds. She needed to do it now.
 
   With a snarl, she threw herself across the back seat, shoving Serenity out of the way in her effort to reach Liam and keep her mom safe from the barrel of the gun. The man barely had the chance to react before Elizabeth sank her teeth into his soft throat. Blood flowed, coppery and warm, and the flesh seemed to come away in her mouth as easily as sinking her teeth into butter. Blood spurted into the back of her throat and she couldn’t stop herself from swallowing, the liquid warmth spreading through her limbs, intensifying every emotion and sensation coursing through her body. Her mom’s shrieks echoed in her head, but, instinctively, she grabbed the hand holding the gun, wrenching it away from Serenity. She’d thought the man’s fingers might tighten on the trigger in his death throes, but instead, the weapon simply fell from his fingers and clattered into the foot well. 
 
   It all happened so fast … so fast.
 
   Conner realized something was wrong and twisted around while still driving, the car careening wildly across the road. Elizabeth didn’t want to give him the chance to pull over. Reaching out, she swung open the passenger door on her side. The wind caught it, and almost slammed it shut again, but Elizabeth slid down across the seat and gave it a kick to keep it open. Wind and rain gusted in with equal force.
 
   She grabbed her mother by the shoulders.
 
   “Sorry, Mom,” she yelled, and lifted Serenity, throwing her over her lap and out of the car.
 
   Elizabeth barely had the chance to catch the expression of shock on her mother’s face as she flew out of the car door. She prayed her mom wouldn’t be hurt too badly. She tensed her body, her eyes skimming the road still passing beneath them, about to spring after her, but Conner turned around in his seat while simultaneously trying to keep control of the car, reached a hand out toward her and shouted, “Tenere eam!”
 
   Instantly, something hit her chest and torso, like a giant spider web had been flung at her, pinning her to the back seat. “No!” she screamed.
 
   Though Liam’s blood burned in her veins, the sense of energy that had been coursing through her body began to fade. She struggled against her invisible bonds, but was unable to move.
 
   Conner slowed the car enough to open his own door, reach back, and slam shut the passenger door Elizabeth had opened.
 
   “What about her mother?” asked Ryan, his face drained of color. “Shouldn’t we go back and get her?” He twisted around in his seat to take in the sight of the blood-soaked back seat and Liam’s body slouched, lifeless, against the passenger door. At the spectacle, he grew even paler and Elizabeth at least took some pleasure in watching his reaction. She hoped they wouldn’t go back for her mom. Or if they did, she willed for Serenity to have gotten away.
 
   Conner shook his head. “It’s going to be morning soon, we’ll leave her. We don’t need the mother anyway. Killing the girl is the only thing we need.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity barely had time to process what had happened. One moment, she’d been sitting in the back seat with a gun pressed to her head. The next, everything had gone crazy and she’d been surrounded by a whirlwind of blood and violence. Seconds after, she’d found herself out of the car, flying through the air.
 
   She hit the road, pain shooting through her hip and shoulder, her face grazing the asphalt as she slid to a rest. Rain pelted the other side of her face, cold and somehow quenching. For a moment, she lay still, unable to comprehend the events of the last minute. Had that pale-faced, vicious creature really been her sweet daughter? She knew it had, but her brain was struggling to put the two images together. Though she’d previously seen Elizabeth just after she’d fed—when she’d been coming down from her change—she’d looked different, but not terrifying. The creature that had shoved her out of the way and attacked Liam had been like a little monster, something out of a horror movie. 
 
   Serenity forced herself to a sitting position, her body screaming in pain, her heart beating so fast she thought it might explode. She stared down the street, in the same direction the vehicle containing her daughter had headed. 
 
   Oh, Elizabeth ...               
 
   What would be happening inside the car now? Would Elizabeth attack Conner? Would she end up hurt? Even though the girl that had attacked Liam had been ferocious and somehow even more terrifying because she was still only a child, right before Elizabeth pushed her from the moving car, she’d caught a glimpse of her daughter begin to return.
 
   Only the thought of her child being hurt made her struggle to her feet, fresh pain speared up through her leg, shoulder and ribs. She couldn’t stop a cry of agony escaping her lips and she clutched her side, tears welling in her eyes. She must have broken something, the right side of her torso felt too loose, as if a part of her was missing, but she didn’t have the luxury to think about that now. Whatever Elizabeth was, she was still her daughter and she was in terrible danger. She needed to find her before Conner carried out his horrific plan.
 
   She struggled to put one foot in front of the other, battling the wind and rain. Debris blew along the street—a black trash bag, torn branches, a crumpled umbrella with the metal spoke protruding dangerously—but the storm didn’t seem as bad as before. She glanced up at the sky. The black whirlpool of cloud still swirled above the city, but she could make out where it ended and the sky had lightened to an indigo blue. Conner had been right. Morning was coming.
 
   Not knowing what else to do, she began to stagger down the road in the direction she’d last seen the car containing her daughter heading. Every step brought with it a fresh stab of pain, as if someone held a knife in her ribs. Even her breathing caused her pain and she choked and coughed, the agony of the coughing making the world darken at the edges. A bubble of something burst from between her lips and she lifted her hand to her mouth. When she brought it away, her fingers were tipped with blood.              
 
   Serenity knew what the blood meant—a rib must have pierced one of her lungs. But she couldn’t allow herself to stop. She needed to reach Elizabeth and she’d do so dying if she had to.
 
    
 
   The scent of Serenity’s blood was on the night’s air.
 
   Oh, no.
 
   Sebastian could feel the pull of dawn’s arrival like hands tugging on his shoulders, his body wanting to take him to a place of safety. But this time, he couldn’t give in to the control of the earth’s cycles. He needed to fight what was one of his most basic instincts—to hide from the sun—and find his family first. The possibility of waiting this thing out until nightfall came again was simply not an option. 
 
   Helping Iona had already allowed Conner to get ahead of him. Plus, the trace of the car was difficult to follow, though at least not impossible thanks to the empty roads and the fact that the storm seemed to be losing some of its force. He used the faint tang of fuel on the saturated asphalt and heat the tires had created combined with his sense of where Serenity was in the world to chase the car down.
 
   The wounds in his stomach and chest had knitted over, leaving just faint indents in his skin, one right between his abdominals and another between his ribs. The pain was now only a dull ache and something easily ignored.
 
   With his full strength returned, he raced down the street. He was focused on two things: reaching his family and tearing Conner from limb to limb. His anger was like a red haze in front of his eyes, making him want to lash out at anything that might get in his way. Part of him even wanted someone to challenge him, just to allow him to unleash his fury. The weather and the dark whirlpool of clouds above his head seemed to mirror his emotions. The objects flying toward him, whipped up by the wind—a trashcan, a piece of fence, a child’s red plastic chair—meant nothing to him and he simply batted them away as he ran, lifting them and throwing them to one side with a roar. The rain tried to blind him, the wind lift him from his feet, but nothing would remove him from his goal.
 
   Serenity, where are you?
 
   The scent of her blood on the wind grew stronger now, carried on its planes like temptation and terror all rolled into one. No other scent could carry such a contrast of desires for him. While every inch of what made him a vampire screamed “Drink, drink, drink,” deep down, he was petrified that the presence of her blood might mean she was already dead.
 
   No, not dead. The scent still burst with life. Plus, she was moving, he could tell by the way her position changed in the wind. She might be hurt, and he prayed not badly, but she was definitely still alive.
 
   Where is Conner taking them?
 
   Then he caught sight of her ahead of him, moving down the street. Her arm was lifted to try to cover her face from the onslaught of wind, rain and flying debris. He sensed her pain and saw how she dragged her right leg, the scent of her blood growing stronger still.
 
   Putting on a final burst of speed, he came to a stop directly in front of her. She let out a scream and backed away, her dark eyes wide. Then she must have realized who blocked her path. She sagged with relief. “Oh, God, Sebastian!”
 
   What was she doing here alone? Where was Elizabeth?
 
   He saw the blood on her face, how pale her skin was, recognized the agony in her eyes. She was badly hurt, yet had still tried to keep going. Her love for their daughter made his heart break in two. Not only did he refuse to lose Elizabeth, he refused to allow Serenity to go through the agony of losing her daughter as well. 
 
   He reached out and caught her before she could fall, but she pushed him away. “No, no. Leave me. I’m fine. You need to get Elizabeth. Conner is going to kill her!”
 
   When she spoke, he heard a rattling coming from deep within her chest. The sound worried him. He held her away from him slightly so he could assess her injuries. The scent of her blood flowed over him, and he felt his fangs lengthen, his face harden. The whole side of her face was scraped raw, as if someone had taken a grater from her temple down to her jaw. The rain water meant the wound hadn’t even started to clot and the blood flowed freely down over her jaw and throat, soaking into the collar of her shirt.
 
   He swallowed hard and glanced away quickly, trying to force himself not to think about the blood. 
 
   “You’re hurt.” He reached down and tore a strip from the bottom of his shirt, wadded it up and placed it to her damaged skin. 
 
   She hissed air between her teeth and winced. She allowed him to hold the cloth to her face for a moment, but then pushed him off again. 
 
   “We don’t have time for this! Don’t worry about me. You need to find our daughter!” Her eyes darted over his shoulder. “Where is Iona?”
 
   Sebastian shook his head. “She’s badly hurt. I think Conner somehow managed to make the flyover crack and a piece of concrete landed on her leg. She’s safe though. I left her on the back seat of the other car.”
 
   “Then there’s only you left!” she cried, her voice breaking. “You have to get our baby back.”
 
   “I’m not leaving you.”
 
   “You must. You’re faster without me, you said so yourself.”
 
   “No, the storm is too bad. You’re hurt and all it would take would be for you to be hit in the head by something. I’m not leaving.” Her eyes locked on his face for a moment. “You need me to make you better again.” He recognized her understanding in the widening of her eyes.
 
   She hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “Okay, do it.”
 
   Quickly, Sebastian lifted his left wrist to his mouth and bit down hard and tore, wanting to open the wound further. Serenity would need more blood than normal, her injuries too severe for only a few drops to suffice. Pain speared through his arm, but he gritted his teeth and offered the bloodied cut to her. The blood flowed, rain washing it from his skin.
 
   “Now. Do it now.”
 
   She grabbed his wrist and lifted it to her mouth. Her warm lips fastened around the gash, her soft tongue lapping at the skin, drawing him in. Sebastian moaned, the sensation of her mouth against his skin too erotic after all this time for it not to stir that shadowy part of him. She lifted her dark eyes to his, feeding from him hungrily, maintaining eye contact as she swallowed the essence of him. Between that and the scent of her blood still thick on her, it took every ounce of self-restraint he had not to turn the bloodletting back on her, wanting to feed from her and fuck her right out here in the middle of the street.
 
   “Enough,” he said, wrenching his wrist away. He wouldn’t be able to restrain himself much longer. She lifted her face to him and wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.
 
   As he watched, the scrapes and grazes down the side of her face began to heal, shrinking, crusts forming over the tops, before melting away to reveal clear, creamy skin. The paleness of her hue deepened to a healthier color. Something inside her cracked back into place and she straightened, the relief on her face palpable. The rattling he’d heard from inside her chest ceased. 
 
   “Better?” he asked.
 
   She nodded. “Yes, thank you. But we need to move.”
 
   Now that he no longer had the pull of Serenity to follow, he’d struggle more with only the scent of a car to follow. Heading out of the city, the air was redolent with the acrid tang of things burning. 
 
   “Where would he take her?” he asked, thinking aloud. But it seemed this was something Serenity had already thought about.
 
   “Somewhere he can see the see the sun coming up. He’ll want to know the exact moment the sun breaks the horizon. That’s when he plans on killing her.”
 
   He tried not to let his heart tear in two at the thought and concentrate instead. Then it hit. “The ocean. If he wants to be able to see the horizon, he’ll take her down to the beach.”
 
   “But this is L.A.,” she argued. “The sun doesn’t rise from the ocean here.”
 
   “Maybe not, but at least from there he’ll be able to look back over the city and see it rise. And it’ll give him a better idea of the time of sunrise than most places in the city.”
 
   “He won’t be able to stand on the beach. They’d be washed away.”
 
   Serenity and Sebastian exchanged a glance. Everything had come full circle.
 
   “The pier,” Serenity said. “He’s taken her to the pier.”
 
   Sebastian scooped her up and ran.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
    
 
   As the car covered the distance on the freeway, Elizabeth’s strength began to wane until she was only left with a horrible taste coating her mouth and a certainty was she going to be sick. If I’m going to throw up, she decided resolutely, I’ll make sure I’m close to Conner. If he planned on killing her, she’d at least get the tiniest bit of revenge by vomiting his friend’s blood all over him.
 
   The thought of Liam made her glance over at where the man’s body still slumped against the door opposite. He’d gradually slid deeper into the foot well, so his lower half crumpled beneath him in a crouch. His head lolled to one side and his eyes stared sightlessly at the inside of the car roof, as if he found the crumpled segment Sebastian had left fascinating. His throat was a raw, red gash, a gaping maw that looked like it might open wider and bite her back.
 
   She turned away, swallowing down bile that rushed into her mouth. In front, Conner drove, neither he nor Ryan speaking. The tension in the car was palpable, something caused not only, she suspected, by the presence of the dead body or herself, but because of what was to come. 
 
   The invisible bonds strapping her to the back of the seat began to loosen, allowing her to twist her shoulders. Conner’s spell was wearing off. She chewed on her lower lip. If it wore off completely, could she risk making a jump for it? They were travelling at a much faster speed now than when she’d pushed her mom from the car. By jumping, she might be risking a broken neck or back rather than just a wrist or ankle. 
 
   She hoped her mom was all right. The way she’d fallen from the car had looked worse than Elizabeth had imagined in her head when she’d been forming her plan. They hadn’t seemed to have been going particularly fast when they’d been driving with the doors closed, but as soon as she’d opened one and seen the road going by beneath them, their speed had seemed so much greater.
 
   Her dad would have found her mom by now, she reassured herself. Sebastian wouldn’t allow Conner to get away with this, so he’d be following them. She tried not to think about how much stronger Conner’s magic seemed to be, how he was able to leave her helpless just by the reach of his hand and a few muttered words. Was that what he planned to exchange her life for? Would killing her somehow strengthen his powers even more?
 
   She didn’t want to die. There was so much she still wanted to do. Hell, she’d never even kissed a boy properly, not a real kiss. The silly running, chasing games they’d all played when they’d been younger, where the boys had demanded a kiss in return for catching them, didn’t count. Earlier, she’d allowed herself—if only briefly—to wonder if Ryan would be the special boy to steal her first kiss. She hated herself for that thought now. He’d betrayed her and she hated him almost as much as she did Conner.
 
   They pulled off the freeway and slowed to a crawl on the Pacific Coast Highway, turning onto Colorado Avenue. Elizabeth prayed for another tree to be down and block the way or for the cops to suddenly appear and pull them over, but their route remained clear. The road ran down to the beach, which had almost vanished in the storm. A thick layer of sand, seaweed and water covered the asphalt, spraying up from under the wheels of the car as they drove. A couple of other cars were skewed across the road, and Conner slowed to maneuver around them. There was no sign of whoever had been driving the abandoned vehicles. 
 
   Conner pulled the car over and Elizabeth realized the water hitting the windshield was no longer rain, but spray from the ocean, leaving white tracks of salt across the glass. The rain had stopped. She looked out across the water. Huge waves towered high as they headed toward shore and crashed down with terrifying force. The ocean was an angry gray. Foam and froth was carried in the high winds and blew across the road. The huge beach was all but gone, the waves as close to the road as they could get. The restaurants and shops lining the Santa Monica pier were all in darkness. Even if it wasn’t night, the buildings would still have been closed, with no help to be found within. Everyone would have been forced to evacuate this area. Many of the buildings were missing all or parts of their roofs. The rides were no more than pieces of twisted metal and broken pieces of wood. By the state of what remained, the area clearly wasn’t safe.
 
   All of her vampire strength had vanished now. Once more, she was only a frightened girl, and this tumultuous ocean and broken scene did nothing to placate her emotions.
 
   Conner got out of the car and opened the back door. She cowered away from him, but he reached in and dragged her from the back seat like an errant puppy.
 
   The wind drove the spray into her face, the salt from the seawater stinging her eyes. She gasped against the rush and blinked furiously, clearing her vision.
 
   Out on the horizon, she could make out an end to the cloud mass, a distinct line where the swirling cell above their heads ended. Beyond that, the sky had lightened to a deep blue-black. Morning would be here soon.
 
   Conner had the back of her long-sleeved t-shirt bunched in his fist. “What we need is strapped to the bottom of your seat,” he called to Ryan. “Get it.”
 
   The boy leaned forward and reached beneath, struggling with something for a moment before straightening back up again. He climbed out of the car, his face pale, eyes wide. In his hand he held a six-inch blade, wickedly sharp. 
 
   Elizabeth gasped and renewed her struggles.
 
   “Good,” said Conner. “Now, get the gun.”
 
   Ryan chewed on a piece of skin on his lower lip, hard enough to make a spot of blood bloom.
 
   Conner snapped, “Now!” 
 
   Ryan turned from his father and climbed back into the car. Elizabeth could see him leaning over the back seat as he scrabbled around, trying to find the weapon. He lifted something up and backed out the way he had come, before holding the gun between his thumb and forefinger. The weapon dangled by the butt and Elizabeth understood the reason why. Liam’s blood spattered the metal. 
 
   “Here,” he said, holding the gun out to his father.
 
   Conner shook his head. “You need to be in charge of the gun.”
 
   Ryan’s forehead creased. “Why can’t you take it?” 
 
   “Because I need to kill her with a knife. Her blood needs to be spilled by a blade, and I can’t handle both, can I?” There was a snide tone to his voice. “Any sign of trouble and you use it.”
 
   “Isn’t she a vampire? I thought we’d need to stake her to kill her?”
 
   “She’s not fully vampire. Slitting her throat and draining her will work just as well.”
 
   Ryan paled further. “Do we really have to do this, Dad?” His gaze flicked between Elizabeth’s face and his father’s. “Surely there’s another way?”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re losing your balls?” Conner spat. “You’ve seen what she’s capable of. She ripped out Liam’s throat and fed from him. She’s as bad as a regular goddamned vampire, if not worse because she can get away with acting like a normal human.”
 
   “But we’re killing her. Doesn’t that make us just as bad?”
 
   “She’s not a person. She’s barely alive.”
 
   “And these things …” He gestured around and Elizabeth saw what she hadn’t before. Creeping out of the shadows and storm, demons moved silently toward them. They descended from all directions to line the road and the small strip of remaining beach. They did not seem to interact with each other; instead, their red eyes were focused on Elizabeth. Their existence struck terror through her heart. They were even scarier than Conner with his knife.
 
   Ryan also took in the sight of the demons, the hand holding the knife trembling. “Look at them all. What do they want?”
 
   Conner reached out and snatched the knife from his son’s hand and then proceeded to clock him over the back of the head with its hilt. “What do you think they want? They want her blood to be spilled so they can take this world as their own.”
 
   Ryan cringed away from his father, rubbed at the back of his head, and shot another glance at Elizabeth. She felt sure she saw something close to regret in his eyes. 
 
   “You don’t have to do this—” she started to say, directing her words at him, but Conner didn’t let her say anything else. He yanked the back of her shirt, the material tightening around her throat and almost choking her. He started to drag her past the ruins of the tourist attractions of the Santa Monica pier, toward the part where the huge structure balanced out over the water. She fought against him, willing her bloodlust to return so she could tear the son-of-a-bitch to pieces.
 
   The far end of the pier looked as though it had been partially bulldozed. Huge waves rose and crashed over the end, but when the water pulled back to create another swell, Elizabeth saw that much of the boardwalk was splintered and in ruins. 
 
   Conner stopped where the solid ground ended and the pier started. He hauled her around to stand in front of him so they faced east, their bodies angled away from the start of the pier, looking out across the ocean, toward the city. He held his arm across her chest, pinning her against him. The other hand held the sharp edge of the knife against her throat. The blade felt like a sliver of ice against her skin.
 
   “Now we wait,” he called to his son, who had followed along behind.
 
   “For what?” came the nervous reply.
 
   “For the exact moment of sunrise.”
 
    
 
   Serenity clutched her arms around Sebastian’s neck as he ran at his full, breath-taking speed down the road toward the ocean. She prayed they were right about where Conner had taken Elizabeth. She suspected they were. Something else had given his location away. While they all seemed to have vanished now, each time she’d dared to lift her head from Sebastian’s shoulder, she had caught a glimpse of moving black shadows all heading in the same direction. Toward the ocean.
 
   There was a lull in the storm, the rain suddenly petering off to a light drizzle. Even the wind seemed to have dropped. She didn’t want to think about what it meant, though her mind couldn’t help going over the possibility that the end of the storm also meant the end of Elizabeth’s life. Her heart clenched so hard it hurt and she tightened her grip around Sebastian’s neck, praying the notion was wrong and that they’d reach her in time.
 
   Sebastian slowed and she lifted her head to find they stood at the bottom of Colorado Avenue. The ocean stretched out in front of them. Though the storm had settled, waves continued to rise like angry fists, smashing down on the beach. Most of the white sand had been washed away, the sea water hitting the road, sidewalk and walkways. 
 
   Silently, Sebastian lowered her to her feet. Cold spray doused her face and hands, the water tightening her skin. Serenity flicked out her tongue and tasted salt. She looked out across the pier, her eyes frantically searching for her daughter. Within seconds, she saw her.
 
   Conner held Elizabeth at the start of the otherwise deserted pier, one arm around her chest, pinning her back to him. The other hand held a knife, the blade of which was pointed against her throat. Elizabeth’s head was tilted to one side, as if offering him better access. The sight snatched the breath from Serenity’s lungs. Oh, God, Elizabeth! She wanted to rush forward, screaming, to tear Elizabeth from Conner’s grip and take her a long way from any danger, but she knew acting impulsively now would only get her daughter—and probably herself and Sebastian—killed.
 
   The end of the pier had been swept away in the raging storm. What had once been a strong structure was now reduced to splintered shards of wood and bent steel. As the ocean drew the water back, before rising and swelling to create another wave, Serenity caught sight of the concrete structure which had supported the pier—in particular, the massive support where she’d captured Madeline all those years ago. 
 
   She couldn’t help the shudder that worked its way across her shoulder and down her back. So many years had passed and yet, still, the memory of the other vampire struck fear through her heart. Would she still be alive down there, starving and furious? How damaged were the struts? Enough to allow Madeline to break her way free? Though Serenity’s priority was and always would be with Elizabeth, she couldn’t help the additional niggle of worry that wormed its way through her.
 
   But she couldn’t allow herself to think about that now. 
 
   So far, Conner hadn’t noticed them standing there. 
 
   But others had.
 
   On the beach, just beyond the break of the waves, but as far as the eye could see, demon after demon stood, facing them. The humanoid kind stood motionless, their hands by their sides. The smaller demons sat crouched, as if preparing to spring forward at any moment. All sets of eyes that had previously been fixed on Elizabeth had now turned to them. Serenity shivered again. It was so creepy, the way they all stood there, silently watching.
 
   “What are we going to do?” she hissed at Sebastian, lifting her chin toward the creatures.
 
   Sebastian reached down and took her hand. She took strength from his contact, from having him by her side. Together, they took a step forward. As they did so, each of the demons moved an identical step forward, closing in around them. 
 
   “They’re not just going to let us take her.”
 
   Sebastian’s jaw tightened. “We’re not going to give them a choice.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian didn’t intend on telling Serenity—she had enough to worry about—but the feeling of the sun coming up was growing stronger with each passing second. He fought his instincts with every inch of strength he had, but every cell of his body screamed at him to get out of the way of danger. The sensation felt like a tugging on all his limbs, dragging him away from the horizon. His blood seemed to fizz in his veins, all of his extremities tingling, as if he were desperate to feed. He knew this instinct wasn’t one of hunger, but of protection. 
 
   He balled his fists, his whole body tensed, both because of the scene in front of him and the turmoil which fought a battle inside him. 
 
   Where he’d once believed his body would only ever function in the daylight if he found himself in mortal danger, he now learned that having those he loved—even more than he loved his own immortal life—allowed him to break those bonds and step into the light. He’d stand here and let the new morning sun burn him to dust, just as long as he’d made sure of his daughter’s safety first.
 
   The threat of the oncoming sun meant he couldn’t waste any time. As soon as the sun rose, not only would Elizabeth be killed, he would turn to ashes.
 
   Conner stood, his body at an angle so he faced the ocean and the city beyond. His son was at his side, and they’d not yet been noticed by anyone but the demons. Sebastian kept his voice low, wanting to keep the element of surprise on their side. He squeezed Serenity’s hand.
 
   “If the boy causes trouble, don’t hesitate to do whatever needs to be done to get Elizabeth to safety. You’ve still got my blood in your veins. You’ll be stronger than him.”
 
   She looked up at him, her dark eyes hard with determination, and matched his tone to prevent herself from being heard. “No one’s life is more important than Elizabeth’s.” She glanced around at the shadows surrounding them. “But what about them?”
 
   “I don’t think they can do anything to stop us,” he said. “Not yet, anyway.”
 
   Serenity nodded. “Okay. So what now?”
 
   He dropped a soft kiss against her lips. “Whatever happens, remember that I love you.”
 
   She frowned, the question on her lips, “What do you mean—”
 
   He didn’t let her finish.
 
   With a roar and a burst of speed, he launched himself at Conner. The warlock seemed to sense him coming and spun to meet him, putting Elizabeth between them. He would crush Elizabeth if he hit at this rate, so he forced himself to slow. 
 
   The blade tightened against Elizabeth’s throat, the sharp edge nicking her skin, the scent of her blood filling the air. 
 
   He came to an abrupt halt.
 
   “Daddy!” Elizabeth cried, her lower lip trembling. “I’m really sorry, Daddy. I should never have trusted them.”
 
   Sebastian focused on his daughter’s face, hating to witness the fear in her eyes. “It’s okay, baby. None of this is your fault.”
 
   His fury toward Conner made him want to lose control, to attack and tear the man to pieces and revel in his blood, but he needed to hold back. One wrong move and Conner would open Elizabeth’s throat.
 
    “I’ll kill her right now,” the man threatened. “Even though it’s too soon, I’ll kill her if you move another inch.”
 
   “Sebastian!” 
 
   He turned his head quickly toward Serenity’s cry, not daring to take his eyes off Conner for more than a fraction of a second. The demons were moving toward them, slowly and in silence. They’d closed in so they now stood mere feet from the start of the pier, blocking off the route of escape. The creatures were no more than ghosts here, he reminded himself. Even if they wanted to try to stop them from rescuing Elizabeth, from their lack of action, he assumed they were unable to do anything but try to frighten them. Of course, with Elizabeth’s death, all of that would change. That was what the demons waited for now. As soon as Elizabeth’s life blood was spilled, they would take solid form.
 
   This small distraction had been all Conner needed. He lifted the hand holding the knife and shouted in Sebastian’s direction. 
 
   “Tueri contra sanguinem satietas!”
 
   Protect against the bloodfeeder …
 
   A blow hit Sebastian in the center of his chest and his feet lifted from beneath him. He flew backward through the air before hitting the boardwalk on his back and skidding. He let out a yell of anger and frustration and slammed his fists on the ground. When he tried to leap back to his feet, he found himself unable to, a huge weight pressing against his chest, pinning him down. On top of that, he sensed the sun rising higher, and the prickling in his skin turned to needle points. He tried to ignore the pain, knowing he couldn’t allow it to cloud his judgment.
 
   “It’s coming!” Conner hooted, the knife still held at Elizabeth’s throat. “The moment is coming and there is nothing any of you can do to stop it!”
 
   “Nooo!” Serenity ran at Conner, her arms outstretched as though she planned on choking the man to death. 
 
   Conner’s spell wouldn’t work on Serenity, Sebastian realized. Even though she had his blood in her veins, she was still human.
 
   Elizabeth saw her mother coming. With a sudden burst of spirit, she lifted a sneakered foot and stomped down on Conner’s instep. He let out a yell, but the knife caught her throat, cutting her again and drawing more blood. She cried out, her hands clutching her throat. Serenity had almost reached them, but she wasn’t quick enough. Conner snatched Elizabeth up again, and though she fought and squirmed in his arms, he was ready for her now, prepared for the jabbing elbows and kicking feet. His upper lip curled in disgust, the knife back against her throat. 
 
   “I’ll kill her right now,” he said. “I swear I will.”
 
   Serenity skidded to a halt, only five feet separating them.
 
   “Shoot her!” Conner demanded of his son. “Her and the vampire too. Only this time, make sure it’s in the head.”
 
   Ryan lifted the weapon and pointed the barrel at Serenity.
 
   “Do it!” Conner yelled. “What are you waiting for?”
 
   But the weapon trembled in the boy’s grip. He shook his head and lowered the gun. “I can’t.”
 
   His father snarled. “I always knew you were weak!”
 
   Serenity took a step closer, her eyes fixed on Elizabeth. “Everything is going to be all right, sweetheart.”
 
   Blood dribbled down over the cold steel of the knife’s blade. “One more step and I’ll deepen those cuts enough to stop her breath.”
 
   Still unable to move, an invisible force pinning him to the boardwalk, impotent fury bubbled up inside Sebastian. “He’ll do it anyway, Serenity! The man is crazy.”
 
   She shot a frantic, terrified glance at him, and he could see the indecision in her face. He understood. She didn’t want to risk Elizabeth’s life, but Elizabeth’s life was already at risk, and soon his own would be over. 
 
   Conner crowed with laughter. “The sun is about to come up! Look, it’s time! It’s almost time!”
 
   He was right; the faintest sliver of light glowing crimson on the horizon. Across the ocean, toward the east, the red orb of the sun began to appear from behind the skyline.
 
   And Sebastian’s skin began to smolder. 
 
   Serenity’s eyes widened at the sight. “No!” 
 
   All was lost.
 
   Ryan ran forward and grabbed something from around Elizabeth’s throat. He stood in front of Conner, and Sebastian realized what he held in his hand—the tiger-stone pendant he’d given to Elizabeth for her birthday. The stone that protected against evil and black magic. A magic that could only be activated by sunlight.
 
   Ryan held the stone toward his father and swathe of light washed over the older man—yellows, golds and ambers—like a prism of crystal when the sunlight shines through. Conner threw up the arm holding the knife to cover his eyes and a shout of anger exploded from his mouth. “You dare defy me, boy!”
 
   And suddenly Sebastian was able to move again.
 
   Faster than the human eye could see, he threw himself at Conner and Elizabeth. His hand closed around Conner’s arm, the one holding the knife, and wrenched it backward, the sharp snap of bone echoing through the breaking dawn. The man’s howl of agony followed.
 
   Sebastian’s skin began to blister, the scent of burning flesh filling his nostrils and coating the back of his throat, but he wouldn’t let his strength fail him now. He shoved Elizabeth down the boardwalk toward Serenity. Serenity held her arms open and dragged her daughter into her embrace, crying and holding her tight.
 
   Conner lifted his other hand, his mouth opening to try another spell, but Sebastian didn’t allow him any final words. Placing his hands on either side of Conner’s head, he wrenched the warlock’s head around, the spine tearing in two. The man slumped in Sebastian’s arms like a puppet whose strings had been cut, the knife clattering to the ground.
 
   Sebastian gritted his teeth and roared in agony as the sun crept above the city, but his job wasn’t done. He wouldn’t just leave the dead man here for Serenity and Elizabeth to be forced to deal with. Instead, he lifted the body and threw him off the side of the pier, the corpse vanishing beneath the tumultuous gray waters. 
 
   The certainty he too would die took hold of him, and with it came a kind of peace. Elizabeth was safe once again, and while he’d wanted more than anything to watch her grow up and create a life for herself, for now, just the knowledge she was out of harm’s way was enough. 
 
   At least he would witness his first sunrise in over two hundred years. And his last. As the sun created a light so bright he felt his very retinas burning, he forced the pain away with thoughts of Serenity.  
 
    
 
   Serenity stared in horror as Sebastian threw Conner from the pier. But her dismay wasn’t for Conner, she was glad the man was dead and Elizabeth was safe in her arms once again. It was Sebastian who instilled such fear in her. Smoke poured off his body, creating a cloud around him, disguising the raw blisters she knew would be bubbling from his skin. 
 
   “Dad!” Elizabeth cried.
 
   Serenity yanked off her jacket. She ran up to Sebastian and threw the clothing over his head, trying to protect him from the rising sun. She knew if this had been the middle of the day, he would probably be dead by now, no more than a pile of ash like Vincent had become.
 
   Above their heads, the dark portal of clouds seemed to be sucking into itself, vanishing into their own core until they became a knot of darkness, before disappearing altogether. The sky was an indigo blue and lightening by the second. Serenity looked around and realized all the demons were also gone. Whatever threat Conner had started, it had also finished with his death. Or perhaps it had finished when Elizabeth hadn’t been killed at sunrise; she had no way of really knowing and perhaps never would.
 
   She didn’t have time to dwell on that right now.
 
   “Move!” she yelled at Sebastian. She pushed him down the boardwalk, toward the car Conner had left parked on the road. He stumbled over his own feet, all signs of the fast and agile creature he normally was gone, and she found herself with his arm over her shoulder as she tried to support his immense weight. The trunk of the car was the only shelter she could think of, but she had no idea if she would get there in time.
 
   Seeing what was happening, Ryan stripped off his shirt and ran forward to cover Sebastian’s head, using the cloth as extra covering. Serenity could feel Sebastian weaken beneath her and desperately wished he had enough strength left in him to use his speed to get him to the car more quickly. Even with his blood racing through her veins, she was nowhere near as fast or strong as she needed to be.
 
   She only hoped she’d acted quickly enough to save his life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time they reached the car, Sebastian’s beautiful alabaster skin had charred black, his green irises cloudy and unseeing. Serenity could barely bring herself to look at him, but at the same time, couldn’t tear her eyes away. She feared the next time she glanced at him he’d have turned to dust.
 
   “Open the trunk!” she yelled at Ryan, praying it would in fact open. The back of the car was dented from where the Suburban had ploughed into it by the underpass. 
 
   Though the boy had reacted quickly to the sight of Sebastian burning, the reality that he’d just watched his father—however crazy he might have been—killed in front of him must have sank in for he just stood, unresponsive and blank-faced. 
 
   “Now!” she snapped. 
 
   Ryan blinked, seeming to regain some of his senses, and he hurried around to the driver’s side to lift the latch to open the trunk. Nothing happened and Serenity’s heart was in her throat. If the trunk didn’t open, she had no idea what she would do.  He yanked at it again a couple of times and finally the latch gave, and the trunk popped.
 
   “Oh, thank God,” she breathed. “Now help me with him.”
 
   Sebastian was over two hundred pounds of solid vampire and it took all of Serenity’s strength, together with Elizabeth and Ryan’s help, to lift him into the trunk. He landed heavily on one shoulder and rolled to his back. He groaned in pain, but didn’t seem conscious. Serenity couldn’t even bring herself to consider the sort of agony he was in. Crusted burns covered all of his exposed skin, smoke pouring from his body.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she mouthed at him before slamming down the lid. She didn’t have time for delicacies, speed was of the essence. She needed to get him away from the deadly effects of the sunlight and she had a feeling being shut in the trunk wouldn’t be enough, especially not with the damage. Some faint shards of sunlight would surely filter through somewhere. All her focus was on getting him to a place of safety. Away from the increasingly stronger rays of sun.
 
   She needed to get him home.
 
   Oh, God, please don’t die, she begged in her head. They’d only just gotten him back. She couldn’t stand the thought of losing him again, especially not permanently this time. 
 
   Ryan opened the back door of the car and let out a yell of alarm. Liam’s body slid from the back seat, half falling out onto the road, though his feet remained in the foot well. The boy stared at the body, his face as white as any vampire’s.
 
   Serenity rounded the car and her heart sank. “You have got to be kidding me!”
 
   They couldn’t just leave the body on the street. Though there was a chance the police might put the man’s injuries down to an accident sustained in the storm, she still didn’t want to leave the corpse out here. She remembered only too well what happened to bodies after a vampire’s bite. Sometimes they came back. 
 
   “You have to help me again,” she told Ryan.
 
   Tears streamed down the boy’s face. “I … I… can’t touch him.”
 
   “Yes, you can. Unless you want me to leave you here with him, you will help me.”
 
   Together, they lifted Liam by the shoulders and dragged him down the pier to the point where Sebastian had thrown Conner off the side. She could only imagine what sort of horrors were going through Ryan’s mind, but she didn’t have time for sympathy. Her priority was with Sebastian.
 
   Ryan stepped back, allowing her the awkward, awful task of tipping Liam’s body off the edge. The body slipped into the ocean and sank below the gray water. Though the waves had calmed, she hoped the currents created by the storm were enough to carry both bodies far away from here. When she looked behind her, Ryan had already run back to the car. 
 
   She ran after him, around to the driver’s door and jumped behind the wheel. Thank goodness Conner had left the keys in the ignition. If they’d been thrown into the ocean, still in Conner’s pocket, they’d have been screwed.
 
   Elizabeth had already strapped herself into the passenger seat. Serenity didn’t intend on arguing with her about where she could or couldn’t sit. Ryan had climbed in the back, though Serenity had no idea what she was supposed to do with the boy.
 
   Though the storm had vanished, the carnage it had created remained. Traffic lights were out. The sidewalk was littered in tiling torn from the roofs of houses. Foliage lay in the middle of the road. The streets were still waterlogged, foam from the ocean settling in every nook and cranny. 
 
   Spray flew up from under the wheels as she drove. People began to emerge from their houses, confusion and disbelief written all over their faces as they surveyed the remains of their damaged property and tried to rationalize what had happened.
 
   The sun was almost fully up now.              
 
   Elizabeth rolled down her window and stuck her bare arm out into the direct sunlight. “Look, Mom.” She wiggled her fingers. “No burning.”
 
   In her frantic horror at what was happening to Sebastian, Serenity realized she’d forgotten about Elizabeth’s change. 
 
   “That’s great.” She forced a smile. “And how are you feeling?”
 
   “Okay, I think.” She gave a shrug. “It’s hard to …” Her words trailed off and her face went blank, her lips slack as she seemed to stare into nothing.
 
   Serenity’s stomach dropped out of itself. She looked across at Elizabeth, eyes flicking between her daughter and the road. She reached out and shook her knee, fresh panic surging through her. “Elizabeth! Are you okay?”
 
   As quickly as she’d gone, Elizabeth snapped back into focus again. “Iona!” the girl declared. “We can’t leave Iona. She’s still hurt.”
 
   Serenity slammed her palms against the steering wheel. “Shit!”
 
   She hesitated for a moment, not wanting to have to make the decision to veer off course and collect Iona; every second seemed vital to Sebastian’s survival. But if the girl was lying hurt and frightened, all because she’d tried to help Elizabeth, Serenity couldn’t bring herself to abandon her. 
 
    
 
   Sebastian lay curled on his side in the cramped, dark space. How he was still alive and still conscious, he didn’t know. He’d been certain he’d die out there on the pier, that he’d be reduced to no more than a pile of ash. Only Serenity’s quick thinking had gotten him where he was now, though he knew his chance of survival was still slim. Even so, he was thankful for the lack of light. The rising sun had felt like someone scoring every inch of his flesh with razorblades. 
 
   Though being out of direct sunlight was a relief, riding in the trunk was torture. Every bump and turn the car made slammed him against the side, roof or base of the trunk, sending bright sparks of agony through his whole body. His smoldering body filled the air of the confined space with smoke and the scent of burning flesh. Part of his mind wanted to deny that the acrid scent was him, but he couldn’t deny what had happened. His mind tried to pull away at the edges, withdrawing from the agony. When he tried to move, his skin cracked like brittle paper. 
 
   Conner was dead, he reminded himself. Elizabeth and Serenity were safe. Nothing else mattered to him. He didn’t want to die, but not because he feared for his own afterlife—or lack of it. Instead, he simply didn’t want to miss them, couldn’t imagine never seeing them again. 
 
   They went over another bump, his head hitting the metal side of the trunk. He felt his skin splitting, searing red-hot shards of agony flooding through his skull. He heard himself cry out in pain, though the sound was distant, as if it came from someone else’s mouth. His consciousness pulled away again, withdrawing deeper inside himself to escape the agony taking over his whole body. He’d never known a pain like this. He wanted to stay in the present, to fight for his life, but the pain was just too great.
 
   Take care of Elizabeth, he willed Serenity as he let go of the world around. Love her for me, as much as I’ve always loved you.
 
   And he gave into darkness once more.              
 
    
 
   With her stomach in knots, Serenity took the road away from their home and drove back to where she’d last seen Iona. The scent of burning filled the car and when Elizabeth went to do her window back up Serenity stopped her and hit the button to slide down her own. She tried not to think about Sebastian being the reason for the air inside the car being redolent with smoke, telling herself it was due to the fires in the city.
 
   They reached the small underpass. A chunk of concrete from the flyover forced her to leave the road for a moment and mount the bordering wasteland. The other, older car was in the same position they’d left it, skewed against the broken fence, but there was no sign of Iona or of the woman they’d left unconscious on the road. Had the woman taken Iona? Her heart twisted. Surely that wasn’t going to be another battle they’d need to fight? Already exhausted, she didn’t think she had it in her.
 
   She and Elizabeth climbed from their vehicle. 
 
   “Where is she?” Serenity asked, turning a circle with her hand locked in her hair, unable to hide the desperation in her voice.
 
   “There!” said Elizabeth, pointing at the car.
 
   Serenity saw a small white palm pressed against the back windshield. Of course! Sebastian told me he’d left her in the car. With everything going on, she’d completely forgotten. She raced over and pulled open the back door to find the girl lying on the back seat. Iona’s jeans were shredded and she could make out damaged flesh beneath the hole. 
 
   “Oh, my God, are you all right?”
 
   Iona winced as she looked down at her leg. “Yes, it was worse earlier. A couple of healing spells have helped, but I’m still not feeling strong enough to put any weight on the leg.”
 
   Serenity put out her arms to help Iona from the car. The sorceress put an arm around Serenity’s shoulder and Elizabeth took the other side. 
 
   Iona offered Elizabeth a smile. “Considering you’re still alive and the storm has vanished, I take it we won.”
 
   Elizabeth grinned back. “We won.”
 
   “But not without casualties,” Serenity warned. “Sebastian got caught in the daylight and he’s badly burned.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   She nodded to the back. “In the trunk. We need to hurry.”
 
   The implication of Serenity’s words must have sunk in. “Oh! But you came here for me anyway.”
 
   “You helped us. I couldn’t leave you here alone.”
 
   “Well, thank you, I mean it. Not everyone would have done that. I promise to do everything and anything I can to help your vampire.”
 
   A sudden painful ball formed in Serenity’s throat and she couldn’t speak. She blinked back angry tears and nodded instead.
 
   They helped Iona in beside Ryan, who sat silent and sullen in the back. 
 
   Iona started back in surprise. “I wasn’t expecting to see him.” 
 
   Elizabeth twisted around in her seat. “He helped save me in the end.” She pulled out the pendant, still hanging around her neck.
 
   Iona’s eyes widened. “Tiger stone. I wish you had told me you had that.”
 
   Elizabeth shrugged. “I didn’t know. I thought it was just a pretty necklace my dad had given me for my birthday. How was I to know it had some kind of special power?”
 
   “Tiger stone is most powerful. Wards off evil magic.”
 
   She grinned again. “Yeah, I know that now.” She slipped the pendant beneath her shirt. “I guess I’ll hang onto it.”
 
   “There won’t be any more black magic,” Serenity interrupted, unable to keep the warning tone from her voice. No matter what happened with Sebastian, she refused to allow any more sorcery into their lives.
 
   She drove through the streets toward their home. The big gates stood wide open, the electronics broken, she assumed, in the storm. At a high speed, she swung the car into the drive and then did a three-point turn, crunching the gears and causing gravel to spray up from under the tires.
 
   “Hang on,” she told her passengers.
 
   Putting the car into reverse, she stamped on the accelerator and, twisted around in her seat so she could see the front door of their house looming bigger in the rear windshield. She drove the car hard at the low set of steps which led to the front door. With several, bone-jarring bumps, the car mounted the steps before coming to a rest. The car was on a slope, the front wheels spinning in the gravel, but at least they’d gotten as close to the front door as possible. She didn’t know how much it would help, but she figured every second she could avoid Sebastian being exposed to the sun might go some way to helping save his immortal life. 
 
   “Elizabeth, get inside and lower all the blinds and drapes in the kitchen and living room. We need to keep as much light out of the house as possible.”
 
   “We’re just going to take Dad into the house?” she asked, anxiously chewing at her lower lip.
 
   Serenity shook her head. “No, we need to take him down to the cellar. But I want to keep him away from all possible exposure as much as I can. Okay?”
 
   Elizabeth nodded and jumped from the car, running inside.
 
   “Ryan. You need to help me carry him. I know it’s not going to be easy, but we need to move as fast as we can.” 
 
   The boy nodded his understanding, still not speaking.
 
   “I’ll come back for you as soon as I have him somewhere safe,” she told Iona.
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” the sorceress said. “I’ll manage. Just take care of your vampire.”
 
   She nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   Elizabeth returned, the throw from the back of the couch clutched in her hands. “All done, and I thought this would help.” 
 
   Serenity smiled at her. “Good girl; smart thinking.”
 
   Serenity and Ryan climbed out of the car and made their way around to the back, so they stood together with Elizabeth beside the trunk. 
 
   “We need to move him as quickly as possible. Are you ready?”
 
   She could hardly believe she needed to trust a couple of kids to help her save the life of the only man she’d ever truly loved. Solemn-faced, they both nodded. “Okay, on my count of three. One … Two … Three.”
 
   She swung open the trunk, trying not to gasp at the state of Sebastian, the smell of charred flesh bursting from the enclosed space. Every muscle in her body froze, her brain struggling to comprehend that the blackened, charred mess in the trunk was the same man she’d loved for so many years. He groaned, his eyelids flickering, revealing red, raw rims around his eyes. 
 
   Before she had the chance to think too deeply, Elizabeth threw the blanket over his body. She was thankful, not only for the protection, but for the removal of the sight of Sebastian’s face, the sight of which had frozen her into inertia. 
 
   Will he make it back from this? Is such a thing even possible?
 
   Serenity gritted her teeth and pushed the thoughts from her head. Now was not the time to wallow in doubt and misery. She needed to focus on getting him to a place of safety so he could heal.
 
   She realized both Ryan and Elizabeth had scooped Sebastian’s body into their arms, both leaning into the trunk, waiting for her move. She wrapped her arms around his waist and hoisted him up and out with every ounce of strength she had left.
 
   “Go, go, go!”              
 
   With Ryan at his head, Serenity in the middle and Elizabeth holding Sebastian’s feet, they carried, dragged, hauled and wrestled him through the front door, along the kitchen floor and finally down toward the cellar. 
 
   In immense relief, they got him through the small door and into the total darkness. They dragged him down the stone stairs, each of them wincing every time his body made contact with the unforgiving stone. Awkwardly, the three of them tried their best to carry him down. Serenity thought she was going to lose her grip and they’d all end up in a pile of broken limbs at the bottom of the steps, but somehow they made it down in one piece.
 
   Serenity laid him out on the cold, damp floor and carefully removed the throw from his face and body. What she saw brought tears to her eyes. His thick, luscious hair had grown brittle, flaking away from the scalp. His eyelids fluttered and she caught a glimpse of milky eyeballs and vicious raw flesh. Where once there had been perfect, smooth skin, there was a now only black crust, like the surface of a desert. 
 
   Movement came at the top of the stairs and Serenity looked up to see Iona gingerly trying to hobble down the staircase. She’d found a broom and had the brush end wedged under one armpit, using it for balance.
 
   Elizabeth shot to her feet and went to help her down into the cellar.
 
   “Help him,” she begged of the young sorceress. 
 
   “He needs blood.”
 
   Serenity looked back to Sebastian. He wasn’t even conscious; he would never be able to bite anyone. “I’ll have to …” She was about to finish with “get a knife” but something else dawned on her. She glanced behind her to where the refrigerator filled with vampire blood stood against the wall.
 
   She jumped to her feet. “I have blood!”
 
   True, the blood wasn’t human, but would that matter? If anything, she thought, vampire blood should be even better. After all, how many times had she been fed vampire blood to help her survive?
 
   She ran over to the fridge and yanked open the door, dragging out polystyrene sleeve after sleeve filled with tubes of blood. She started to unplug them. “Here, help me!”
 
   Elizabeth, Ryan and Iona all took a handful of the glass cylinders and began to pull out the stoppers. Not bothering with the pipette as she did with herself, she simply took Sebastian’s head in one arm, nestling it in the crook of her elbow to support him, and then lifted the tube to his lips. She tipped, but the blood ran down his chin and he made no attempt to swallow.
 
   “Drink, damn you!” Tears burned in her eyes. 
 
   “Keep trying,” said Iona.
 
   She blinked away the tears and picked up a fresh vial. This time, she tipped his head back as she dribbled in the red fluid.
 
   His throat moved. 
 
   “Oh, God, more! We need more.”
 
   They handed her more blood and she repeated the process, over and over. 
 
   “Mom, look!” Elizabeth pointed at the skin on the backs of his hands. Where there had been only burned flesh, the black began to recede, revealing pink, new skin beneath.
 
   “Oh, thank God,” Serenity breathed in relief. “Give me more blood.”
 
   As she fed him, he grew stronger, starting to swallow. Then he reached up and clutched at the hand holding the blood, drawing it toward his own lips. The hand that held her wrist was strong, the fingers clear of burn marks. 
 
   His eyes fluttered open and he saw Serenity and tried to smile.
 
   “Dad!” cried Elizabeth. Tears welled in the girl’s eyes and she looked around at the others. “He’s going to be all right. Everything is going to be all right.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
    
 
   They all needed to rest. 
 
   Sebastian had healed at a remarkable rate, the blood working with such speed the burned skin vanished before their eyes. But now, with everyone safe, he struggled to fight against the pull of sleep. 
 
   With him unable to enter the main part of the house due to the sunlight, Serenity sent Elizabeth and Ryan into the living room to bring down all the cushions from the couch. She would sleep down in the cellar with him. After almost losing him once again, she couldn’t bear to leave his side for a moment. 
 
   It wasn’t only Sebastian she’d almost lost. She had lost Vincent, and that the other vampire had died for her family sat like a burning hole in her heart. 
 
   Elizabeth could have been killed as well, and Serenity hadn’t forgotten that fact—as if she would ever forget the events of that night. But she knew Elizabeth wouldn’t want to be babied. The superficial cuts on her throat had already healed, leaving only pink lines, which, she suspected would soon turn white and then vanish. Whatever else had happened, Elizabeth’s half-vampire genetics had remained the same.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll look after her,” said Iona with a smile. 
 
   Serenity’s first instinct was to argue, but then she reminded herself Iona wasn’t a child anymore. She was an adult and after everything that had happened, Serenity trusted her.
 
   Iona and Elizabeth would take Elizabeth’s bedroom, while Ryan would take the spare room for the day. 
 
   “The only reason I’m not killing you, boy,” Sebastian said, forcing himself to stay awake, though his words cane out slurred with exhaustion, “is because of what you did to help save Elizabeth. But if I hear of you speaking badly or plotting against us, I will not hesitate to rip your throat out.”
 
   “Dad!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “He helped us stop Conner, his own father! Don’t you think that takes some guts?”
 
   Serenity agreed. “Yes, it does. But he also played a part in all of this too, Elizabeth. Don’t forget that.” She directed her attention to Ryan. “I’m sure Ryan understands that, though we’re grateful for his help, we wouldn’t expect him to be contacting us after today.”
 
   Ryan stared at the floor and scuffed his foot across the concrete. “Yes, ma’am. I understand, I mean.”
 
   She almost felt sorry for him.              
 
   “I’ll take him back with me,” Iona told them. “His place is with my people, even if his father was cast out from us. I know he played his part in everything that happened, but I won’t hold a child responsible for a parent’s actions.”
 
   Serenity couldn’t pretend she wasn’t relieved. She’d not wanted him to stay at the house—not with Elizabeth living here—but she didn’t have the heart to physically throw him out either. Sebastian had killed his father, and though the boy had proven he’d not been on Conner’s side by helping Elizabeth, she was always aware that blood was thicker than water. So far, allowing those who had been wronged in any way to walk free from the aftermath hadn’t worked out so well for them. He might only be a boy now, but he would soon be a man. 
 
   Elizabeth had so far shown no more signs of her vampiric episodes. While she was always going to be half vampire, Iona seemed to think Elizabeth’s shift into womanhood, together with the magic Conner had stirred up, had been responsible for such a dramatic change in her. Serenity had been nothing but relieved, whereas Elizabeth seemed to be a little more disappointed. 
 
   “You mean no more amazing displays of strength,” she said, her mouth turning down at the corners. “No more leaping buildings in a single bound?”
 
   “I’m not going to say it won’t come back,” Iona warned. “But you should be happy you didn’t burn in the daylight and that the urge to feed from people has gone. Imagine trying to explain those problems to your principal and friends at school.”
 
   The girl shrugged. “I guess.”
 
   Sebastian tried to struggle to his feet, but Elizabeth raced to his side and crouched beside him instead, holding his hand. “Whatever challenges you have to face in the future,” he told her, “you won’t have to deal with them on your own. Don’t ever feel you need to go to someone else for help.”
 
   “I’m so glad you’re okay, Dad,” Elizabeth said, throwing her arms around Sebastian’s neck and squeezing him tight. “And it’s really great to see you again.” She pulled away and her brow creased in worry. “You’ll still be here when I wake up, right?”
 
   Sebastian nodded. “I promise.”
 
   Elizabeth grinned. “Good.”
 
   Iona led Elizabeth and Ryan up into the house, leaving Serenity and Sebastian alone. Exhaustion weighted on Sebastian’s face and he closed his eyes. Within seconds, he’d given in to the sleep he’d been fighting for so long. 
 
   Serenity lay down beside him and pulled a throw Elizabeth had brought down over the top of their bodies to protect against the chill of the cellar. She curled up against his side and fell into a deep, contented sleep for the first time in years.
 
    
 
   Serenity woke to find herself lying with her head on Sebastian’s broad chest, his hand in her hair. When she lifted her head and looked toward him, she was relieved to find him staring down at her. 
 
   He’s really here. He’s still here.
 
   His face had completely healed, no sign of the black crust that had covered it earlier. From the single bulb still dimly lit above their heads, she could see his eyes were back to the brightest green. She lifted her hand and touched his cheek, and he lowered his face to rest his forehead against hers, their noses brushing. Happiness welled in her heart and she closed her eyes briefly just to absorb how good it felt to be with him again.
 
   His forefinger touched her chin gently, and she opened her eyes again to find him staring at her intently, his smile gone. She recognized the intensity in his eyes and shivered in anticipation.
 
   “I’m a mess,” she said, glancing away, suddenly shy. She realized they still lay on cushions in their dank cellar. “And this is hardly the most romantic setting in the world.”
 
   “I don’t care about any of that,” he said, reaching out and brushing a lock of hair from her cheek. “All I want is you.”
 
   He kissed her, tentative at first, and then with more force. She returned his hunger, trying to drown the years of deprivation she’d suffered for so long. 
 
   His hands raked through her hair, his lips leaving hers and pressing kisses all over her face until his mouth found hers once more. She kissed him back with equal passion, losing herself in the taste of his tongue. Part of her had never thought she’d be able to do this again, to trace every inch of his perfect skin with her fingers. She wanted to bind herself to him, to make them one person.
 
   He tugged the faux fur throw from her body and then reached up and cupped one of her breasts in his hand, his thumb grazing the nipple. She whimpering in response and pressed her body closer to his, her leg hooking over his hip and locking herself against him.
 
   Filled with a sudden urgency, she could no longer stand the feel of material between their bodies. She tore at his shirt, exposing the hard lines of his chest and abdominal muscles. How hard to imagine that same skin had been so badly burned only hours before. He returned the urgency, pulling her shirt up over her head, tearing down her jeans hard enough to leave marks on her skin.
 
   With them both naked, he pushed between her thighs, joining them together. She clung to his shoulders, her face buried against his shoulder, gasping as he moved inside her. She buried her blunt teeth in his shoulder, stifling her cries as her release built, not wanting to disturb the rest of the house. 
 
   She felt him tip over the edge, filling her with hard thrusts as he moaned her name. 
 
   They clung together, her face pressed against the delicate skin of his throat, dampening it with her tears. The final throes of their lovemaking basked them in its warm glow, and Serenity’s breathing returned to normal.
 
    “You saved me,” he said, lowering his head to plant a soft, cool kiss on her lips.
 
   She smiled against his mouth. “And you saved Elizabeth.”
 
   “I had some help.”              
 
   “You could have died, you almost did die.” 
 
   “It turns out that Elizabeth’s life is even more important than a vampire’s built-in sense of survival.”
 
   “I guess I should be happy about that, even if you did give me one hell of a fright. I thought I had lost you again, permanently this time.”
 
   “You didn’t lose me.”
 
   She snuggled in closer to him. “What are we going to do now? I know I can live without you, but I don’t want to have to live without you. Please don’t tell me you’re going to leave us again now.”
 
   Sebastian shook his head. “Not if you don’t want me to. The whole reason for me leaving in the first place was for Elizabeth, to try to keep her safe, but things have changed. She smells different.”
 
   Serenity frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   “She’s more vampire than human now. Even if I wanted to hurt her, which of course I never would,” he added hurriedly. “But if someone should try to force me to harm her, through magic or anything else, it would be physically impossible.”
 
   Hope lifted her heart. “So you can come home, be with us again as a family? That was the only reason you left, right? Because you were frightened someone might force you to hurt her.”
 
   He lifted his hand and pushed her dark curls away from her face with the back of his knuckles, grazing her cheekbone. “But what about you?” he asked, softly. “I can still cause you harm.”
 
   “We’ve been here before, Sebastian.”
 
   “And yet, here we are again. This isn’t something we will get past while you’re human.”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t want to be a vampire, Sebastian. I don’t want to have to kill.”
 
   “I don’t want you to be a vampire either. I love you like this—soft, warm, fragile. But I can’t help but be frightened that I’ll hurt you.”
 
   She searched his intense, green eyes. There was something else, something he wasn’t telling her. “Why would you ever hurt me?”
 
   He glanced away, unable to meet her eye. 
 
   She squeezed his hand, drawing his attention back to her. “What is it you’re really frightened of?”
 
   His voice came out as barely a whisper. “Biting you.”
 
   “What?” She couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice. Of all things, she’d not been expecting that. 
 
   “I’m frightened of biting you, of wanting to feed from you. Of not being able to stop.”
 
   “You’re frightened of wanting to bite me?”
 
   He nodded, his gaze shifting away from her in shame.
 
   “You want to bite me?” It was something he’d never admitted to before.
 
   “Every time I look at you, I wonder how you’d taste. It’s who I am. I can’t help myself.”
 
   She wriggled even closer to him, their bodies separated by only the thinnest sliver of air, and looked up into his eyes. “So do it. If that’s the one thing keeping us apart, let’s conquer the fear.”
 
   “But what if I can’t stop?”
 
   “You will. I love you and I trust you.”
 
   “If I start to feed from you, with you also taking my blood, we will be the closest any two people can ever be. We’ll be like one being, sharing the same life force. You taking my blood, me taking yours.” His smoldering eyes took her in, his gaze seeming to scorch its way through her soul. “Our blood … our lives … our love … will all be a circle. It will be endless. You know, no matter how long we’ve been separated for, how I’ve felt about you has never changed. I’ve never stopped loving you, not for a single moment.”
 
   “So do it.”
 
   “Serenity—” he started, but she silenced his words with a kiss, deep, passionate. 
 
   She lost herself in the sensation of his mouth on hers, his tongue seeking hers with an expertise that left her panting. She forced herself away. They had more important things to focus on right now.
 
   “I won’t let anything come between us again,” she told him. “I want this, I want you. You know that being dependent on someone else again has left me uneasy, but maybe this is a way of evening the playing field.”
 
   He smiled at her. “You’re going to use sports metaphors now?”
 
   Serenity shrugged. “As long as you understand what I’m trying to tell you.”
 
   “You’re trying to tell me that you want this too.”
 
   “Sebastian, I’d give myself to you in every way possible. I can’t not have you in my life. I love Elizabeth with all my heart, but now we know she’s going to be safe, we need to think about ourselves as well. In a few years, she’ll be grown, leaving home and living her own life. You and I will still be here, still together, forever, I hope.”
 
   “Forever,” he repeated, his eyes fixed upon her face.
 
   She reached up and swept her hair away from her throat. “I wanted you to do this only days after we first met, do you remember?”
 
   At the exposure of her throat, Sebastian’s face took on a different look, his jaw hardening, the green of his eyes melting to yellow. His face seemed harder than normal, his skin paler. She was aware of every moment, every inch of her skin, how it ached to be touched by him, to join herself to him permanently. Her blood sang in her veins; her senses on hyper-alert, she could even feel the pulse thrumming in her throat—that sweet spot—the place he would bite.
 
   “Of course I remember,” he said, his voice hoarse with … What? she wondered. Hunger or lust? Perhaps a mixture of both. 
 
   “You ran from me then,” she said. “So much running.”
 
   “I know,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It stops here. Right now.”
 
   He nodded, his eyes locked on her throat. His upper lip curled, revealing the fangs that had elongated at the promise of blood. Her blood. 
 
   Sebastian reached out, one arm wrapping around her waist, pulling her close. He lowered his mouth to her throat, the tips of his fangs piercing her skin in a smooth motion, pain and pleasure all rolled into one. A surge of pleasure, from the very pit of her stomach, raced through her entire body, making her moan.
 
   And he made her his.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   A note from the author:
 
                 
 
    
 
   I’m fairly sure the main question I will get from readers after finishing this book will be ‘are there going to be any more Serenity books?’
 
   I’m not going to say that I will never write another Serenity book, but for the moment I feel it is time I left Serenity and Sebastian in peace. However, I do believe in ‘never saying never’, so if at some point in the future the characters start yapping in my ear and demanding I write them another story, then I won’t ignore them.
 
   The good news is that I do have plenty of other series projects coming up with characters I hope you will fall in love with as much as Serenity and Sebastian. Elizabeth is getting her own book, and probably her own series, simply because she is too good a character to let go of. I’m excited to explore how she’ll be as a young adult, with all the heartache and angst that time brings—especially when you happen to be half-vampire!
 
   My other series is one I hope you’ll now read the first chapter of, ‘Autumn’s Blood’, book one in the Spirit Shifters series’. Where Serenity’s books are centred around a small family, this series is on a much larger scale, with more characters, government conspiracies, and a cataclysmic shift involving how people see the world. There may also be a couple of rather sexy paranormal types involved as well! The first book, Autumn’s Blood, will be published at the start of July 2013.
 
   So thank you, lovely reader for your commitment to reading the Serenity series. I hope you’ll stick with me and continue to read the many more books I still have to come.
 
   If you want to stay updated about my new releases, please sign up to my new release list on my blog. You will receive notification of when a new book comes out, together with exclusive previews and sales!
 
   www.marissa-farrar.blogspot.com
 
   Thank you once again. Without you, this series never would have existed.
 
   Marissa.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Please keeping reading for the first chapter in ‘Autumn’s Blood’, book one in the Spirit Shifters series…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Autumn’s Blood
 
   The Spirit Shifters Book One
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Blake Wolfcollar folded his arms across his massive chest and bit down on the fury tearing through him. He needed to keep control of his emotions. Now more than ever. Losing his grip on himself would mean exposing his true identity to the people who wanted to control his kind.
 
   Bulletproof glass separated a team of men—which included himself—from the three people held captive. Further sheets of glass divided the prisoners, deliberately done so in order for the detainees to be able to witness each other’s torment. In each of the glass cubicles, a solitary metal chair was bolted to the floor. The prisoners—a woman in her mid-thirties, a man of about the same age, and a boy in his teens—had each been handcuffed to the chairs. To any outsider, the people could have been a young family, but Blake knew they’d never laid eyes upon each other until they’d been brought to the facility.
 
   The government building towered above their heads, but they weren’t being held above the city. This part of the compound was buried several stories beneath ground level, preventing anyone who shouldn’t be there overhearing what was going on.
 
   His superior, and friend, Peter Haverly, glanced over his shoulder to where Blake stood, his back to the two-inch-thick metal door which led to the elevator providing access to the rest of the building. Haverly’s eyes widened at him briefly, accompanied by a slow shake of his head.
 
   Keep your cool.
 
   Blake pressed his lips together and glanced away. He understood what Haverly was telling him—don’t get involved, stay quiet for the good of their kind—but he wasn’t known for his self-control.
 
   Maxim Dumas, a silver-haired head of Operation Pursuit, pressed a button located on the control panel in front of him. He leaned forward and spoke into a small microphone. “We know what each of you is. If you simply change for us now, we won’t have the need to use force.”
 
   A growl threatened to rumble from Blake’s throat, but he managed to swallow it down. The blunt ellipses of his nails dug into the intricate tribal tattoo etched into the bulk of his bicep. He forced himself to loosen his grip and ran a big palm over his head, his dark hair buzzed military short. He had no way of telling Dumas that the man, woman, and boy were unable to change at will without blowing his cover. Most Spirit Shifters only fused with their spirit guides in moments of intense stress, pain, or emotions. Of course, what Dumas planned on doing would take these people to such a level, but he would assume they cracked under torture rather than realize the pain was the actual trigger.
 
   The people behind the screen stared at each other, abject fear widening their eyes. Blake recognized the woman’s coffee-colored skin, only a shade darker than his own, and her almost-black eyes and long, shiny, dark hair. Had they taken her from a reservation? Or was she like him, one of the lucky ones who had managed to escape the poverty and build a new life for herself? 
 
   She strained against her bonds. “Who are you? Why are you doing this to us?”
 
   Dumas leaned forward once more. “I don’t believe you’re in any position to be asking questions, Ms. Lowery. The chair you are strapped to has an electrical current of over a thousand volts attached to its feet. If you don’t do as I ask, I will make sure my people start applying that voltage. We’ll start off low, but it won’t stay that way for long if you don’t comply.”
 
   “You can’t do this!” she cried. “This is abduction and you’re threatening torture! It’s against the law.”
 
   He leaned forward. “We’re outside of the law, Ms. Lowery. Now, I suggest you do as I tell you and change before I get my men to switch on the current.”
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
   Dumas turned to the other men and caught Blake’s eye. “She’s feisty.” He nodded approvingly. “I like that.”
 
   “What the hell do you people want?” the man yelled, but no one acknowledged him.
 
   Blake knew his background: married for eight years, two children—a boy and a girl—your average American Joe. With the exception of being able to shift into the form of his animal spirit guide. For now, Dumas’s attention seemed to be focused on the boy and the woman. Blake didn’t doubt the man’s time would come.
 
   Dumas turned back. “Do you see the boy sitting in the chamber beside you? How about if he’s the one who receives the charge? Do you know what a high electrical current does to the human body, Ms. Lowery? Oh, but wait. You’re not exactly human, are you?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   He laughed. “Why keep denying it?”
 
   Blake clenched his teeth. Dumas was wrong. Spirit Shifters were human, at least most of the time. They just had talents unlike the vast majority of their counterparts. Their abilities varied from shifter to shifter. Where some people, like himself, had been chosen by their animal spirits at birth and so could shift at will, the majority were chosen by their spirits later in life, making their powers less.
 
   “Do you know what happens to the body during an electrocution?” Dumas continued. “Your heart will stop; whether that’s permanent or simply an arrhythmia, depends on the voltage. Every muscle in your body will go rigid. You will probably bite down on your tongue, possibly severing it. Oh, and because you’re not completely strapped down, there is a good chance an arch of electricity will leap from the chair to your body, causing severe burns. Is that what you want to happen to the boy?”
 
   Her gaze darted wildly to the teenager in the room beside her. The boy renewed his struggles, the muscles in his arms popping as he tried to wrench them from the cuffs.
 
   “I can’t do what you want me to!” she cried. “It doesn’t work like that!”
 
   A sly smile quirked Dumas’s lips. “So you admit there is something you can do?”
 
   Tears welled in her dark eyes. She looked between the boy on one side of her and the man on the other. The man’s jaw tensed and he gave his head a slight shake. 
 
   Blake took a deep breath, trying to disguise his reactions to the scene playing out in front of him, allowing the air to exhale slowly through his nose. He wanted nothing more than to leap at Dumas and rip him from the control panel and set the other shifters free, but he couldn’t. This thing was bigger than three people. He’d need to find a way to release them, but he’d need to do it later, when he could disguise his identity. Him being in the middle of this thing allowed him to learn of the government’s plans, even if it was simply by eavesdropping on conversations. Haverly was also privy to most of the secret conversations, but not all of them. Blake was used as muscle for whatever Dumas wanted and the man tended to keep him around. Learning more about the progress of Operation Pursuit was the most important thing. At times like this, he needed to remember that.
 
   Dumas’s head cocked to one side. “Time’s up.” He gave a nod to the man sitting beside him, a technical guy Blake only knew as Miller. The man returned the nod and flicked a switch.
 
   The boy went rigid in his chair, his fingers curling, his knuckles turning white from the pressure of his grip on the arms of the chair. The shock was small and he fell limp after only a couple of seconds, but he groaned, his head lolling forward.
 
   The woman stared at the boy in alarm and then back at the two-inch-thick glass. Due to the one way mirrors positioned on her side, she was unable to see her captives. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “Are you going to do what we want?”
 
   “I can’t! How many times do I have to tell you?”
 
   “Then we’ll increase the voltage.”
 
   Dumas gave Miller another nod and the man twisted a dial on the console and flicked the switch once more.
 
   Instantly, the boy bucked in the chair, his back arching, his narrow chest thrusting out. His eyes rolled in his head, flashing the forked red of his eyeballs. He jerked, his hands once again tightening around the arms of the chair as a higher voltage of electricity shot through his young body.
 
   “No! Stop!” the woman screamed. “You’re hurting him.”
 
   The man said nothing, but resumed his efforts to get free. Miller flicked the switch and the current died, the boy dropping limp in his chair.
 
   Blake’s heart lodged in his throat. Was the boy dead? No, his eyes flickered open and he started to groan.
 
   Dumas pushed the button for the microphone. “That was nothing. We can go a lot higher.”
 
   She pounded her fists against the metal armrest of her chair. “I can’t do it at will! Why won’t you listen to me?” She paused, her eyes widening. “Electrocute me! If you electrocute me, I might be able to change for you. I’ll try, honest I will.”
 
   Blake didn’t want to see either of them electrocuted, but the woman might be stronger. The boy would have turned by now if he had the power to do so. Blake could only assume that the reason he hadn’t was because his connection with his spirit was weak and possibly the electric current had done nothing to help. Either that or he was strong enough to resist.
 
   But Dumas shook his head. “I’m the one who makes the decisions around here. I don’t do bargaining. Especially not with a bunch of freaks.”
 
   “Perhaps her idea is a good one.”
 
   The three men sitting at the control panel turned at Blake’s voice. 
 
   Dumas appraised him with his cool, blue eyes. “And why would you say that?”
 
   “Let her feel what the boy is suffering. Maybe if she experiences the sort of pain he’s in, it’ll help her make her decision.”
 
   Dumas narrowed his eyes and opened his mouth to speak, but Haverly interrupted. “I think Sergeant Wolfcollar might be onto something. We need to change things up a bit.”
 
   Dumas looked between the two men and gave a slow nod. “Very well.” He turned to the man controlling the current. “A thousand volts to the woman.”
 
   Miller nodded and pushed his wire rim glasses higher on his nose. He reached out and switched on the electricity. The brunette went rigid, her eyes wide. She juddered in the chair as the volts raced through her body. Her fingers curled, her knuckles white, her eyes bulging from her head.
 
   Dumas gave the nod and the other man flicked the switch back again.
 
   The electricity stopped and she fell forward, slumped in the chair. Her whole body heaved as she breathed in deep gasps, her hair falling over her face.
 
   As they watched, the muscles in her back rippled beneath her t-shirt. Her slender biceps bulged, swelling against the material of her clothes. 
 
   She lifted her face to them, her dark eyes wide. “It’s happening! You need to let me out of these cuffs.” She yanked on the shackles on both her wrists and ankles. Blake caught sight of painful red burn marks beneath the metal. He wanted to look away, but duty kept his eyes focused. He was playing a part in this and needed to see it through. His involvement was for the best in the long run.
 
   Dumas laughed. “I think not.”
 
   With his stomach sinking, Blake realized what was about to happen. “You need to undo the cuffs. They’re too small for her.”
 
   Dumas spun around. “They fit perfectly. And what is it to you?”
 
   “They won’t in a minute.”
 
   The woman lifted her head and screamed. The sound of bones cracking ricocheted around the small room. She dropped her head again, panting.
 
   Miller’s eyes widened behind his glasses, his already pallid face paling further, and he leaned back in his chair. “What the hell?”
 
   This must be his first time witnessing a shift, Blake realized. He wondered if the tech guy would return for a second viewing.
 
   Her hair seemed to shrivel away, as though a flame had been applied to it. Her hair receded and the shape of two ears curled from the top of her head. She lifted her face again, her dark eyes now flashing yellow, but her features were no longer those of an attractive woman. Her canines were white in her elongated jaw, her skin covered in thick, black hair. Her bones cracked, her fingers curling in to create paws, claws piercing through the skin of the second knuckle of her fingers. More short black hair sprouted from the backs of her hands. The thickness of her forearms grew, and Blake looked on in horror, knowing exactly what was going to happen. 
 
   The metal rings didn’t give with the growth. Instead, her skin, bones and flesh gave away beneath the restraints, snapping what had previously been her wrists but were now her front legs.
 
   She twisted in her shackles, growling and hissing in agony. Under the cuffs, each limb had been crushed and now hung at painful angles. Though Blake knew she would heal—and heal quickly, it was part of the make-up of their kind—if they didn’t get her out of the cuffs right away, her joints would heal at those awkward angles and they would need to be broken again to heal straight.
 
   The team looked on at the bleeding, snarling black panther now cuffed in a twisted position behind the glass. 
 
    
 
   Like what you’ve read? Autumn’s Blood will be release early July 2013!
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