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      Naomi Feldman has never understood the strange energy that hums beneath her senses. But when she comes across an ancient artifact that seems to beckon to her, she may finally find the answers she's been seeking.

      Alaric, a centuries-old vampire, lives a solitary life by choice. When he’s assigned to protect Naomi, long dormant emotions stir to life.

      Pursued by a dangerous enemy and battling their growing attraction, Naomi and Alaric follow the mystery of the artifact from the museums of Athens, the streets of London, towards a confrontation that will decide the fate of two worlds…

      A meld of romance and mystery, suspense and the paranormal, SHADOW DESCENDANT is the first book of the Descendants series.
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      The artifact looked no different than the others brought in to the museum. It was made of a dark red clay, small enough to fit in the palm of a hand, its circular surface marked with inscriptions from an age now lost to the ravages of time.

      But as Naomi studied it, she sensed that this was no ordinary artifact. As soon as the conservator took it out of its storage container, she felt a magnetic pull towards it. And then there were the whispers. Impossibly, they seemed to come from the artifact; unintelligible murmurings that brushed the insides of her skull. It was as if the whispers beckoned to her.

      "Naomi?"

      Naomi tore her eyes away from the artifact to look up at the conservator, Dimitris. They stood in the storage area of the Athens Museum of Antiquities, reviewing objects brought in from the museum's field team. Around them, the other members of the conservation team were gathered throughout the storage area, reviewing other artifacts brought in for storage. No one else seemed to hear any whispers, nor did they pay any attention to the artifact that held Naomi's attention.

      It's happening again, Naomi thought, dread pooling in her stomach. But she pushed the feeling aside and gave Dimitris a forced smile.

      "I'm sorry," she said. "What were you saying?"

      "This tablet's from the late Bronze Age. We haven't been able to decipher the inscriptions yet. Could be some sort of alphabet or syllabary. We're having a linguist come by to look it over tomorrow."

      Naomi reached down to pick up the tablet with her gloved hand, and the faint whispers in her mind increased. She tried to focus on the odd inscriptions carved into the rough surface of the clay, to turn on her professional curator's eye, but the whispers were deafening. She abruptly set it back down.

      "Are you all right?" Dimitris asked, studying her with open concern now. Naomi closed her eyes, clutching the edge of the table, steadying her breaths. One, two, three, she counted, repeating the practice she'd learned from countless therapists over the years. One, two, three. Breathe.

      "It's this heat," she lied, when she opened her eyes. "And I made the mistake of skipping lunch. You can seal this one away. I'm going back to my office."

      Dimitris obliged her, sealing the artifact away in a container box. The whispers subsided. Naomi could still hear them, but they were faint now, as if they were coming from a distance.

      She took another breath, taking a shaky step back from the table. Other members of the conservation team were shooting glances at her that ranged from curiosity to concern.  How many times had she seen such looks over the years?

      Get it together, Naomi, she urged herself. She had only been working as a curator here for two months. Her position was temporary, she was filling in for another curator who was off on maternity leave, but she didn't want to lose this job over one of her . . . episodes.

      Naomi gave Dimitris what she hoped was a casual smile as she turned to leave, ignoring the powerful urge to remain near the artifact. She exited the storage area, climbing the stairs to her office on the third floor. During her time as a curator, she'd come across tons of artifacts. But she'd never experienced such a pull towards any of them.

      When she reached her tiny cramped office, she sank into her desk chair. Leaning forward, she placed her head on her knees, another technique she'd learned from a therapist. She hadn't had an ‘episode’ in nearly a year. She'd foolishly thought they were over, and that living in Greece, with her frequent trips to the surrounding islands and beaches had relaxed her enough to cease whatever the hell was wrong with her.

      For as long as she could remember, she'd felt a . . . restlessness. It was the best way to describe the pulsating energy that seemed to dwell beneath the surface of her senses. This restlessness had manifested itself as seizures when she was a child, to generalized anxiety disorder and migraines in her teen then adult years. She'd heard unintelligible whispers in her mind, experienced magnetic pulls towards random people and places, and nightmares filled with undecipherable images had plagued her sleep.

      And there was the constant sense that something was missing. Something that went beyond the loss of her parents, who'd died when she was a teenager. It's just grief, one therapist had told her. Grief makes you feel like there's an abyss in your life. While she did grieve for her parents, even now, thirteen years after they'd died in a car accident, she knew it wasn't grief that made her feel the emptiness. It was something she'd experienced even before they died; a gnawing abyss within her. She'd attempted to combat both her restlessness and emptiness with intellectual pursuits—advanced degrees, a brief stint in academia then the archeological field, and finally museum curation. She even moved frequently; often taking temporary positions at museums. Changing her environment seemed to help; a little. But no matter what, she always settled into that same emptiness. That persistent sensation that something was missing . . .  but she had no idea what it was.

      "Naomi?"

      Naomi sat up. Her friend Emma hovered by the doorway, frowning at her with concern. Emma was the only good friend she'd made since she began working at the museum. They were both expats; Emma was temporarily in Athens to work with the marketing team on a traveling exhibit.

      "I was feeling dizzy," Naomi said, forcing a smile as she reached for a bottle of water on her desk. "I made the mistake of skipping lunch."

      "This heat has been crazy," Emma said, plopping down in an empty chair, running a hand through her long auburn hair, which was damp with sweat. "I keep bugging Stelios to fix the AC. He doesn't seem to care if his museum staff dies of heat stroke," she added, rolling her eyes. "How were the artifacts from the field team? I wanted to come down but I got pulled into a meeting. They want to get as much work out of me as they can before I leave."

      "Nothing exceptional," Naomi lied, avoiding Emma's curious gaze. "Just a typical horde of artifacts from the late Bronze Age—mostly tools, some tablets. We can fit most of them in our regular exhibits."

      She felt silly for not mentioning the mysterious clay tablet, but she feared even discussing it would increase the artifact's magnetic pull on her.

      "Bummer," Emma replied, looking disappointed, "I was hoping the field team would bring a valuable artifact in on my last day here."

      "Speaking of your last day," Naomi said, eager to change the subject. "What should we do for your farewell shindig?"

      "Drinking, of course," Emma replied, her brown eyes twinkling. "Let's go to Komi's Tavern."

      "Sounds like a plan," Naomi said with a grin. A night out on the town would be good for her.

      Emma stood to leave, but she lingered by the doorway.

      "Sure you're all right?" she asked. "You look a little pale."

      "I'll feel better once I eat," Naomi replied, with a bright smile. Over the years, she'd become an expert at lying about her state of mind to friends and coworkers; now it was like second nature to her. Most of the time they accepted her excuses, which ranged from dehydration to migraines.

      Emma hesitated, a hint of suspicion on her face. Naomi braced herself for another probing question, but Emma gave her a quick nod and left.

      For the rest of the work day, Naomi tried to focus on her tasks, which consisted of a paper she was writing for a historical journal, a conference call with the museum director about an upcoming collection, and jotting down marketing ideas for a fall exhibition.

      But her thoughts kept returning to the artifact, and she had to resist the urge to go back down to the storage area to seek it out.

      What is it about that tablet? she wondered. Maybe it was just professional curiosity; her mind trying to decipher those inscriptions. But professional curiosity didn't explain the whispers.

      When the work day drew to a close, Emma appeared at her doorway. They lived in the same neighborhood and often shared a cab home.

      Naomi gave her an apologetic smile, gesturing towards her laptop.

      "I want to get this report done before I leave."

      Emma left with a wave. Naomi watched her go, annoyed with herself for lying. She could have just told Emma she wanted to take another look at one of the artifacts. But something compelled her to keep quiet.

      She made her way down to the storage area as Dimitris and the other conservators were filing out. Dimitris raised his eyebrows at the sight of her.

      "I wanted to take another look at that clay tablet," she said.

      "I sent it over to the archivist, but she's gone for the day," Dimitris said, frowning. "Was there—“

      "I can just look at it tomorrow," Naomi interrupted, though an inexplicable sensation of loss filled her. "Thanks."

      She took a cab home, but asked the driver to drop her a few blocks from her apartment so she could walk the rest of the way. Maybe some fresh air and outdoor stimulus would shift her focus away from the artifact. She walked through the winding and picturesque streets of the Plaka neighborhood, trying to focus on the sights around her.  Tourists crowded the outdoor patios of the various restaurants that dotted the streets, their voices mingling with the honks of cars and roars of engines that sped by. Even though a heavy smog hung in the air, Naomi could still smell the salt of the nearby sea in the late summer breeze.

      By the time she reached her block, she was more at ease. But as she reached her building, she felt eyes on her.

      Stiffening, she scanned the bustling streets, but no one paid her any attention. What is it about today? she wondered, turning to enter her building.

      In her apartment, she kicked off her shoes, taking in the small one-bedroom apartment she'd attempted to make into a semblance of a home. Vintage furniture, collectibles from digs she'd gone on with her parents as a child, and knickknacks she'd picked up from the Pandrossou Street Market in her neighborhood, filled every corner of the apartment. A jolt of sadness hit her as she thought about how many apartments she'd had just like this over the years . . .  and how none of them had truly felt like home.

      She moved to her kitchen counter, opening her laptop to check her personal email. She smiled at the sight of an email from her Aunt Katherine. Kat had taken Naomi in after her parents' death. Though no one could ever fill in for her parents, Kat had come close, and Naomi felt just as loved. The email contained her aunt's trademark concern. You should check in more often. How much longer will you be in Greece? Are you taking care of yourself? Please call soon, you know how I worry.

      Naomi typed out her reply, insisting she was safe, and she'd call her this weekend. She almost mentioned her episode with the artifact, but decided against it. She'd only make her overprotective aunt worry even more.

      Naomi made herself a meal of vegetable moussaka, using a recipe that Emma had given her, before moving out onto her balcony to eat. She tried to focus on the sounds of the city. Snatches of conversation from the various groups of tourists below, the pulsating strains of music from nearby bars, the rumble of engines and honking horns from the cars crammed into the streets. But the artifact wrestled itself back into her mind.

      She set down her plate in her lap, closing her eyes. First thing tomorrow, she'd request vacation time. Maybe this was her mind's way of telling her she'd been working too hard and needed a break.

      Later, when she drifted off to sleep, she once again heard those strange whispers in her mind.
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      The vampire trailed Naomi as she walked through the teeming streets towards her apartment building. She seemed to purposefully take her time getting home; lingering here and there to study the sights around her. When she'd exited her cab a few blocks from her building, he'd almost lost her, ditching his own car in a nearby side street before continuing after her on foot.

      Alaric froze when Naomi stopped walking. She turned, scanning the busy streets around her, as if aware that someone was watching her. He pressed himself into the shadow of a tourist shop, pretending to study the trinkets on display.

      Despite his attempt at going incognito, passersby cast him with curious gazes as they made their way past him. He stood out in most places he went, with his towering height, unnaturally pale skin, and blue eyes that shone like embers against his skin, a sharp contrast to his black hair.  The Alliance had almost refused his request to be a Watcher for this reason. Humans noticed him, and they preferred Watchers to blend in. But the Alliance was desperate for more vampires to serve as Watchers—they were quicker and more lethal than witches, and he'd assured the leaders of the Alliance he could use the thrall on anyone who got too curious.

      Fortunately, Naomi's visual scan of her surroundings was cursory, and she entered her building. He watched her until she made it inside. Only then did he cross the street to enter his own apartment building, directly across the street from hers.

      Alaric had watched Naomi for nearly a month now; he knew her routine well. During the week, she left her apartment at seven on the nose, taking a cab the short distance to the museum. She rarely left the museum on her lunch breaks, and when she did, a human woman named Emma James accompanied her. Her work days ended between five to seven; sometimes she'd stop at a nearby market before heading to her apartment, often sharing a cab with Emma. A routine also shaped her weekends. Saturday mornings she'd go to her corner market. Sometimes, she'd meet up with Emma at a local bar or restaurant, or visit a local museum or lecture on her own. For the most part, she stayed indoors.

      Alaric thought she was incredibly sheltered for someone in her twenties. For her recent birthday, she'd celebrated with a quiet dinner with Emma and a long phone call with her Aunt Katherine. Other than her Emma or her aunt, she seemed to have no friends or boyfriends, and no significant social life.

      He suspected this was purposeful. He knew her parents and her aunt had kept her in the dark about who she really was, but she must have sensed there was something different about her. Naomi's self imposed isolation could be her way of avoidance, not having to explain the strange sensations she experienced but couldn't understand. He had done the same thing during his first days as a newborn vampire.

      Alaric wondered how such an unassuming and quiet woman could possess such power and be completely unaware of it, but Madalena, one of the leaders of the Alliance, had told him her parents sealed off her magic using a Locking spell. Naomi's magic was still within her, simmering beneath the surface.

      "Does it cause her any pain?" he'd asked Madalena, as he reviewed Naomi's file.

      "No. But her magic is manifesting itself in other ways. She may feel anxiety and discomfort she can't understand. It would explain her medical history. She's been in and out of therapy since she was young," Madalena replied.

      "Seems like a cruel thing to do to a child."

      "The alternative was much worse," Madalena said, her tone heavy with meaning. "You know that, Alaric."

      He did know what the witches who were after her were capable of. A shudder went through him as he entered his apartment, recalling what he'd seen in the photos Madalena had shown him. He'd witnessed many horrible things in his long life, but it was the gruesome images in those photos that stuck with him.

      He pushed aside the memory of the photos as he dropped his keys onto the kitchen counter. The one-bedroom apartment the Alliance had provided for him was barebones, with just a bed, a couch, and some surveillance equipment.

      He moved over to his window, parting the blinds to look out. He could see into Naomi's apartment from his. Her routine once she returned home was also predictable: she would prepare and eat dinner, call or email her aunt, and then spend the rest of her evening working on research documents before falling asleep while reading a thick history or nonfiction book.

      Though her routine was predictable, Alaric enjoyed watching Naomi. He had to admit that it was partially due to her beauty—and she was beautiful. She was tall for a woman, with a slender yet lush body, long wavy brown hair she often wore in a messy ponytail, and wide hazel eyes, highlighted with hints of gold. Naomi's scent was a unique sweet smell of honey and roses. Her blood carried the same scent, but he'd trained himself to not linger on the scent of human blood.

      Her beauty and sweet scent certainly enhanced the experience of watching her, but it was something inexplicable that drew him to her. Something he couldn't place nor understand.

      He watched as she took out her laptop, opening it. Right on schedule, she was emailing her aunt. His cell rang as he watched her, and he answered.

      "How is she?" Madalena asked, her voice strained.

      Alaric tensed. The witch usually possessed an almost unnerving amount of calm. Something was wrong.

      "She's fine. Her routine was the same today," he replied. "What's wrong?"

      "We have a source who’s telling us Naomi's museum field team may have found what we've been looking for. The Incantation Stone."

      "What?" Alaric almost dropped the phone. "Are you certain?"

      "No," Madalena answered. "We're not. But if Naomi is who we think she is, the Stone should be affecting her. Are you sure she's not acting any different?"

      "No," Alaric replied, frowning as he studied Naomi. "I told you—her routine's been the same."

      "She's learned to ignore her instincts," Madalena replied, with a heavy sigh. "If her museum has the Stone, the Order will waste no time going after it—and Naomi. I need you to do something that goes beyond your Watcher duties."

      "What?"

      "We need you to go to the museum and steal it. We can't risk them getting their hands on it."

      Alaric hesitated. It wasn't stealing the Stone from the museum that made him nervous. It was leaving Naomi unguarded.

      "We'll have her under remote surveillance," Madalena said, as if reading his mind.

      "And the security cameras at the museum?"

      "Casimir is already on it," Madalena said.

      Alaric heaved a sigh. He studied Naomi, who now sat on her balcony, eating dinner. He quelled the surge of protectiveness that rose in his chest. His duty was foremost to the Alliance—he'd taken the Oath.

      "Very well," he said tightly. "I'll head out now. Text me when those cameras are down."

      Madalena told him what the Stone looked like and where to find it in the museum. After hanging up, Alaric moved over to his fridge, filled to the brim with  packets of animal blood. He hadn't fed in days; he would need his energy in case he needed to fight. Taking out a packet, he tore it open, downing it in several gulps. Sometimes he missed human blood, but he had not drunk from a human in decades. And he'd vowed to never drink from a human again. Not after what happened.

      He left his apartment under the shadow of night, waiting until Naomi was asleep in her bed. He trusted Madalena and the team in London to watch her remotely, but he still needed his own assurance of her safety. Naomi was a creature of habit. Once she was in bed, she'd remain there until she awoke the next morning. For now, she was safe in her apartment.

      Alaric used his vampiric speed to get to the museum in minutes, hovering in a side street across from the building as he waited for Madalena's text. He'd been in the building many times; he knew its layout well.

      Madalena's text arrived an hour later, confirming the security cameras were out. Pocketing his phone, he darted across the street to the museum's back entrance. He easily unlocked the back door. For all the technological innovations humans had made in the centuries he'd been alive, locks weren't one of them.

      He made his way towards the archivist's office, halting in his tracks as he scented others in the museum. There were two other intruders. Witches.

      Bloody hell, Alaric thought, frustration filling him. He should have known this wouldn't be simple.

      He stood perfectly still. From the nearness of their scents, he could tell they were just around the corner. They were heading to the same place he was. They had to be from the Order. Which meant they were powerful.

      He weighed his options. The witches had magic, he had strength. The element of surprise would bolster his strength.

      Baring his fangs, he used his vampiric speed to race around the corner.

      A male and female witch stood there, dressed like tourists, but the disguises were useless. Unlike Naomi, innocently unaware of her own power, they wore their magical strength in every pore of their bodies; it emanated from them. They were both tall, as tall as he was, with the same aristocratic features and sandy blonde hair; they looked to be related. The male witch held out his hand, and the invisible force of a spell hurled Alaric against the wall. The female witch whirled, dashing down the corridor. She was going to get the artifact.

      Alaric gathered his bearings and leapt onto the male witch with a snarl, slamming him to the ground.

      "Blood Beast!" the witch hissed with fury. "Ishta en see—“

      Alaric recognized the words. A Killing spell. He reached down to snap his neck before he could complete it, but the witch once again hurled him back against the opposite wall.

      "Na stamatisei!"

      Alaric turned.  A security guard charged towards them from the far end of the corridor, shouting at them in Greek. "The police have been called! Stay where you are!"

      The witch whirled towards the guard; Alaric could see him mouthing the words of the Killing spell. Alaric sped towards the guard. He grabbed him, darting to the museum's front entrance.

      "How did you do that?" the guard gasped. "We were just in that corridor a second ago and now we—“

      "You left the museum early due to a family emergency," Alaric interrupted, holding the guard's gaze with his steady one. His Greek was rusty; he hoped he got the words right. "You saw nothing. Repeat those words."

      “I—I left the museum due to a family emergency," the guard stammered, his eyes trained on Alaric's. "I saw nothing."

      "Good," Alaric said, relieved. "Now get out of here."

      The guard scurried away. Alaric sped back to the corridor, but he could no longer scent the witches.

      He raced to the archivist's office. The door was torn off its hinges, the contents of the office scattered all over the floor. He made his way to the collections shelf, scanning for the box labeled with the day's date. But it was empty.

      The Stone was gone.
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      When Naomi awoke the next morning, she still felt groggy, as if she hadn't slept at all. Images of the artifact and those whispers had dominated her dreams.

      As she showered and dressed, she determined that she would find out everything she could about the artifact. Her preoccupation with it had only seemed to increase since yesterday. Maybe once she knew more about it, she could put it from her mind.

      When she arrived at the front doors of the museum, she noticed a printed out sign informing visitors that the museum was closed for the day and would reopen tomorrow. The sign gave no explanation as to why. Naomi frowned. No one had told her of any closures; curators were the first to know.

      She entered the lobby, halting in her tracks when she saw several security guards in quiet discussion with two police officers. In the back of the lobby, police tape sealed off the staircase leading to the storage area.

      Her heart rate increasing, she hurried towards Emma, who stood to the side of the lobby with other members of the museum staff.

      "What happened?"

      "Some artifacts were stolen from the collection they brought in yesterday," Emma replied, shaking her head in disbelief. "Can you believe it? There's never been a theft here. They've brought in far more valuable items in the past."

      All of the air was sucked from Naomi's body. She knew in her gut that the artifact had been among the items stolen. An odd sense of bereavement seized her; she gripped the wall to prevent herself from swaying on her feet.

      "Naomi?" Emma whispered. "Are you—“

      Naomi ignored her, turning to stumble towards the storage area. But one of the security guards blocked her path.

      "The storage area is sealed off until the investigation is complete," he said firmly.

      "Do you know what happened? I'm one of the curators of the collection that was stolen," she said, showing him her employee badge.

      "Someone broke in last night and took several boxes from the field that were brought in yesterday. They shut down the security camera feed. That's all I know."

      They were after the artifact. Naomi didn't know how she knew this, but her certainty was absolute. There was something different about that artifact, and someone besides her knew it.

      "Stelios wants everyone in the conference room for an emergency meeting," Emma said, approaching Naomi with a water bottle.

      Naomi took it with a grateful nod, trailing Emma to the conference room with the rest of the museum staff.

      "There's a lot we don't know, so I'll focus on what we know," Stelios, the head of the museum, addressed them, once they were all gathered in the conference room. "One box of late Bronze Age artifacts was stolen last night. We're unclear about the motives; the Athens police department has taken on the investigation. In the meanwhile, we're increasing security in the museum. There was some damage done during the theft in the storage area, so we're having repairs done over the next few weeks. We're reopening the museum tomorrow for visitors."

      "At least my last day here was exciting," Emma said, as they filed out of the conference room after the meeting was over. "Want to come to lunch with us later? I know we're doing our own thing tonight, but my department's taking me out for a massive Greek lunch this afternoon."

      "Sure," Naomi absently replied.

      "You sure you're all right?"

      "I'm fine," Naomi snapped. She immediately regretted her curtness; Emma looked hurt. Naomi took a breath and gave her an apologetic smile.

      "Sorry. I guess I'm still in shock over the robbery. I was looking forward to studying one of those artifacts—I was going to see if I could help decipher some of the inscriptions. The academic in me is disappointed."

      When telling a lie, stick as close to the truth as possible. She had learned this the hard way over the years. Her answer seemed to satisfy Emma, who gave her a sympathetic nod before turning to head to her own office.

      For the next few hours, Naomi tried not to think too much about the robbery, but an overwhelming sense of loss filled her, like she'd been robbed of a precious heirloom. How could she feel this way about a random artifact? It made no logical sense.

      Still, frantic questions raced through her mind. Who stole the artifact? Why? And what was her connection to it?

      She leaned back in her chair, rubbing her eyes. Her gaze fell on a photograph of her parents she kept perched on the side of her crowded desk. They were both seated atop camels, grinning at the camera. The photo was from a research trip they'd taken to Egypt six months before they died.

      Her heart clenched as she studied the photograph. They complimented each other well. Her father had been tall and broad shouldered, with the hazel eyes she'd inherited. Her mother had been petite, her waist length brunette hair almost always tucked into a professorial bun, her eyes shining with intelligence. Naomi had caught the history bug from her parents; her mother had been a professor of antiquities, her father an archeologist. While her Aunt Kat encouraged Naomi's academic pursuits, and she was a grade school teacher herself, Kat didn't have the passion for history her parents possessed. An indecipherable Bronze Age artifact would have fascinated them. Maybe they would have been able to explain what it meant.  Or her connection to it.

      But she squashed the thought. The unexplained anxiety that plagued her younger years had baffled them; they'd taken her to various therapists and doctors. They'd be just as clueless about her connection to the artifact.

      At lunch with Emma and her coworkers, Naomi participated in the conversation around her and laugh at everyone's jokes, pushing all thoughts of the stolen artifact aside.

      She sipped her lemon water, leaning back in her chair to take in the view. The restaurant was on the top floor of a building in the Kolonaki neighborhood, with a stunning panoramic view of Athens' white buildings that glittered beneath the midday sun.

      She froze when she felt the same sensation that had tickled her senses the previous day. The prickling sensation of eyes on her skin.

      She turned, scanning the other patrons of the restaurant, until her gaze landed on a man seated at a lone table. He was at least fifty feet away, but Naomi could tell that he was breathtakingly handsome. Even sitting down, she could tell that he was tall, with powerful broad shoulders beneath the dark suit jacket he wore. His hair was dark and wavy, he had finely carved cheekbones, a prominent brow, and a sensual, full mouth. Dark sunglasses shielded his eyes, but she sensed they were trained on her. They're blue, she thought, with absolute conviction. His eyes are cerulean blue.

      A sudden and unexpected wave of desire consumed her senses, and her mouth went dry. She couldn't take her eyes off him; it was as if time had been suspended at the sight of him.

      "Naomi, you have to settle this bet for us," Emma said, forcing her attention away from the handsome mystery man. "Who does a better impression of our boss—me or Giannis?"

      Naomi smiled, pretending to mull it over. "Giannis. Sorry, Emma," she said, as Emma's coworker Giannis grinned in triumph.

      "Traitor!" Emma pouted. Giannis and Emma's coworkers laughed. Still smiling, Naomi turned her focus back to where the man had been sitting. But he was gone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Despite the distractions of the stolen artifact and the handsome mystery man, Naomi had a productive day, finishing a research report and meeting with the marketing team about an upcoming exhibit.

      Naomi and Emma left the museum together after she said a final goodbye to her coworkers. Once they were in the bustling tavern, Naomi relaxed as she chatted with Emma about her plans once she returned to the States. Maybe it was a good thing the artifact was gone. It would fade from her mind, and she could add it to the long list of strange things that had happened to her over the years.

      "I'm just going to say it," Emma declared, during a lull in their conversation.

      Naomi tensed. Would Emma demand answers for her weird behavior during the past couple of days?

      "You need to get laid."

      "Emma!" Naomi blushed, though relief swept through her. Her nonexistent love life was an easy topic in comparison.

      "I think your preoccupation with that artifact proves you're too wrapped up in your job. I know we've talked about this—you're not interested in a relationship. But you're twenty-eight!  Your twenties are almost over . . . you need to live a little! When was your last date?"

      "A few months ago," Naomi replied, feeling a little defensive. She'd met a nice businessman visiting from Chicago at a museum gala. They had a few perfunctory dates, one awkward night of sex, and that was the end of it. It followed the same pattern of Naomi's other brief relationships. She'd never been able to get close to anyone; there was too much she had to hide from a potential partner. How could she explain the whispers in her mind, the pull she felt to certain people and places, the constant sensation of restlessness? Especially considering she didn't understand it herself.

      "Who do you propose I go out with?" Naomi asked, with a teasing smile. "All our coworkers are married."

      "We set you up on a dating site or something," Emma said, shrugging. "Get you out of this bookworm existence. No offense."

      "Hey," Naomi said, with exaggerated mock offense. "I like my bookworm existence."

      "You know what I mean."

      "I'm only here for a couple more months. It doesn't make sense to establish a relationship when I'm leaving soon," Naomi said.

      "Where do you think you'll go next?"

      "I don't know." She'd considered applying for a position at a museum back in the States. It would make Kat happy; she lived in Seattle and Naomi had lived and worked at various museums in Europe for the past several years.

      But even at the thought, a part of her resisted. What if the artifact is still here in Greece? The thought came unbidden, and she dismissed it from her mind.

      "Come to New York," Emma urged. "Tom and I could set you up with one of our single friends."

      "Oh, that sounds tempting," Naomi said with a grimace. "Awkward double dates? No thank you."

      Emma gave her a playful scowl, but she dropped the subject.

      After their meal, they returned to Emma's apartment, where they each had a glass of Greek Malagousia wine on her balcony, gazing out at the bustling streets below.

      "I'll miss you," Emma said, setting down her wine to face Naomi. "We haven't known each other for that long. But I want you to know . . . you can talk to me. You know that, right?"

      Naomi stiffened, her grip tightening on her wine glass. Emma searched her face, as if waiting for her to unload. For a moment, Naomi considered it.

      "I see and hear things I can't explain. I often feel like I should be somewhere else, doing something else, but I don't know what. It's like wandering around in the dark, knowing I'll never find a light switch. I've always felt this way. I'm terrified that I'll always feel this way."

      But she knew she couldn't say any of this. She'd done that once before, confessing to a close friend in college what was going on with her. That friend had phased himself out of Naomi's life; he probably thought she was crazy. Not that Naomi could blame him. She didn't want to risk losing Emma's friendship.

      "Of course," Naomi said, with a forced smile.

      Emma nodded, but disappointment flickered in her eyes. Somehow, she knew Naomi was lying.

      Exhaustion had seeped into Naomi's bones by the time she returned to her apartment. The day had taken its toll. A sliver of regret went through her as she changed into her comfortable pajamas and brushed her teeth; maybe she could have told Emma some of the truth.

      But she shook her head at the thought. She'd done the right thing.

      Her fatigue claimed her as soon as she slid into bed, and all thoughts of Emma and the artifact disappeared.
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* * *

      Naomi awoke in the middle of the night with the terrifying certainty that someone was in her apartment.

      She didn't open her eyes, remaining stock still. Whoever it was, they made no sound, but she knew someone was there. And . . . there was more than one of them. She'd had similar instincts before, and she'd never been wrong.

      She calculated what to do next. Her phone was out in the living room where she sensed the intruders were. Her bedroom window was seven stories up; there was no fire escape to climb out of.

      What could the intruders want? She had nothing of value in her apartment. Her building was safe; as far as she knew there'd never been a robbery here.

      They're here for you.

      She didn't know where the thought came from, but she trusted it. Her instincts screamed danger.

      She opened her eyes a fraction. Her bedroom was empty; they were still out in the living room.

      Maybe she could hide. It was better than lying here waiting for them to kill her. She eyed the closet. It was the best and only hiding place in her room.

      Her heart in her throat, she slipped out of bed, moving as quietly as she could.

      But strong arms pulled her against a tall and muscular body. Before she could scream, a large hand clamped over her mouth.
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      Alaric called Madalena right after his confrontation with the witches at the museum.

      "They have the Stone. If they know about that, they must know about Naomi. I need to get her and—“

      "No," Madalena interrupted. "Our priority now is locating those witches and getting that artifact. If they're going after Naomi, we'll at least be able to track them down."

      "You said we're protecting her," Alaric snarled. "It sounds to me like you're more concerned with the damned artifact than— "

      "I'm doing the best I can. Without the artifact, they are powerless. Just stay on Naomi for now. Get back to you apartment and don't let her out of your sight. I'm going to consult with the rest of the team."

      She hung up on him before he could protest. He glared down at the phone. He'd loved phones when they first made their debut about a century ago; the ease of long distance communication had thrilled him. Now, he hated the limitations of the phone; they made the ability to get out of conversations too simple. He debated calling her back to plead his case, but decided against it. Madalena was infuriatingly stubborn when she made up her mind. She was just like her father in that aspect.

      The next day he trailed Naomi per usual, to the museum and then to lunch, where he made the error of allowing her to spot him.

      He recalled the flush that rose to Naomi's cheeks when she noticed him, her pulse fluttering rapidly at the base of her throat, her lips parting; all the telltale signs of desire. His own heart rate had quickened, his breath catching in his throat, and had to resist the urge to get to his feet and approach her. Fortunately, Emma distracted her, and he'd gotten to his feet, slipping out the back entrance.

      What the hell had he been thinking? He could have watched her from one of the adjacent buildings. But his protective instincts were on overdrive since encountering those witches, knowing they were in Athens and so close to her.

      Alaric remained out of sight for the rest of the day and evening, not allowing for even the possibility of her spotting him again.

      He'd been standing by his window watching her sleep when his phone rang. He turned away to answer it, but he took two steps and froze. His senses were on high alert.

      He whirled, moving back to his window. Alarm coursed through his veins. There were shadows in her apartment. A man and a woman. He could only detect faint traces of their scents from this distance, but he knew without a doubt they were witches.

      Bloody hell.

      In a flash, he opened his window, scanning the empty street below for any humans—or non-humans—before leaping the seven stories down to the ground.

      I should have ignored Madalena, Alaric thought with fury, darting across the street to Naomi's building. He should have gotten Naomi and taken her out of Athens as soon as he left the museum last night, Madalena's orders be damned.

      He climbed up to Naomi's window, using the natural grooves on the building to aid his ascent. Opening her window with one hand, he climbed into her room.

      Naomi lay curled on her side, her back facing him, asleep. Alaric closed his eyes and inhaled. The intruders' scents came from the living room. They would be in her bedroom in a matter of seconds. He needed to get Naomi out of here. Now.

      To his surprise, Naomi opened her eyes and slipped out of bed, stepping into his path.

      He grabbed her, pressing her close to his body, clamping his hand over her mouth.

      She struggled in protest. He had no time to put her in thrall or reassure her. That would have to come later. Still holding her close, he moved back towards the window.

      The witches appeared in the doorway. He froze, recognizing them from the museum. They ignored him; their hungry gazes trained on Naomi.

      In his arms, Naomi whimpered in fear. Consumed by a wave of fury, he growled, moving to stand in front of her.

      "Kill the Blood Beast," the female witch said to her companion, her gaze still intent on Naomi.

      Before the male witch could oblige, Alaric leapt towards him, pinning him to the floor. The female witch made her way toward Naomi, who stumbled back, shaking with terror.

      Alaric moved quickly, snapping the neck of the male witch. He whirled as the  female witch grabbed Naomi, yanking her into his arms.

      No, Alaric thought, panicked. She was about to apparate. He started towards them . . . but something happened.

      The entire room began to shake, and for a split second Alaric thought there was an earthquake. A flash of intense blinding light briefly filled the room, and the force of the shaking room tossed the witch holding Naomi clear across the room. She  hit the wall with such impact that she slid to the floor, dead.

      The shaking stopped. Alaric blinked at Naomi in astonishment. Had she done that?

      Naomi looked down at her hands, her face ashen. In neighboring apartments, Alaric heard startled shouts from the residents. The shaking had affected the entire building—perhaps the entire street.

      "What—“ Naomi whispered, still looking down at her hands. "What's happening? How—“

      Alaric moved towards her. He didn't know how she'd been able to access her power, but there was no time to mull over it now.

      "Everything will be explained, you have my word," he told her. She looked up at him, her breathing ragged, and he saw a flicker of recognition in her eyes. "But we have to leave. Those people were sent here to kill you. Believe me, there will be more."

      "What?" Naomi gasped. "I'm not going anywhere with you!"

      Alaric could already scent two more witches approaching her apartment. Whatever she'd done had clearly been an accident; he couldn't rely on her magic. They had to get out of here. She flinched as he reached down to cup her face, gazing into her eyes.

      "Sorry about this," he murmured, as he probed her mind. Her thoughts were frantic, moving at an impossible speed. All will be well, he told her silently. Rest now.

      "What—what are you—“ she whispered, as her eyes drooped. She slumped forward into his arms.

      Cradling her, he moved over to the window, and leapt out.
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* * *

      "Thanks for getting here so quickly," Alaric told Maximillian.

      He sat in the back of a sedan, the sleeping Naomi curled up next to him, as the car raced towards the airport. Madalena's private plane was there, waiting to take them to London.

      He couldn't risk using his own car; the Order might track it down. He had sent two quick texts once he leapt from her window; one to the Alliance arranging for the plane, and one to Maximillian, a former Alliance member who now lived in Athens.

      "Of course," Maximillian said, his gaze straying to Naomi's sleeping form in the rearview mirror. "So that's a pureblood."

      "We believe she is," Alaric replied.

      "I've never seen one up close before. She looks—I don't know. Normal."

      "Descendants aren't supposed to look any different. It's their power that makes them special," Alaric said.

      He glanced out the back window of the sedan. No one was following them. Yet. "Can you go any faster?"

      "If I drive any faster, the odometer will break," Maximillian muttered, but he pressed down on the gas pedal. His gaze again strayed to Naomi in the rear view mirror. "Don't get me wrong. She is beautiful, but—“

      "Eyes on the road," Alaric interrupted, irritation skittering through him. "We need to get out of Athens fast."

      Maximillian fell silent, but Alaric saw a glint of amusement in his eyes.

      Alaric thanked Maximillian again when they arrived at the airport, which he waved off.

      "Just keep her safe. There's a lot riding on her," he said, as Alaric carried Naomi out of the car.

      The private plane was waiting and ready to go when they arrived at the tarmac. As Alaric carried her into the plane, Naomi remained dead to the world. She probably wouldn't wake up until after they arrived in London.

      The plane was over the Mediterranean when Madalena called.

      "You should have listened to me," he said upon answering, his tone curt. "They almost took her."

      "You're right. I was too focused on the Stone. I'm glad you were able to get her out of Athens."

      Alaric had braced himself for an argument. At her conciliatory words, his shoulders relaxed, and he glanced down at Naomi.

      "I wasn't the one to rescue her."

      "What?"

      "She used her power. The room shook, there was this light—I’ve never seen anything like it. I think that much power proves she's a Descendant. I thought you said there was a Locking spell on her magic."

      There was an extended silence on the other end of the line.

      "There is, I'm certain of it. Her parents might have placed certain conditions on her power; maybe she could lift the Lock because her life was in danger. That's a common override to a Locking spell."

      He studied Naomi's sleeping face, recalling the shaking room, the blinding flash of light. In all his years of existence, he'd never seen such a display of power. Power she didn't even know she possessed.

      When Madalena spoke again, her voice was heavy. He suspected she was thinking the same thing. "You've done well, Alaric. Now get her safely to London."
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      Naomi awoke to the sounds of a city. Cars and buses roaring through the streets, the buzz of a plane's engine, the distant chimes of church bells. From a closer proximity, she heard the low hum of a television. The timbre of multiple voices.

      She opened her eyes. This was not her bedroom in Athens. She was in a massive bedroom—nearly the size of her apartment—with floor to ceiling windows that overlooked a familiar skyline. Big Ben. The London Eye. The Tower Bridge. She was in London.

      London? Naomi sat up, her heart pounding in her ears. In a rush, it all came back to her. Those people in her bedroom. Her apartment shaking. That flash of light. The handsome man from the restaurant telling her to rest; the soothing whisper of his voice in her mind.

      "Naomi."

      Naomi jumped. An ethereally beautiful woman hovered in the doorway. She was petite, with flowing dark curls that framed a heart-shaped face, caramel skin, and vivid green eyes. She didn't look much older than Naomi . . . but there was an agelessness to her.

      "Who—who are you?" Naomi demanded. "Where am I?"

      "My name is Madalena. Alaric brought you here to protect you from those intruders in your apartment last night."

      The woman's voice, shaped by a pleasant English accent, was gentle, but Naomi's pulse quickened at her words.

      Alaric. The handsome man. She recalled his words, and horror clawed its way through her chest.

      "He said they wanted to kill me."

      Madalena nodded, her expression grave. "They do. But you stopped them."

      Naomi stared at her. She recalled the power that surged through her, right before the apartment began to shake. But that was impossible. She shook her head.

      "I don't understand," Naomi whispered.

      "I know. There's a lot to tell you, but I don't want you to be overwhelmed. You must be hungry. We have breakfast ready if you're up to eating."

      Naomi's stomach grumbled at the mention of food. How long had she been out?

      "You've been sleeping for three days," Madalena replied, as if reading her mind. "You'll understand why shortly. I think it's important you're fed and rested before I tell you more. There are clothes in the closet for you. And the shower is in the adjoining bathroom over there. Come out whenever you are ready."

      Madalena left the room before Naomi could question her further. She sank back against the pillows with a shuddering breath. It seemed like only hours ago that she'd been at her office in the museum, then having dinner with Emma. For her, it had only been hours ago. How had she been out for three days? She'd never slept that much in her entire life, not even during the dark days after her parents' deaths.

      Climbing out of bed, she took a moment to calm herself. She would get her answers and then she'd be on the first flight back to Athens. She didn't know how she'd explain a three day absence to Stelios. And Kat must be out of her mind with worry.

      Her limbs were heavy when she moved towards the adjoining bathroom, as if she'd been out for weeks instead of days. Despite her three days of sleep, fatigue weighed on every part of her body.

      After a quick shower, she moved over to the closet. When she saw the clothing inside, she froze. They weren't her clothes, but they were similar enough to be hers. The same casual slacks, jeans and loose cotton tops she wore to work, the same comfortable flowy dresses she wore on the weekends. Price tags were still attached to some of them. Someone had gone shopping with her in mind.

      Fear slithered through her. Were Madalena and Alaric kidnappers? Was this some human trafficking scheme? Neither of them seemed dangerous, but maybe that was purposeful. She shook her head, forcing away the terrifying thought. There was no indication she was a prisoner. At least, not yet.

      In her gut, she suspected this was all linked to that artifact.

      I'll see what they have to say, she resolved. And then I'm leaving.
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* * *

      When she left her room, she stepped into an expansive hallway lined with several other rooms. She moved towards a circular staircase, descending to the first floor of the penthouse, taking it in. The penthouse was spacious and modern, with high ceilings and wood paneled floors. From where she stood, she could see down the corridor to an airy living room that led to a wide balcony with a panoramic view of London. If they're kidnappers, they're rich ones, Naomi thought, with a shiver of unease.

      She heard Madalena's soft low voice from the open doorway of the kitchen and moved towards it.

      Madalena and Alaric stood faced away from her, speaking in hushed tones. As she entered, they fell silent, turning toward her.

      A lightning bolt of heat hit her at the sight of Alaric. He was as handsome as she remembered; her instincts had been right about his eyes, they were a brilliant shade of bright blue. The man was indecently beautiful. She had to force her gaze away from him. Now is not the time to check out the hot guy who—by the way—abducted you, she admonished herself. Get your answers and get the hell out of here.

      "Do you feel better?" Madalena asked. She picked up a plate from the counter, setting it down on a table that rested in the center of the large kitchen. Waffles, eggs, bacon, and fruit were heaped on the plate.

      Naomi hesitated. What if the food was poisoned? But her hunger won the battle over her suspicion, and she sat down at the table to eat, hyper aware of their eyes on her the entire time. When her hunger was satisfied, she set down her fork.

      "Tell me what's going on, and then I need to get back to Athens."

      Both Alaric and Madalena tensed at her words. She tried to quell the panic that coursed through her.

      "If I'm a prisoner— "

      "You're not a prisoner," Madalena interrupted, giving her a kind smile. "We have contacted your boss on your behalf; we explained you had to leave Athens for a family emergency and that you'd be in touch. We also emailed your aunt from your account. You told her you were feeling under the weather and you'll reach out to her soon."

      Naomi glared at them, irritated at the blatant invasion of her privacy.

      "Do you expect me to thank you?" she demanded. "I'm leaving, and no on is—"

      "If you leave here without our protection, those people will come for you again," Alaric said. His voice was deep yet melodious, and he spoke with the same cultured English accent as Madalena. But there was something slightly different about his accent. Something older and otherworldly.

      "Why? Who are they?"

      She focused her gaze on Madalena. She couldn't let herself keep getting distracted by Alaric.

      "It's a group that's been looking for people like you for a very long time," Madalena said, sitting down across from her.

      "People like me?" Naomi echoed.

      "Naomi," Madalena said, after a brief pause, "throughout your life . . .  have you felt as if something was missing? Have you heard whispers? Felt sensations or urges you can't explain?"

      It seemed as if all the air had been sucked from the room. How could Madalena know about that?

      "I take it you have," Madalena continued. “Everything you have experienced . . . it's your magic, brimming beneath the surface. You're a witch. A very powerful one."

      Naomi stared, waiting for her to laugh. But Madalena's face remained grave. Naomi looked up at Alaric. He looked just as serious. She closed her eyes. These people were crazy. She had to get out of here.

      "I'm a witch as well," Madalena continued, "Alaric is a vampire. We are part of a group called the Alliance, a group of witches and vampires who've joined together to stop the people who are after you."

      They seemed to believe their own words, studying her with intensity.

      "We call witches like you Descendants, because you are a direct descendant of the First Witches who ever existed. Your bloodline is mostly pure, dating back thousands of years. In the human world, you have mitochondrial Eve. It would be like finding a human directly descended from her."

      Naomi kept her eyes closed, forcing herself to keep her breathing steady. If she got up and left now, maybe they wouldn't stop her. Was the penthouse within hearing distance of other apartments in this building? If necessary, she could scream.

      "I know how it sounds—especially to someone who has only known life as a human," Madalena said, her voice rising in urgency. "But I assure you, I'm telling the truth."

      "I'm leaving," Naomi interrupted, opening her eyes and getting to her feet. She spoke slowly, trying to keep her tone calm. Why hadn't she left as soon as she woke up? "I will walk out that door. No one will follow me. If you do, I'll go to the police and report you for kidnapping."

      Naomi turned on her heel to leave, but Madalena's next words stopped her in her tracks.

      "Your parents didn't die in a car crash."

      Naomi halted, a chill coiling through her.

      "The same people looking for you murdered your parents," Madalena continued.

      Naomi whirled to face her, hot tears stinging her eyes.

      "Why are you doing this? None of this is true.”

      Madalena expelled a sigh, lifting her hand. Naomi watched in horror as a duffel bag on the floor lifted into the air, seemingly of its own accord. A folder slid out of it, sailing through the air to hover before Naomi.

      Naomi stumbled back, her hand flying to her mouth. The file followed her. She looked up at the ceiling for any hint of wires—for any logical reason that this was happening. There had to be strings somewhere.

      "I'm using magic, Naomi," Madalena said gently, "I didn't want to spring it on you like this, but your life's in danger. If you leave here, they will kill you. Just like they killed your parents. Open the file. It contains proof."

      "Madalena, perhaps we shouldn’t—“ Alaric began, but Madalena silenced him with a look.

      Shaking, Naomi reached for the hovering file, flipping it open. Several photos slid out, and she caught them before they fell to the ground.

      "Oh God," she gasped.

      The photos were of dead bodies. She flipped through them, chilled. Each body was inscribed with a marking that resembled the infinity symbol, only there were jagged runic slashes in its center.

      She froze when she reached a photo of her parents' dead bodies. They lay on the side of the road, their clothes torn, with the same markings carved into their flesh. There were no other injuries on their bodies.

      "Whenever the Order kills someone, they sear their Mark on the victim. It's a warning and a symbol of pride," Madalena said, her voice heavy with bitterness.

      A low moan arose from her throat, and she swayed on her feet. Alaric darted forward, steadying her and leading her back to her chair. Naomi leaned forward, pressing her forehead to her knees.

      She hadn't seen her parents' bodies until the funeral home, at Kat's insistence. She'd thought Kat didn't want the sight of their bodies to traumatize her, but was this the real reason? Because her parents hadn't died in a car crash?

      Naomi thought of the unexplained sensations that had plagued her over the years. The anxiety, the inner turmoil. The weird energy. She'd thought she was crazy.

      Maybe she wasn't.

      But . . . Madalena's story was impossible. It had to be.

      She didn't know how long she sat there, her head against her knees. She was grateful they didn't talk to her, though she felt their concerned gazes on the back of her neck.

      Sitting up, she took a deep breath. Information. She needed more information.

      "These people who are after me. Why do they want to kill me? Why did they kill my parents?"

      "They call themselves Primo Ordo Malejicis. The First Order of Witches. I'm ashamed to say they're made up of only our fellow witches. They hate all other creatures and want to rid the world of them. The stolen artifact—we call it the Incantation Stone—contains a powerful spell capable of unleashing a plague that would wipe out much of the human and vampire population. The Black Plague times a billion."

      This story was getting even more ridiculous, but Naomi kept her focus.

      "I still don't understand. What does the Incantation Stone have to do with me? Or why my parents were killed?"

      "The Stone can only be activated—or destroyed—by pureblood witches like yourself. Or your mother.  It's useless without you. We think they tried to get your mother to help locate it and she refused . . . so they killed her."

      This was crazy. But Naomi recalled the whispers she'd heard from the artifact; its pull on her senses.

      "We want to find and destroy the Stone . . .  you can sense it in a way we can't. We need your help."
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      Naomi stumbled into the bedroom she'd woken up in, closing the door behind her. She still wanted to leave the penthouse, but feared she wouldn't make it ten feet without passing out from shock.

      She'd fled the kitchen after Madalena asked for her help. Neither Madalena nor Alaric had attempted to stop her. She needs time, she'd heard Madalena whisper.

      She sank to the floor on shaky legs. Reeling, she pressed her fingertips to her temples.

      They're crazy. They have to be, she told herself. I have to get out of here.

      But something rooted her to the spot. She forced herself to set aside the gruesome image of her parents' dead bodies and think like an academic, weighing all the options.

      Option A. Alaric, Madalena and those intruders in Athens were playing a bizarre prank on her. Maybe Emma had put them all up to it. Maybe there were hidden cameras all over this penthouse to record her reaction.

      Naomi could find no logic behind this. It didn't explain the power that surged throughout her body before her apartment shook, nor that blinding light that seemed to come from her hands. And she had seen no strings or any other way Madalena could have made that duffel bag or that file folder sail through the air.

      Option B. Alaric and Madalena were in fact kidnappers who'd gotten access to her medical records. If they knew of her mental health history, maybe they thought she was off her rocker enough to believe their story.  By making it seem as if her life would be in danger if she left, they were trying to endear themselves to her, acting as if they were the only ones who could protect her. Classic Stockholm Syndrome.

      This was slightly more plausible than the prank scenario, but it still seemed unlikely. There was something . . .  different about Madalena and Alaric, something she couldn't quite place. But nothing about them seemed sinister. At least, that's what her gut told her.

      Which left her with Option C. The craziest option.

      They were telling the truth.

      The problem with Option C was obvious. Vampires and witches didn't exist. If they did, they would've been discovered by now. Wouldn't they?

      Discount nothing, a professor had lectured her, when she had dismissed a classmate's theory of economic development in ancient civilizations. Not until you have all the information. Witches and vampires existing were not economic theories. But she grudgingly had to admit that she didn't have all the information. She had to focus on what she did know.

      All her life, she had felt . . .  something inside her, like a dormant volcano, on the verge of erupting. It's your magic, brimming beneath the surface, Madalena had said.

      Her parents would leave for weeks at a time for research trips when she was a child. Had they been research trips? She'd thought they were hiding something from her when they were alive, but she assumed it was something about her mental state.

      The thought of her parents hiding something this monumental from her was a sucker punch in the gut, and tears pricked at her eyes. Her parents were rational and academic to a fault. They scoffed at the depiction of supernatural creatures in television, books and movies; often musing why humans were so preoccupied with such creatures. She'd had to sneak out to watch vampire and werewolf movies with the few childhood friends she had because she knew her parents would scold her.

      Even now, she could recall an incident when she was eight with perfect clarity. She'd been certain there was a monster that lived beneath her bed. Her parents had laughed, and her father pulled her onto his lap.

      Monsters don't exist, sweetheart, he’d said.

      Promise? she had asked. She remembered a flicker—just a flicker—of uncertainty in her father's eyes as he glanced at her mother, whose smile wavered. But he looked down at her with a broad grin and crossed his heart. Promise, he'd whispered.

      Had that all been subterfuge?

      Her thoughts drifted to the flash of light and her shaking apartment in Athens. She had done that somehow. She knew it in her bones.

      When she clamored to her feet, she saw the spectacular view of the sun sinking beneath the London skyline outside her window. How long had she been sitting here?

      She moved to the side table by the bed. To her relief, she saw that her cell phone now rested there. Kidnappers wouldn't allow her to have access to the outside world. But they're not kidnappers, a voice whispered in her mind. You know that.

      Her phone was alight with missed calls and messages, most of them from Kat. She picked it up, pressing the speed dial button for her aunt's number. Kat answered on the first ring.

      "Naomi," Kat breathed. "Thank God. Are you feeling better? I was about to hop on a flight to Athens."

      "Is it true?" Naomi demanded.

      She clutched the cell phone, shaking. She thought Kat would ask what she was talking about, but a tense silence followed her question, a silence that seemed to stretch into eternity. Naomi tightened her grip on the phone.

      "Is it?! she repeated, her last word catching on a sob.

      "Yes." The word was a hair's breadth above a whisper, but it reverberated in her ears like a gunshot.

      Dazed, Naomi ended the call, letting her phone slip from her fingers to the floor. She ignored it when it rang. Kat didn't have to ask her questions . . . because she knew exactly what she was talking about. She knew. Which could only mean that Madalena spoke the truth. Witches, vampires . . . her parents. Her.

      Oh my God. The room seemed to spin around her. Her entire body began to shake, so violently that she wondered if she was having a seizure. A multitude of emotions seized her; shock, anger, fear. It was similar to what she'd felt the night Alaric had come into her apartment; a vibrating hum beneath her skin that rose to a deafening roar.

      "Naomi!" Madalena's worried voice came from right outside the door. "Your emotions are connected to your magic . . . you need to calm down. You need to breathe."

      Naomi came back to herself. The walls of the bedroom were vibrating.

      She drew in air to her lungs, willing herself to calm down. Immediately, the quaking stopped. Naomi looked down at her hands, horrified. She had done that. Again. How?

      She stalked over to the door, swinging it open. Madalena stood there, Alaric hovering behind her. They studied her with a combination of panic, awe, and worry. Naomi blinked back her tears, leveling Madalena with a hard gaze.

      "Tell me everything."
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* * *

      My mother, Elizabeth Feldman, was a Descendant of the First Witches. She was adopted by a human family who knew what she was. Elizabeth's parents—my grandparents—remain unknown, but it's believed they gave her to a human family for her safety. Elizabeth and my father, Sam, a fellow witch, placed something called a Locking spell on me. It's a binding spell that nullified my magic, making it seem like I was an ordinary human. While this guaranteed my safety, making me undetectable from the Order, the effects of my suppressed magic on my mental state has been acute, hence the anxiety, the panic attacks, the sense that something was missing. I could perform magic in Athens because my life was in danger; the Locking spell can only be broken under those circumstances. Now, my magic is permanently unlocked.

      Naomi looked down at the notes she'd written in the notebook that Madalena had given her. She thought writing down what Madalena told her would help make sense of all this. It was something she did when trying to solve a complex research problem during her years in academia.

      Only then, she wasn't writing about magic and witches. Naomi pressed her hand to her mouth, stifling a hysterical laugh at the thought.

      "I can't fathom how overwhelming this must be for you," Madalena said. "Take some time to let this all settle in."

      Naomi looked up. She was in Madalena's small private study; Madalena sat perched on an armchair opposite her, studying her with concern. Naomi had almost forgotten she was there.

      "It'll never settle in," Naomi whispered, "my whole life I thought something was wrong with me—and my parents never corrected me. They took me to doctors and therapists when the whole time they knew what was happening."

      "I know I can't speak for them . . .  but I imagine they wanted to keep you safe."

      "Well, it didn't work," Naomi said bitterly, setting down her notebook. "This Order still found me. So did you guys. How?"

      "We didn't know for sure you were a Descendant . . . but we suspected you were. We're keeping at least a dozen suspected Descendants under surveillance. The Order's probably keeping a similar surveillance pattern. We don't know how long they've been watching you. We look for witches whose parents have died under mysterious or violent circumstances, and who exhibit little or no magic despite their lineage. They often have a history of mental problems because of their suppressed magic."

      Naomi stared at her, reeling. She didn't know what disturbed her more, the fact that her background was text book, or that there were others out there like her.

      "To confirm your status, we do want to perform you a blood test, with your consent," Madalena continued. "There's an ancient genetic marker only a Descendant would have."

      Naomi nodded absently; a blood test was the only rational part of all this.

      "And the Incantation Stone?" Naomi pressed. "How did they find out about it?"

      "For many generations, the Incantation Stone was considered myth. Like . . . Atlantis in the human world. Around forty years ago, a historian—a witch—found evidence that it might actually exist. The Order formed around the same time to hunt for it. They've been keeping track of archeological digs all over the world, as have we. Unfortunately, they got to it first. They must have better intelligence than we do," she added, with a trace of frustration.

      Naomi studied her. There was something she wasn't telling her.

      "The Order has the Stone, so they don't need me to find it. They just need me to activate the spell. Why do they want to kill me?"

      Madalena hesitated.

      "Madalena, please," she pressed. "Tell me."

      "You're a historian. You know what ancient rituals were like," Madalena replied, after a long pause.

      She did know what they were like. Horror coursed through Naomi's veins at the realization. Madalena met her eyes, grim.

      "To activate the spell, the Stone requires the willing blood sacrifice of a Descendant. Your life."
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      Alaric hovered by the doorway of the study, listening to the low hum of Madalena and Naomi's voices from the adjacent room.

      When Naomi demanded answers, Madalena gave him a look indicating she wanted to talk to Naomi alone. He'd left them to head into the main study, where he found the other Alliance members, Casimir and Elias.

      Behind him, Casimir sat at the large mahogany desk at the far end of the study, his silver eyes trained on his laptop screen.

      Elias lounged on the couch, his legs propped on the coffee table in front of him, a large platter of fish and chips on his lap. Elias, a two-hundred-year-old vampire, had been to London many times throughout his long existence, even living here for a spell, but he was behaving like a human tourist with his insistence on eating local food. Unlike most vampires, Elias enjoyed eating human food, and indulged often.

      "What are they saying?" Elias asked, nibbling on a chip.

      "Naomi's explaining everything to her. Our existence, her existence. The Order. The Incantation Stone," Alaric replied. Madalena must have used a Silencing spell; he could barely make out their words, but he could guess what they were discussing.

      "Does she think we're full of shit?" Elias asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "Of course. She almost walked out on us. I would have done the same if I grew up with the same human myths," Alaric said, "it'll take her some time to accept all this."

      "Where do you think we lost her?" Elias asked, with a wry grin. "'Witches and vampires exist', or 'We kind of need you to help us save the world'."

      In spite of himself, Alaric grinned. Elias' joviality could annoy him at times, but it was also refreshing. Elias set down his platter on the coffee table, leaning back to stretch out his long limbs.

      "Now that you've brought Naomi here, shouldn't you be on to your next assignment? I overheard Madalena on the phone with our surveillance team in the States. There's a potential Descendant in New York that we—“

      "No," Alaric said, the word almost coming out as a snarl. He paused, taking a moment to collect himself. "The Order is still after Naomi. My assignment here isn't complete."

      "That was a test. I knew it," Elias said, a broad smile spreading across his face, "you fancy the pretty witch."

      "Isn't there something you should be doing?" Alaric grumbled. He took back his earlier observation. Elias was nothing but irritating. "Doesn't Madalena have some assignment for you?"

      While Casimir handled electronic surveillance for their group, Elias was a Tracker, someone who handled in-person surveillance, tracking down suspected members of the Order.

      "Naomi is with us now, so I think you've fulfilled your obligation," Elias continued, as if Alaric hadn't spoken at all. "The rest of us can protect her. I can certainly protect her."

      His voice dropped with meaning, and Alaric's annoyance shifted to anger. Elias was irritatingly handsome, even amongst vampires, who were on average more attractive than most creatures, with his lean muscular frame, dark hair, mischievous brown eyes, and strong jaw. Elias drew female attention wherever he went; it was something he relished in.

      "Down, buddy," Elias said, holding up his hands. "I was just teasing you. That was another test, by the way. How have you lasted as a Watcher this long? You're not very subtle."

      "How's the surveillance going, Casimir?" Alaric asked, pointedly changing the subject. "Do we have any updates on the Order's movements?"

      Casimir was the most serious of their group, but his mouth twitched with amusement over Elias' teasing.

      "From their chatter, they're scattered all over Europe. I'm not finding any hint of them in Athens," he replied.

      "Were you able to identify the two witches who tried to abduct Naomi?" Alaric asked, frowning.

      "Yes. You were right about them being related. They're brother and sister. Hamish and Scarlett Gregor. They were both mild mannered accountants according to anything I could find. The Order conceals the activities of its members well."

      Alaric clenched his fists in frustration. The members of the Order were an elusive group. There were at least several hundred members—perhaps even more—but the Alliance had only been able to identify fifty of them. They also hadn't been able to identify a single leader of the group, though there had to be at least several, considering how coordinated their movements were, though they were scattered all over the world.

      "Any trace of Order members here?" he asked, bristling with alarm.

      "No. Trust me, if they knew Naomi was here, they'd have come by now," Casimir replied.

      Before Alaric could respond, Naomi's angry raised voice penetrated the walls of the study.

      "She sounds pissed," Elias helpfully observed.

      "How could she not have known something was off?" Casimir asked, gesturing in the direction of Naomi's voice. "You don't walk around your entire life with all that power and not—“

      "Her parents put a Locking spell on her," Alaric interrupted, feeling defensive on her behalf. "Imagine what that must have felt like."

      Casimir fell silent. A brief look of shame flickered across his face; as a witch, he must have known exactly what it felt like.

      "I told Madalena we should've used a different approach. We could've had Alaric get to know Naomi—wine and dine her, which I think he would've been happy to do," Elias added, with a teasing wink at Alaric. "And then . . .  gradually tell her about all of this."

      Alaric glared at Elias, but he had to acknowledge that he was right. Alaric would have enjoyed the wine and dine approach.

      "Well, it's too late for that now. Naomi's here, and she knows everything," Alaric said, turning back to the doorway. "And give Madalena a break. She only took over for her father a year ago."

      "This from the vampire who gave Madalena a hard time the entire time he was in Athens," Elias retorted.

      "Yes, and I regret that now," Alaric muttered.

      Now that he was back in London, he could see the toll Madalena's position had taken on her. Her father Henrik had been one of the most prominent members of the Alliance, and one of the more vocal opponents of the Order. Henrik had been a strong and intimidating witch, but he was kind and compassionate, determined to unite witches and vampires. Several Order members had murdered him two years ago in an ambush; his killers remained at large.  Madalena had taken his place in the Alliance, a request Henrik had made in his will, setting aside her grief to finish what her father had started. She'd had her own life as an artist in London and had only worked peripherally for the Alliance as a Tracker when Henrik died.

      Even if Alaric didn't always agree with her decisions, she was doing the best she could under the circumstances.

      "Now that the Order knows we have her, they'll keep coming for her. We may have to keep moving her until we can defeat them," Elias said.

      "That could take years, " Alaric protested.

      "She's the only living creature we know of who can activate the most powerful spell in the world. Her parents were right to keep her hidden away," Elias said, shaking his head, "a life on the run will be her life from now on. She—“

      Elias stopped. Alaric stiffened, scenting them before he even turned around.

      Naomi and Madalena stood by the doorway. Naomi's face was ashen; she'd heard Elias' words.

      "Naomi needs to get some air," Madalena said, giving Elias a scolding look. "When she gets back, will you give her the blood test?" she asked Casimir, who nodded. Madalena turned to Alaric. "Please go with her. She can't be out there on her own."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Naomi remained silent as they stepped out of the building.

      "Try not to worry too much about what Elias said," Alaric said, as soon as they cleared the building. "We'll keep you safe, and you may not even—“

      "Oh my God," Naomi gasped. "Where did it go?"

      Alaric turned. She was facing the empty bakery shop that now stood in place of Madalena's building. It had unnerved him the first time, but he'd gotten used to it.

      "Madalena uses a Cloaking spell on the building. The building's quite old; it's been in her family for generations. It's a security measure. Only our group has access to it. Once you've settled in, she'll give you access to it."

      Naomi let out a strangled laugh. "Cloaking spell," she echoed, looking dazed. "Right."

      She started down the street, her arms wrapped protectively around her body, as if to shield herself from the onslaught of information she'd just learned. He trailed her, giving her a few feet of space, scanning the bustling street for anything or anyone out of the ordinary as they walked. He had done this dozens of times before, albeit from a greater distance, it now seemed odd that she knew he was following her. Not that she acknowledged him in any way; she kept her gaze trained on the ground, lost in her thoughts.

      Alaric glanced behind them. Elias followed them from a half block behind. Madalena wanted extra security on Naomi just in case.

      Naomi slowed her pace, pausing to wait for him. As he drew up next to her, her hazel eyes roamed his face. He was used to being appraised like this, especially by women, but it was unsettling when Naomi did it. He almost wanted to blush.

      "So. You're . . .  a vampire?" she whispered.

      "Yes."

      Naomi halted mid stride, ignoring the annoyed looks of passersby as they were forced to walk around them. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but closed it again.

      Alaric took her arm, pulling her into the shadow of an adjoining side alley. It was quieter here; there were hardly any passersby. She blinked up at him, startled.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Madalena gave you her proof. I'll show you mine," he said. He hadn't meant for his phrasing to sound sexual, but an attractive blush spread across her cheeks. A jolt of desire went through him at the sight, but he reigned it in, focusing on what he had pulled her aside for. Her academic mind craved more proof; that's what he would give her.

      He opened his mouth, allowing his fangs to descend. Naomi gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. Her gaze remained on the fangs for several long beats before she reached out to touch them. The act was surprisingly intimate, and he again had to suppress the rush of desire that filled him.

      They held each other's eyes for a long electric moment, before she removed her hand.

      "In—in Athens," she said, "when you were trying to convince me to leave with you . . . you did something to my mind. Madalena told me it's something called a thrall. Like hypnosis."

      "Yes," he said apologetically. "I'm sorry . . . I had no choice. There were other Order members coming. They would have killed us both."

      "Right. Because I'm this powerful witch," Naomi said, shaking her head in disbelief.

      A couple stepped out of the building behind them, giving them curious looks, before continuing on their way.

      Alaric looked around. He'd been so consumed by Naomi that he'd forgotten to pay attention to their surroundings.  At the far end of the alley, Elias hovered, giving him a knowing grin.

      Alaric ignored him, stepping back from Naomi.

      "It's not safe out here for you. We should head back."
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      Naomi sat at the dining room table with the others, trying to concentrate on her food. Just your average dinner with otherworldly creatures, she thought.

      Earlier, Madalena had formally introduced her to Casimir, who'd taken her blood sample when she returned from her walk with Alaric. She learned that Casimir, who spoke with a trace of a Hungarian accent, was also a witch, and Elias was a vampire. She'd tried not to stare too much as Madalena introduced them. They looked human to her, albeit incredibly handsome humans. Elias had the tall dark and handsome thing going on, which he seemed to be very aware of, while Casimir was blonde and silver eyed, with finely chiseled features. She wondered if all male supernatural creatures were better looking than humans.

      No one had invited her to take part in the conversation, for which Naomi was grateful. She suspected Madalena had told the others to leave her be. She still needed breathing room to sort this all out.

      Their conversation was almost comically light, which she also assumed was for her benefit. They discussed the meal of lamb chops and steamed vegetables Madalena had prepared, and the lack of rain London had received the last few days.

      Madalena had told her they'd all been holed up here for the summer, conducting surveillance on her, trying to track down the Incantation Stone, and monitoring the movements of Order members. She could sense the camaraderie of the three, with their light banter and easy conversation.

      Elias was the jokester of the group, teasing Madalena about the precise way she'd roasted the vegetables. Casimir was quiet and seemed more cerebral, frequently glancing down at his tablet and tapping on the keyboard. Madalena was volleying back teasing jabs of her own at Elias while periodically giving Naomi a gentle smile. Madalena seemed nothing but kind, and a brief stab of guilt pierced Naomi for assuming she wanted to harm her.

      Alaric was harder to read. She was far more aware of him than the others, but he didn't speak as much, and his blue eyes often settled on her before flitting away again. His expression remained blank; she wondered if this was something he'd mastered a long time ago; it was impossible to guess what he was thinking.

      She noticed that Alaric and Madalena seemed close. Every once in a while, Madalena would lean in close to Alaric and murmur something in his ear, and Alaric would smile. This irritated her, which made no sense. She'd just met Alaric and had no claim on him. And even though he looked like a human male—a stunningly beautiful one—he was not human. Could humans and vampires even—

      She shuttered away the thought when Alaric's eyes met hers, as if he knew what she'd been thinking about. She hastily lowered her gaze. Could he read her mind? If he was capable of hypnosis, it wasn't that far fetched.

      "Naomi?"

      Several sets of vampire and witch eyes rested on her. Madalena studied her with concern.

      "I'm sorry," Naomi apologized. God, what if they all knew what she'd been thinking about? A flush burned her cheeks. "What did you say?"

      "I said that I hope you'll help us. But the decision is up to you. We'll protect you from the Order no matter what. If you decide not to help us, we'll move you to a safe house tomorrow."

      "Tomorrow?"

      "The Order is moving fast. They're probably looking for you as we speak. We need to be faster. We can get word to your aunt to tell her where you are, but that's it. It's imperative that we don't leave a trail."

      "And if I help?"

      "Then you stay here while I train you. We'll keep looking for the Stone. If I can help you hone your magic to help us track it down, it could save a lot of time."

      Naomi looked down at her plate, her heart thudding wildly in her chest. Neither option sounded attractive.

      "Take the night to think it over," Madalena said, giving her a reassuring smile.

      After dinner, Naomi escaped to her room, everyone's gazes following her as she left.

      She moved over to the large windows, studying the London skyline. She could say no and remain in hiding under their protection. Her instincts told her they were right about her life being in danger. She'd felt it when that person—that witch—had put her arms around her. Something told her that if the witch took her, she would die.

      Her mind drifted to the Incantation Stone. Her academic curiosity was buzzing; a part of her wanted to learn more about it, something she could do if she helped them. But that would mean joining the Alliance for a cause she didn't understand, using magical abilities she still couldn't fathom she possessed.

      If she stayed out of the conflict and went into hiding, maybe she could have Madalena place her under another Locking spell. She could just resume her normal life when this was all over. A life in which magic, vampires and witches didn't exist.

      But did she ever have a normal life? And did she want to return to the way her life was before, with her magic trying to burst free and that continual sense that something was missing? Back to the isolation she'd imposed upon herself because she'd always known, somehow, that she was different?

      On her bedside table, her cell shrilled, pulling her from her thoughts. Naomi didn't need to look at the screen to know it was Kat. Kat had called at least a dozen times, but she wasn't ready to talk to her.  She knew Kat had just been honoring her parents' wishes, but it still wounded her that she'd kept all this from her. How many times had Naomi bemoaned her mental state to her aunt? And she had known all along.

      The cell's ringing ceased, and Naomi moved towards it, checking the time. It was almost midnight. Once again, her thoughts had sucked her in for hours. But she wasn't tired, and she had another urge to get fresh air.

      Naomi made her way to the living room. The penthouse was silent. Do witches and vampires have regular night hours? she wondered. She realized she had a million questions about the mythical creatures she now knew to exist. Did vampires sleep in coffins? Did witches fly on brooms? She tried to imagine her parents flying on brooms and stifled a hysterical laugh.

      Making her way onto the balcony, she took in much needed air, leaning against the railing.  She needed more time for all she'd learned to sink in. No, she needed an eternity for all she'd learned to sink in.

      "I can leave if you want to be alone."

      She whirled around, startled. She hadn't noticed Alaric on the far end of the balcony, leaning against the railing. Her breath quickened at the sight of him; in the darkness he resembled a dark angel.

      "I scented you before you came out . . . I was just about to leave to give you your space," Alaric continued. When her eyebrows widened in surprise, he added, "Vampires have an enhanced sense of smell."

      "That's one thing our myths got right," Naomi said, trying to keep her voice light as he approached, "we got the staying out of the sun thing wrong."

      "Their myths," Alaric gently corrected her. "You're not human, Naomi."

      "So everyone keeps telling me," she muttered. He moved towards the balcony doors, and she shook her head. "No . . .  it's fine. Please stay."

      "Humans have gotten a lot of things right about us," he said, turning back to approach the railing, "we drink blood. Many of us are stronger at night. And believe it or not, I know several vampires who sleep in coffins."

      "Really?" Naomi asked, genuinely surprised.

      Alaric smiled; it made him even more beautiful. She turned away from him to focus on the skyline; sometimes looking directly at him was like looking into the sun. "Can you read minds?"

      "Yes and no," Alaric replied. "When performing a thrall, yes. But not while we're just going about our days. Constantly hearing the thoughts of other creatures would drive anyone mad."

      "I see," Naomi said, trying to keep her tone neutral, though relief flooded her. That meant he hadn't gleaned her thoughts during dinner. "What about garlic? Crosses? Mirrors?"

      "All myths, I'm afraid. But I do hate garlic," he said, and she could hear the smile in his voice. "It's a culinary thing for me. I hated it when I was a human."

      She looked at him. His face shuttered as soon as he uttered the word 'human'. He doesn't want me to know about his past, Naomi realized. This disappointed her.

      "Tell me about this Alliance," she said, hoping to keep him from retreating into his shell. "Madalena told me some things, but I'd like to know more."

      Alaric relaxed. "There's a hundred and eight of us," he said, "scattered in groups all over the world with about a dozen leaders. Madalena is one of them. Witches and vampires have a rocky history—we were once at war with each other. The Alliance was created centuries ago to create and establish a peace between us. There are always one hundred and eight members in the Alliance. Fifty-four witches, fifty-four vampires."

      "Why one hundred and eight?"

      "It's a magical number among our kind," Alaric replied, "once the Order gained power, it's become the Alliance's top priority to stop them."

      Naomi nodded, mulling this over.

      "Naomi . . . I took away one thing while I watched you in Athens."

      "What?"

      "You're searching for a purpose. I think you always have been . . . you just weren't aware of it because you've never known who you are. Now you do. You're more powerful than you realize."

      His gaze lingered on her face, allowing a moment for his words to settle, before he headed back inside.
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* * *

      When Naomi awoke the next morning, a certainty that she'd never experienced before filled her gut. Alaric's words from the night before rang in her ears.

      She left her room and found Madalena in her study, flipping through a file. Madalena looked up with a smile, getting to her feet.

      "Perfect timing," she said, gesturing to the file. "We got the results back from our private lab. You have the ancient genetic marker, Naomi. It confirms you're a direct descendant of the First Witches."

      Naomi stilled; it took a moment for her words to sink in. Not only was she a witch; she was a pureblood witch. It seemed fitting, now that she'd made her decision.

      "I'll help you," she said. "I'll help you find and destroy the Stone."
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      When Alaric entered the drawing room the next morning, he saw Naomi seated alone on the balcony. She was facing away from him, cross-legged, her hands folded in her lap. Madalena stood in the center of the room, watching her.

      "I'm teaching her calm," Madalena said, answering his silent question as he approached. "It's the first thing she needs to learn. Her magic overwhelms her when she's in a state of anxiety. I'm starting her off slow."

      "She's agreed to help us?"

      "Yes, thank goodness," Madalena replied, smiling. "I was afraid she'd refuse."

      Alaric knew he should feel relief; his words to her last night may have pushed her towards her decision. His motivation in convincing her to help them was partially selfish; if she went to a safe house, he wouldn't have a valid reason to be around her. The Alliance safe houses already had guards; Madalena would send him off on another assignment.

      But now he felt divided. By agreeing to help them, Naomi had put herself in danger. The Order would stop at nothing to get to her now that they'd found her.

      "We have another assignment for you," Madalena said, "there's a witch in the States who may be a Descendant. We've just begun surveillance on her. We'd want you to fly out to— "

      No." The word was out of his mouth before he could stop it. It was the same knee jerk reaction he'd had when Elias suggested he take on another assignment. Madalena looked at him with surprise. "I apologize. Naomi needs a great deal of protection. She's the first Descendant we've been able to find. Elias and Casimir have their own tasks to focus on."

      Madalena studied him with her perceptive green eyes. He tried to keep his expression stoic under her appraisal. Finally, she nodded, turning her attention back to Naomi.

      "Fine. But if you're staying here, we'll need your help to track down members of the Order."

      "Of course."

      Madalena started towards the balcony, and glanced back at him.

      "Elias and Casimir are in the study. Try to stay out of sight while I'm training Naomi."

      "Why?"

      "You seem to distract her," Madalena said, waving him away. "Now go."

      A wave of pleasure filled him at this knowledge, and he lingered to take in Naomi for a moment. Even beyond the glass doors of the balcony, her sweet scent hit his nostrils: honey, flowers, the hint of rain. He turned to leave when Madalena scowled, again gesturing for him to leave.

      In the study, Alaric found Casimir and Elias gathered around his laptop.

      "Shouldn't you be on a plane?" Casimir asked, his eyebrows raised.

      "No. Naomi needs protection," he said, avoiding Elias' probing gaze. "In the meanwhile, I'll help you track down the Order. What are you working on?"

      "I've located a witch who might be working with them. His name is James Evans. He's here in London," Casimir said, his focus returning to his screen. "I was doing intel on those two witches you encountered in Athens. I found out that one of them met up with James last month. It could have been innocent; James is an antiques dealer, so they may have just needed information and he had no idea who he was talking to. Or they've recruited him to their cause. We should talk to him—but we shouldn't scare him away."

      "I'll do it," Elias said, straightening.

      "I'll come with you," Alaric added. Though he was reluctant to leave the penthouse with Naomi here, her training would probably last for the remainder of the day, and Madalena would keep shooing him away. Because I distract her, he thought, with another rush of pleasure.

      Later, as Alaric and Elias headed towards the Tube, Elias kept his intense gaze on Alaric.

      "You are drawn to our witch, aren't you?" he asked.

      "She's not our witch."

      "Is she your witch?"

      "Elias . . . "

      "I'm teasing you. I haven't seen you this preoccupied with another creature in . . . " he thought for a moment. "Ever."

      "You've only known me for two years," Alaric grumbled. "Did it cross your mind that perhaps I don't talk about my personal life with you?"

      Elias fell silent, but he kept that irritating smirk on his face as they descended into the Tube. Alaric didn't like knowing that his attraction for Naomi was so obvious; attraction he had no intention on acting upon. Finding and destroying the Stone was the priority, along with keeping Naomi safe from the Order; he couldn't afford to be distracted.

      Elias' attention had now turned towards two attractive young women who eyed them with appreciation as they took their seats across from them on the train. Now Alaric could see why Elias insisted on taking the Tube when they could have used their speed to get to James' home in Notting Hill. Elias liked using any opportunity he could to flirt with human women. He winked at them both and they blushed.

      Alaric shook his head. He sometimes wondered why Elias chose to work with the Alliance; his main focuses in life seemed to center on food and seducing human women. He'd asked him once why he worked for the Alliance, and the usually loquacious Elias had given him a vague response about it being the right thing to do. He suspected there was more to it, much more, but he didn't pry. Alaric was also reluctant to discuss his past.

      They arrived in Notting Hill twenty minutes later at the Victorian townhome of James Evans. The witch must have sensed their presence because he opened the door before they could even knock. James was wiry thin, pale and freckled. He adjusted his glasses as he peered up at them.

      "James Evans?" Elias asked. James gave them a jerky nod. "We're from the Alliance. May we come in?"

      James hesitated. Alaric heard his heart rate increase. The witch was hiding something.

      "Of course," James stammered, but he wore a forced smile as he stepped back to wave them inside. From the entry way, Alaric could see that the house was sparsely furnished.  Alaric's suspicions increased. This was the home of someone who was leaving. In a hurry.

      "We won't be long. We only have a few questions," Elias said politely, as James led them into the drawing room. If Elias thought that anything was off with James, he hid it well.

      "Of course," James repeated. Alaric could now scent the musky hint of sweat from his palms. He was definitely hiding something.

      "We have reason to believe you've been in contact with a group who call themselves Primo ordo Malejicis—the First Order of Witches. Heard of them?" Elias asked.

      “I—I’ve never heard of any group with that name," James said. Alaric didn't need to use any of his heightened senses to tell that the witch was lying.

      "James," Elias said. He smiled, revealing his fangs; a universal threat amongst vampires. "We just want to know if—"

      "Elra ascium!" James shouted. The spell took both Elias and Alaric by surprise, lifting them off their feet and slamming them against the wall as James darted towards the window.

      Alaric was on him at once, grabbing James before he could vanish. He held him by the throat, slamming him against the wall.

      James closed his eyes and whimpered. Alaric tried to probe his mind, but he felt a mental block. James must have expected their visit and performed a spell to make himself immune to the vampiric thrall.

      "What are you hiding?" Alaric demanded. His words came out as a growl as he thought of Naomi's fear that night in Athens. This witch was working with the Order, the group that wanted to kill her. He was certain of it. He tightened his grip on Evans' throat, a dark satisfaction slithering through him as the man's face grew white. "Tell me!"

      "Jesus, Alaric—you're killing him! Let him go!" Elias shouted, but he ignored him. A black rage swirled through his veins, consuming every part of him.

      The witch's face was completely white now, and Alaric could hear his heart rate decrease. Words from his past flickered through his mind. The seconds right before death . . . that's when the blood is the sweetest. He bared his fangs, rearing down towards the man's throat, when Elias gripped his arms, tearing him off of James.

      Alaric blinked, coming back to himself. James sank to the floor, clutching his throat and gasping for air. Elias stood above Alaric. He didn't look angry, just concerned.

      "Take a walk."

      Alaric stumbled to his feet. He had almost lost himself. Again. Using his vampiric speed, he left the house in a flash, consumed with guilt and horror.
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      "We'll practice something us witches call Silentium. It just means stillness. It's like the practice of meditation in the human world—only deeper, if that makes any sense," Madalena said.

      After Naomi told Madalena she'd work with the Alliance, Madalena led her out to the balcony. For one panicked moment, Naomi thought Madalena wanted her to fly. Madalena laughed when she confessed her concern out loud.

      "We're not there yet. You have more to learn first."

      Naomi looked at her in astonishment. Witches could fly? She didn't know why she was surprised. Now that she knew vampires and witches existed, the sky was the limit to what was possible.

      "Not all witches can fly," Madalena said, as if reading her mind. "Only the powerful ones. You are, of course, one of them. But we're getting ahead of ourselves. Today is just about centering yourself. Your emotions are too entwined with your magic. Learn to control and separate your emotions, then you control your magic. Just focus on your immediate surroundings and the present. If you feel your magic—I believe you know what magic feels like by now?" Madalena asked, raising an inquiring brow.

      Naomi nodded. Now she did. It felt like a surge of electricity that raced through every part of her body.

      "If you feel it, just acknowledge and accept it. Focus on remaining calm."

      With one last kind smile, Madalena left her alone. Naomi found a comfortable position on the balcony, closing her eyes.

      Sitting in stillness was more difficult than it seemed. She'd tried meditation many times over the years, failing each time; her racing thoughts often seized her mind. Now, she tried to focus on the air around her, her breathing, the sounds of the city below. She relaxed.

      At one point, she sensed Alaric's presence behind her. She didn't know how she knew it was him . . . she just did. She had to fight the urge to open her eyes and turn to look at him. But his presence vanished; Naomi felt strangely bereft at his absence.

      Around midday, Madalena brought her lunch, leaving her alone to eat. Naomi ate quickly, then returned to her cross legged position. She had lost herself in peaceful silence when she heard a familiar voice inside the penthouse.

      She stumbled to her feet, leaving the balcony to hurry into the living room.

      Aunt Kat stood there, opposite Elias and Madalena. Kat whirled to face Naomi, her shoulders sinking with relief.

      "Oh thank God," Kat whispered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Why didn't you tell me?" Naomi asked Kat, as soon as they both entered Madalena's private study and she'd closed the door behind them.

      Naomi had asked the others for some alone time with her aunt. Kat, who was in her late forties, had aged little since the day she took in Naomi. There was the long brown wavy hair shot with a few strands of grey, the warm brown eyes which lit up at the sight of Naomi. Kat even smelled the same; lavender, from the perfume she always wore, and lemon, from the sweet lemon tea she was fond of.

      "You couldn't know—it was too dangerous. Your parents insisted. They must have been right . . . Madalena told me you were nearly abducted in Athens."

      "So ignorance was better?" Naomi asked, drawing a ragged breath. "Do you know how long I've thought something was wrong with me?"

      "I'm so sorry. Really," Kat said, her eyes shining with tears. "I desperately wanted to tell you—but I wanted you to be alive and safe even more."

      Naomi moved over to the couch, sitting down. She leaned forward, rubbing her temples. Kat sat down on the armchair opposite her.

      "My parents." Naomi forced herself to say the words. "Madalena said they were murdered."

      Kat flinched, her hand flying to her heart. Tears spilled onto her cheeks, and she closed her eyes.

      "No," Kat whispered. "I suspected that . . . but I thought I was being paranoid. Oh my God. Poor Liz and Sam."

      A small flicker of relief went through her. At least her aunt hadn't kept this from her. She took in Kat's grief stricken face with sympathy.  Kat had taken on an enormous burden when she stepped in to raise Naomi, and she'd never made Naomi feel like one. Not once had Naomi felt anything less than loved.

      She gave Kat a tentative smile, holding out her hand. Kat stood, taking her hand and sinking down onto the couch next to her.

      "I'm glad you came," Naomi said, wiping away her tears. "How'd you know I was here?"

      "Madalena called me . . .  she must have known how worried I was. She paid for my ticket here."

      A sliver of annoyance filled her. Madalena hadn't told her this. But maybe it was for the best; she was so angry yesterday she may have insisted that Kat stay away.

      "We can stay here for another day or so if you want. Then I'm coming with you to the safe house. I don't want you to be alone," Kat continued.

      "Safe house?" Naomi frowned. "I'm staying here. I'm helping the Alliance."

      Naomi filled Kat in on the Alliance's mission to locate and destroy the Incantation Stone. When she finished, Kat had gone pale.

      "Madalena’ll train me to—“

      "No," Kat interrupted, "you're not. I though the Alliance was protecting you. Instead they're using you as a bloodhound. The Order murdered your parents, and now they're after you. You can't be serious!"

      Her previous goodwill towards her aunt faded. She got to her feet, glaring down at her.

      "Last time I checked, I was an adult. I can make my own decisions.  I can't go back to living like I was—do you have any idea what that was like? To feel like you're teetering on the edge of madness? I need to learn how to control my magic. If you can't accept that, you can go back to Seattle."

      They faced off for a few tense seconds. Kat’s shoulders slumped in defeat.

      "You're right, I can't stop you," she said with a sigh, "but I'm not going anywhere."

      Naomi hesitated. She wasn't sure how safe it was for Kat to be here. She started to argue this point, but Kat silenced her before she could speak.

      "I took an extended leave of absence from school; there's an excellent substitute teaching my students. And I told my friends I'd be visiting you in Europe for a while. All my ducks are in a row. Whether you want to admit it or not, you need someone who loves you here," she said, "those people almost abducted you. I'll go crazy with worry if I leave you here. I'm not going anywhere."

      "Fine," Naomi said. "I can't live in the shadows anymore, Kat. You understand that, right?"

      Kat met her eyes. She gave her a grudging nod.

      When they left the study, Madalena led them to an empty guest room for Kat. As Naomi watched Kat set down her suitcase on the bed, she realized just how glad she was that her aunt was here. It made everything that was happening seem . . . less crazy.

      Madalena had a meal prepared for Kat, and when they sat down to eat, Kat didn't seem at all discomfited in the presence of otherworldly creatures. But it made sense. As the sister of a witch, Kat had grown up knowing about witches and vampires. Naomi made a mental note to ply her with the millions of questions she had.

      Elias nor Alaric ate dinner with them. When Naomi asked about their whereabouts, Madalena told her they were on an assignment. She periodically glanced towards the entrance of the dining room, hoping for Alaric's arrival. But he didn't show, and disappointment settled in her chest. What if his assignment was in a different city—a different country? And why did she care so much? She barely knew him.

      "You put my niece into any danger . . . " Kat's words drew Naomi out of her reverie. Kat was leaning forward in her chair, pointing her fork at Madalena and Casimir. "Human or not, I will kill you."

      "Kat," Naomi hissed, embarrassed. This reminded her of an incident that occurred when she was sixteen; a group of mean girls had teased her about an incident in class during which she couldn't stop shaking. She'd thought it was one of her 'episodes'; she now knew it was her magic, desperate to get out. She'd cried as they taunted her while she waited for Kat to pick her up from school. Kat had gotten out of her car and leaned in close to the group of girls, promising that she would humiliate them in ways they couldn't imagine if they came near her again. The girls had pretended not to be intimidated, but they'd never bothered her again.

      Neither Madalena nor Casimir deserved the same censure as those girls, but they didn't seem perturbed.

      "We'll defend Naomi with our lives," Madalena replied, her expression serious as she met Kat's gaze, "you have my word."

      After dinner, Naomi followed Kat to her guest bedroom, plying her with questions about growing up with a sister who was a witch and what she knew about the supernatural world.

      Kat's parents had sat her down and explained the existence of the supernatural world to her when she was eight, emphasizing the importance of keeping this knowledge a secret. Few humans knew that supernatural creatures truly existed. Since witches and vampires had far lesser numbers than humans, the unveiling of their existence would put them in danger. Kat had gotten used to this knowledge, and secretly longed to be a witch herself; she thought magic was cool, especially when she was a teenager and had to deal with bullies.

      "But your mother took care of them for me," Kat said, winking as she stifled a yawn.

      Naomi glanced at the time; it was just after midnight. Kat was fighting to stay awake. She stood to leave her alone to get some sleep, despite Kat's protests.

      "You must be jet lagged. I shouldn't keep you awake," Naomi insisted.

      "I just . . . I want you to know I'm sorry. I'm sorry I kept you in the dark," Kat whispered. Guilt shadowed her eyes, and Naomi reached out to squeeze her hand.

      "You were trying to keep me safe," Naomi said, "get some sleep."

      As she padded down the hall to her own room, she heard the front door open. She moved to the top of the stairs, freezing when she saw Alaric enter. He didn't see her at first, standing perfectly still with his eyes closed.

      She headed down the stairs. His eyes flew open; he stiffened at the sight of her.

      "Is everything all right?" she hedged.

      "I'm fine," he bit out. He started past her. Without thinking, she stepped into his path.

      "You don't look fine."

      "Naomi—“

      "I'm guessing you don't want to talk about it. Whatever it is. And I'm assuming you won't be able to sleep—if vampires need to sleep," she added hastily. "I know I won't be able to either. At least not for a while. I'm heading out to the balcony. You can join me, if you want."

      She said all this in a rush. She waited for his response, her body tense, feeling like a nerdy teenage girl asking the popular guy to prom.

      The corners of his mouth twitched; it turned into his characteristic heart stopping smile, and he nodded.

      "Vampires do need to sleep," he admitted, "but you're right. I won't be able to. Fresh air would be nice."

      Delight flooded her, and she returned his smile, making her way out onto the balcony. She was hyper aware of Alaric's presence as he trailed her.

      On the balcony, she leaned against the railing. He stood next to her, and a rush of heat seared her at his proximity.

      "I never got to thank you," she said.

      "For what?"

      "Saving my life in Athens."

      "No . . . you saved our lives."

      "Even if you hadn't come, and I used my magic; I wouldn't have been able to replicate it. I didn't know what it was," Naomi insisted, "you got me out of there."

      "I was doing my job," Alaric said, after a long pause, “that's all."

      She knew this, of course she knew this. His rescuing her was just a job, his duty for the Alliance. But still, a stab of disappointment pierced her.

      They fell into a companionable silence. Alaric trained his gaze on the skyline, his blue eyes troubled.

      "There's something about myself that I hate," he murmured, almost to himself, “and I can't seem to shake it."

      "Everyone has something about themselves that they hate."

      "This is not just a personality defect," Alaric returned. "I've been alive a long time. I've done . . . terrible things, Naomi."

      She wondered if his words were supposed to serve as a warning; a silent command to keep her distance. But they only did the opposite. She wanted to know more.

      "If you're so terrible, why are you working for the Alliance?"

      "I want that Stone destroyed," he said, averting his eyes. "Working with the Alliance is the best way to do that."

      She surmised there was more to it. But she didn't press; this was the most he'd revealed to her in the short time they'd known each other. He seemed to be aware of this, and she saw him shut down again, his shoulders going rigid, his breathing more controlled.

      "Good night," he said, reaching out to briefly touch her cheek.

      She stilled. Alaric's gaze trailed from her face to her throat, down her body, and back up to her eyes. A simmering tension infused the moment, before he dropped his hand from her cheek and left her alone on the balcony, her heart thundering in her chest.
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      Alaric entered his bedroom, his breathing ragged. He shut his bedroom door, but Naomi's scent still filled his nostrils. It had taken everything in his power to leave her on the balcony without pressing his lips to hers.

      Expelling a frustrated breath, he stripped out of his clothes and moved to the bathroom. One of the best modern inventions was not the computer, but the pressurized shower; he could take one for hours. He'd once stood in his shower back at his estate for days.

      Stepping into the shower, he turned the faucet all the way to cold, luxuriating in the feel of the cool droplets of water pounding onto his skin.

      After he left James Evans' home, he'd paced the entirety of London to calm himself. He hated the worried look in Elias' eyes. He hated the pleasure that coursed through his veins at the sound of James' decelerating heartbeat, at the signs of life draining from his body.  He thought he'd tamed his bloodlust.

      But even now, as he recalled James' near death, a ripple of pleasure hummed beneath his senses. If Elias hadn't been there, would he have been able to stop himself? He doubted it.

      Killing used to be fun for him; he used to seek out conflict, physical fights that could end with a kill. He'd justified his bloodlust, assuring himself that he only killed those who deserved it, he never harmed innocents. But had it really mattered? Taking a life was taking a life. And he'd killed scores.

      A jolt of pain shot through him at the dark memory he'd burrowed into the recesses of his mind, which now came back with stark clarity. Over a century ago, he'd found the woman he wanted to spend his eternal life with, and he'd proposed. She was a vampire as well, but as pure and kind as any creature could be; she used her vampiric abilities to heal others.

      His blood tears as they streamed down his cheeks, mingling with the water from the shower. Ileana. She was dead because of him. After he'd hunted down the vampire who killed her, he'd sworn off killing. And love. He'd occasionally taken lovers over the years—vampires, witches, humans—but they were nothing more than casual pleasures to sate his physical appetites. He'd not felt an emotional pull towards anyone in the intervening years, nor had he wanted to. Naomi was the first, and if possible, the pull he felt towards her was even stronger.

      The irony of this wasn't lost on him. He'd once hated witches; in the months after Ileana's death he'd traveled the world to find a witch who knew a Reincarnation spell, or any spell that could bring her back to life. But there were none who could. Death is final, even amongst our kind, they'd all said.

      He thought of Naomi's reaction to him on the balcony . . .  her reaction to him in general. He knew that Naomi desired him. Every time she was in his proximity, he could hear her heart rate increase, see her pupils dilate, scent her arousal. Had he met her in a casual setting, he would have made love to her by now. She would have been just another casual lover. Once would not have been enough, a voice taunted, but he ignored it. The fact remained—he hadn't met her in a casual setting. She was a valuable tool for the Alliance; his job was to protect her and nothing more.

      By the time he emerged from the shower, the sun had just begun its ascent above the horizon. He moved over to the windows, allowing the heat of the rising sun to permeate his skin through the glass.

      Once dry, he shrugged into his clothes but remained by the window, taking in the brilliant array of colors that lit the sky as the day began.

      He scented Madalena before she entered and turned as she stepped into his room. While her expression was neutral, her shoulders were rigid. Alaric braced himself.

      "Elias told me what happened with James Evans," she said.

      "Do you want me to leave the Alliance?" he asked, his throat dry. He would expect nothing less after what he'd done, but dread filled him at the thought. Working for the Alliance had given him a purpose; one he desperately needed.

      "No," Madalena said. "Of course not. You were able to stop yourself."

      "Only because Elias was there."

      "You could have easily overpowered Elias and killed that witch if you wanted to. But you didn't," Naomi said, shaking her head. "You'll have to do much worse if you expect us to let you go."

      She gave him a tentative smile, and Alaric relaxed.

      "And . . . I sense Naomi likes having you around," Madalena continued, "the more comfortable she is, the easier it'll be to train her. But I didn't come in here to talk about yesterday's incident, or Naomi. James was found dead last night."

      "What?" Alaric asked, stunned.

      "Casimir picked it up on a police frequency. We know it was the Order. They left their Mark on him."

      Guilt crawled through him. Though he was not sorry that James was dead, he knew he would have been a valuable asset to the Alliance.

      "Do you think they killed him because Elias and I talked to him?" he asked.

      "I don't know. They may have already been planning to kill him," Naomi replied, with a heavy sigh.

      "Well, now we know for sure the Order's here in London," Alaric said, panic coiling through him. They would come for Naomi. "We need to get Naomi out of the city."

      "We will," Naomi said, after a hesitant beat.

      "Will?" Alaric demanded. "Madalena—“

      "This building is hidden by a Cloaking spell," Madalena reminded him, "Naomi's safe here."

      He studied her. Madalena was not looking at him. She was a terrible liar.

      "Madalena?" he pressed.

      "If they come here, it may be our best way of finding the Stone," she said reluctantly. “We can track them—"

      "This was your exact plan in Athens," Alaric snapped, "and she was almost killed."

      "None of us will let any harm come to her. But don't forget our ultimate goal—to find the Stone and destroy it. Naomi is the key to that."

      "I don't like this," Alaric growled.

      "I know. But it's out of your hands," Madalena said firmly, "while you were gone, we took a vote. Everyone wants to keep her here for the time being. The other Alliance leaders know that we have Naomi; they agree it's the best plan. If the Order comes here, we'll be prepared."

      "Does Naomi know this? Her aunt?"

      "It's best they don't know. Naomi's aunt doesn't want her helping us to begin with. I believe she’ll still help us, but this knowledge would distract her from her training. Keep this to yourself, Alaric. Are we clear?"

      He glared at her, but Madalena held his gaze. He gave her a grudging nod.

      "I'm training Naomi for the rest of the day," she said, "Casimir is keeping careful surveillance on the exterior of the building. Elias is back at James' home, combing for any possible clues the Order may have left behind. You should join him."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alaric found James' home covered in police tape. It was surreal, given he'd just been here the previous day.

      Elias had an ongoing flirtation with a female detective from Scotland Yard that often came in handy; it got him access to crime scenes. He found Elias in James' drawing room, searching through his cabinets. He glanced up as Alaric entered.

      "All right?" he asked.

      "I'm fine," he said, moving away from him to look around the room. He didn't want to dwell on his near relapse into bloodlust. "Have you found anything?"

      "Nothing yet. It looks like they killed him in haste—they were in and out. I doubt they left anything behind, so I'm looking for something James may have hidden here. Something that leaves a clue to their headquarters, current whereabouts . . . anything."

      Alaric nodded, glad to have something for his mind to focus on; something that could take his mind off his worry for Naomi.

      He moved throughout the barebones house, searching for anything out of the ordinary in the various rooms, but found nothing. It was as if James knew that someone would search his home for incriminating clues.

      After a brief and fruitless search of James' bedroom, he started to leave, but froze when he stepped on something hollow beneath his feet. He looked down.

      The floorboard he stood on was unsteady. Squatting down on his haunches, he tested it with his hands. It was wobbly. Reaching down, he lifted it up with one hand.

      Something rested directly beneath the floorboard, glinting in the faint light of the room.

      When Alaric saw what it was, dread clawed its way through his chest.
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      Naomi stood in the center of Madalena's private study, intently focused on a plush pillow that rested on the couch in front of her. Rise, she thought. Rise.

      But the pillow remained motionless. Naomi pressed her hands to her temples, expelling a sigh. It seemed like she had been at this for hours, and she couldn't perform a simple Levitation spell.

      She turned back to face Madalena, who stood behind her.

      "I can't do it," Naomi said, blinking back tears of frustration. "I'm sorry . . . I think you're wrong about me."

      "You've shaken the walls of buildings," Madalena returned, "I assure you; we're not wrong about you."

      After breakfast, Madalena had guided Naomi into her private study to begin her training. At first, excitement filled her at the thought of learning to control her magic. But as she failed at each spell that Madalena attempted to teach her, frustration replaced her excitement. She'd been a straight A student and was accustomed to excelling at things. Magic, it seemed, was something she didn't seem to do well.

      "I'm supposed to be this powerful witch, but I can't perform the most basic spells," Naomi protested. “If you want me to help you—“

      "It's your own mind that's blocking you," Madalena interrupted, "push everything else away and concentrate."

      Naomi returned her focus to the pillow, trying to heed her words. She'd feared that Madalena would have her memorize loads of complicated spells in Latin or some other ancient language. Madalena told her there was an ancient language exclusive to witches, and many spells were in this language. But the vast majority of spells were simple commands.

      "Think of it this way," Madalena said, "a spell is a request to the elements around you. It's no different from . . .  chemistry, really. As a witch, you can rearrange the atoms around you by simply commanding them to."

      It didn't sound simple to Naomi at all, but she kept her focus on the pillow.  Rise.

      The pillow didn't budge.

      Naomi moved to the couch and sat down, leaning forward to rest her forehead on her knees. Kat had wanted to watch her train, but Madalena refused, insisting that Naomi needed to practice with no distractions. Now she was glad that Kat wasn't here to see here failure.

      A strong longing for the simplicity of her old life rose in her chest. Yes, there was the unexplained inner turmoil, but there had been logic and order to her world. There had been no magic and ancient artifacts and warring factions of supernatural creatures.

      "Naomi."

      Madalena sat down next to her, giving Naomi a sympathetic look.

      "You just found out about all of this. I know it's hard . . .  but try not to put so much pressure on yourself. We'll take a break for now. We can take the rest of the day off if you'd like or continue after you've eaten."

      "Was this difficult for you?" Naomi asked. "When you were learning all these spells?"

      "I was in a different position. I knew I was a witch. But . . .  there was a lot of pressure. My father was powerful; it was difficult to live up to him. I still don't think I'm as strong as he was, nor will I ever be," she admitted, vulnerability flashing across her face. "I had a different life before I stepped into this role. I'd mostly turned my back on magic; I thought I wasn't good enough. When I took my father's position with the Alliance; I had to force myself to let go of my hangups. Sometimes I still struggle with it. We may not be in the exact same position, Naomi . . . but I understand the pressure of living up to lofty expectations."

      Madalena gave her a sad smile. Naomi had learned that Madalena's family, the Cantrells, was one of the most powerful witch families in Europe. Like many supernatural creatures, they'd acquired their wealth from many companies; wealth that Madalena inherited after her father's death, hence the private plane and the penthouse.

      Despite Madalena's financial privileges, Naomi felt a rush of sympathy for her. She had more in common with her than she'd initially thought. The Order had murdered her father as well.

      "Thank you," Naomi said sincerely, “that helps. More than you realize."

      Madalena reached out to squeeze her hand before leaving her alone.

      Naomi stretched, looking around the study. She suspected this study had belonged to Madalena's father. Every detail, from the dark colored furniture to the wood paneled walls, was masculine.

      She turned, her gaze landing on the floor to ceiling bookcases, filled with grimoires and books about ancient magic. Her eyes had lit up when she first spotted them; Madalena told her she could read any of them whenever she wanted. The academic in her would much rather study magic than practice it.

      She returned her focus to the unassuming pillow on the couch. It was a reminder of her failure to perform magic.  Maybe it would respond to rudeness. Rise, you son of a bitch.

      "How are you doing?" Kat asked, entering the study.

      "Terribly. I'm finding it hard to believe I possess all this power," Naomi grumbled. "Was it this hard for Mom to learn magic?"

      "That was different. Lizzie always knew she was a witch, so it came naturally. You've gone your whole life not knowing, and you had a Locking spell placed on your magic. It'll come to you."

      "But will it come in time?" Naomi fretted. "Those people who came for me in Athens . . . "

      "Worry will only hold you back," Kat said, extending her arm. "Come eat with me. You need a break."

      Madalena and the others were nowhere to be seen as they ate; Naomi guessed they were trying to give her space while she underwent training. She pushed aside her disappointment at not seeing Alaric in the dining room. Instead, she tried to concentrate on Kat's words as she made small talk, but all she could think about was her magic—or lack thereof. She needed to get better, and fast.

      When she returned to Madalena's study, she tried again and again without success to lift the damn pillow. Nothing.

      She was on her twentieth attempt when she sensed a familiar presence behind her.

      She turned. It was Alaric, hovering by the door. He looked troubled, but he gave her a pleasant smile when she turned.

      "I can leave if—“ he began.

      "No," she said quickly, "but if you're here to watch me perform magic, you're going to be disappointed. I can't even lift a pillow from the couch."

      "That's because you've convinced yourself you can't," Alaric said.

      "That's exactly what Madalena and Kat said."

      "Don't tell her I said this . . . but sometimes Madalena's right," he said, with a conspiratorial wink. He glanced at the door with a flicker of guilt. "I'm not supposed to be in here. Madalena doesn't want you to have any distractions."

      "I won't tell," Naomi said, crossing her heart.

      Alaric approached her. Placing his hands on her arms, he turned her back around to face the couch. Her chest tightened at his nearness.

      He lifted her left arm, his mouth close to her ear as he spoke.

      "Close your eyes."

      She obeyed.

      "Concentrate."

      She tried to remove all thoughts from her mind, but the awareness of his proximity consumed her; his tall and muscular body pressed against her back, his cool hand on the flesh of her arm, his steady breath against the back of her neck.

      She opened her eyes, stepping away from him.

      "I tried that. It's not going to work," she said. What she wanted to say was that she couldn't concentrate around him.

      "All right," he said calmly.

      To her surprise, he moved past her to the window. He opened it with one hand, stepped up to the ledge, and leapt off.

      Naomi gasped, her heart leaping into her throat. She darted to the window.  They were twenty stories up, and Alaric fell rapidly to the ground. Could a vampire survive such a fall? She didn't know, and she didn't want to find out the hard way.

      Stop, her mind screamed. To her amazement, Alaric halted in mid air. She allowed another desire to fill her mind. Rise. The pull on her body increased as Alaric accelerated back up to the window. It was like watching a movie on rewind.

      Once he was back at the ledge, he pulled himself up and climbed back into the study.

      Naomi stumbled back, shaking her head in disbelief.

      "You did that, Naomi," Alaric said, his voice filled with admiration. "Right now, you only use your magic when someone's life is in danger. You need to hone it to use at anytime.  But your power is there. I just needed to prove it to you."

      She looked at him, still reeling.

      "Would you have survived if I hadn't stopped you?"

      "Well, yes," he hedged, looking guilty. "But I would have been a little banged up."

      "Alaric."

      They turned to find Madalena by the open doorway. Madalena scowled at Alaric, looking like a stern parent. "I told you, Naomi needs—“

      "Actually, he helped me," Naomi interrupted. "I just performed an advanced Levitation spell. I couldn't have done it without Alaric's help."

      Surprise flickered in Madalena's eyes.

      "That's wonderful. Even more advanced than what I was going for today," she said. "Alaric . . . we weren't done with our discussion. Naomi, feel free to keep practicing on your own or you can stop for the day. It's up to you."

      Feeling invigorated, Naomi turned her attentions to the pillow once Alaric and Naomi left the room. This time, it rose at her command, and she watched with awe as it hovered in mid air, before she silently commanded it to settle back down on the couch.

      Using the Levitation spell on Alaric seemed to unleash the mental block that had held back her magic. By the time Kat came in to check on her, she could levitate several pillows off the couch at once.

      "I knew you could do it," Kat said, smiling with pride, "I wish your mother was here to see this."

      "Me too," Naomi admitted, her own smile faltering. She brought the pillows to a rest on the couch, turning to face her aunt. "What was it like—growing up with a witch in the house?"

      "It wasn't as strange you would expect. We still got into silly sister fights. Lizzie still had to do her chores. Honestly, she was more focused on being a history nerd than a witch," Kat said, "I did go through a period of jealousy. I wanted the power she seemed to take for granted. I seemed so ordinary compared to your mother. My parents assured me I was extraordinary in my own way. Eventually, I accepted my non magical status," Kat added, with a wry smile. "You'll accept all this, too. It'll just take time."

      "I hope so," Naomi murmured, "I have to thank Alaric. He helped me push past my block."

      Kat's expression darkened.

      "The vampire?"

      "Yes," Naomi said, taking in Kat's sudden tension. "What's wrong?"

      Kat looked as if she wanted to say something, but shook her head.

      "Nothing," she said, "I'll leave you to your training."

      Kat abruptly left. Naomi frowned, a sliver of unease crawling through her as she wondered what her aunt was hiding.
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      Madalena was quiet as she led Alaric back to the main study. At first, he thought she was angry at him for interrupting Naomi. But as he studied her, he realized that the look in her eyes was more than mere annoyance. She was still thinking about what he'd found beneath the floorboards at James' home.

      It was an antique ring inscribed with a familiar name. Raphael Ibano. His blood had gone cold at the sight of the name.

      Like Madalena, Raphael belonged to a wealthy and influential family of witches. Unlike Madalena's family, they were rumored to be distantly related to the First Witches, though there was no Descendant in their line. The Ibano family played an important role in both human and supernatural history. They'd helped negotiate peace between warring supernatural families and dabbled in human affairs like politics and industry. When the Order first formed, many Alliance members feared the Ibano family would join their side. The family claimed neutrality, though they offered to help the Alliance whenever they could. Alliance leaders had supplied the Ibano family with tidbits of information over the years in the hope that they would join their side.

      Raphael was the most prominent member of the family, with the looks and charisma of a movie star. Though Raphael was a strong witch, he spent most of his time in the human world. He was usually based in Rome, managing one of the family's many companies. He'd never seemed to care about the affairs of witches or vampires.

      But his ring, a valuable family heirloom, was in the possession of someone who worked with the Order. Alaric didn't believe in coincidences. This could only mean the Ibano family was working with the Order. With their power, this was bad news for the Alliance.

      When Alaric and Elias returned to the penthouse, they'd gathered Madalena and Casimir in the main study for an impromptu meeting.

      "This ring doesn't mean Raphael's working with them," Casimir said, after a long pause, though his face had gone ashen. "James could have stolen it. Or—“

      "No," Alaric interrupted, "James was a relatively weak witch. There's no way he would've been able to steal something so valuable from Raphael. The evidence points to Raphael giving this to him."

      "Why?" Casimir asked.

      "Payment. James was an antiques dealer, a passionate one. Money wouldn't have been as valuable to him as an ancient family heirloom from one of the most powerful witch families in the world. But James was no idiot; he must have known working with the Order was risky. How do you entice someone to take a risk? You pay them with something they'd find valuable."

      "Then why didn't he take it with him?" Elias asked. "Why leave the ring behind?"

      "I don't know. It did seem like James was leaving in a hurry. Or maybe he knew Raphael would have him killed— and he left if behind so we'd find out. I don't know. But this is the proof we need. Raphael is a part of this. We've been trying to track down potential leaders of the Order, haven't we? Now we have a name."

      He looked at Madalena, who looked down at the ring, turning it over in her hands.

      "I want to confirm a few things first," she said, getting to her feet. She glanced at Casimir. "I'll need your help."

      Madalena, Casimir and Elias left the study, leaving Alaric alone. He'd been on his way out to follow them when Naomi's sweet scent wafted down the hall and hit his nostrils, beckoning to him. He smiled to himself as he recalled the look of wonder on Naomi's face when she'd broken his fall.

      "I'm not upset with you, if that's what you're thinking," Madalena said now, pulling him back to the present. "It turns out you're right about Raphael. I had Casimir hack into some of his family's financial holdings. He sent money to James through one of his private accounts. It all makes sense. Why the Order members are so hard to track down and identify. They have a wealthy and powerful family behind them."

      She stopped walking for a moment.

      "I should have figured this out sooner," she said, looking up at Alaric. "My father would have figured it out."

      "Madalena," Alaric said, his tone soothing but firm, "you don't know that."

      Madalena didn't look convinced. They entered the main study where Elias and Casimir were waiting.

      "It's true. Raphael's been sending money to James—and to the accounts of other witches we believe are working for the Order," Naomi said, "we need to let other Alliance members know. But we have to be careful. We thought the Ibano family was on our side. Other members could be deceiving us as well."

      "I can send out an encrypted message," Casimir said, "only you and several other leaders have access to it."

      "Raphael must know we're searching for him," Alaric said, grim.

      "We'll have to move fast," Madalena said, nodding in agreement. "We need to start with his last known location."

      [image: ]
* * *

      "You're stressing me out," Casimir muttered, glancing up at Alaric with annoyance. Alaric hovered over Casimir as he worked on his laptop, using his surveillance software to track Raphael's movements. But he was coming up empty; Raphael's last confirmed location was at his home in Rome, over two weeks ago. He seemed to have disappeared.

      "We finally have a leading member of the Order we can track down, and we need—“

      "I wasn't looking for advice. I know how to do my job," Casimir snapped, "please let me do it."

      Alaric started to protest, but he stepped back. The more time Casimir spent arguing with Alaric, the less time he'd have to track down Raphael.

      He left to head out to the balcony, delight rippling through him when he spotted Naomi already there. She turned when he stepped out, her mouth curving into a wide smile at the sight of him. He hadn't realized it until now, but ever since that first night on the balcony, he often came here hoping to find her.

      They stood in companionable silence for a few moments. Being near Naomi seemed to calm him, and his urgent need to find Raphael temporarily abated. He watched her out of the corner of his eyes, admiring the way the moonlight highlighted her dark hair and creamy skin. He could spend days just looking at her.

      "I can't believe what I'm capable of," she murmured, breaking the silence, "I mean, I stopped your fall—just by willing it."

      "Welcome to being a witch," Alaric replied, "you've only just skimmed the surface of what you're capable of."

      "I think it'll take time for me to accept it. And by time, I mean decades," Naomi said, giving him a wry smile. "How long will I live—as a witch?" she asked suddenly, her eyes widening. "Do they—do we—have different life expectancies?"

      "Witches live longer than humans, but they're not immortal like vampires," Alaric said. “Madalena's grandfather was almost two hundred and fifty when he died."

      Naomi's eyes went even wider, her mouth opening then closing. He smiled; he'd been just as stunned when he learned about the rules of the supernatural world.

      "And you?" Naomi pressed. "How old are you?"

      He stiffened. He didn't want to delve into his past, but she looked almost desperately curious.

      "I was born a human in 1607. I was turned in 1642," he replied, after a long pause.

      Naomi paled. She turned away from him, gripping the railing.

      "You shouldn't overwhelm yourself," Alaric said gently, "just focus on learning your magic."

      "You're right," she said, "but there are some things I should know."

      "Like what?"

      "What were you, Madalena and the others talking about?" she asked. "I could tell you were having a meeting."

      "Madalena doesn't want you distracted."

      "I know I'm supposed to concentrate on my training. I am, believe me. But I don't appreciate being treated like a damsel," Naomi said, her eyes flashing. "I'm here to help, aren't I? I can't help if I don't have all the information."

      Alaric smiled in spite of himself, admiration filling him at her resolve.

      "You're right," he said. Glancing behind them to make sure they were alone,  he told her about their discovery of Raphael's involvement with the Order.

      "Great," she muttered, "so this group that wants to kill me has an influential family of witches behind them."

      "We won't let them get to you," Alaric said fiercely. I won't let them. "You have my word."

      He reached for her hand, giving it a comforting squeeze. His eyes fell to her lips, which parted, and her honeyed scent hit his nostrils with the force of a sledgehammer. Her cheeks were flushed with desire, and her heart rate quickened.

      He knew that he should step back, but it was as if an invisible force pushed him closer to her, and he was leaning in to her, tantalizingly close . . .

      "We may have found something."

      Alaric dropped Naomi's hand, stepping back from her. Elias stood by the open balcony door, grinning. He'd been so focused on Naomi that he hadn't detected Elias' presence. Irritation rose in Alaric's chest. Elias had interrupted them on purpose.

      "Found what?" Alaric asked, trying not to growl.

      "Come with me."
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      "Wait," Naomi protested, as Alaric and Elias started to leave the balcony. Her heart still hammered wildly in her chest from the heated moment Elias had interrupted, and she had to take a breath before she continued, "I want to know what's going on."

      "I don't think—“ Elias began.

      "She has a right to know," Alaric interrupted. A rush of appreciation filled Naomi and she gave him a grateful smile. Elias looked hesitant, but he didn't protest as she trailed them back into the penthouse.

      When all three of them entered the study, Casimir's eyebrows rose in surprise at the sight of Naomi. Madalena got to her feet with a frown.

      "Naomi, you shouldn’t—“

      "Alaric already told me about Raphael. I'm a part of this."

      Naomi braced herself for Madalena's protest, but after a moment, she nodded in reluctant agreement.

      "You're right." Madalena raised her hand, and the door swung shut behind them.

      "We've located Raphael," Madalena said, "he's in Paris. He has a home just outside the city."

      "Let's get him.” Alaric was already moving to the door.

      "Hold on," Madalena said, "we need to proceed with caution. Right now he's just a suspect; we can't just kill him, nor should we. We need to question him. We can't just descend onto his property and attack."

      "Why not?" Alaric demanded. "We know he's a part of this. The sooner we move on him—“

      "We don't want to risk him disappearing on us," Casimir interrupted, "Madalena's right."

      "You, Elias and Casimir can take my plane to Paris. We've contacted our allies there; they can surround his location if he tries to escape. When you get there, frame your visit as nothing more than questioning," Madalena said, "he'll want to maintain his cover, so I doubt he'll strike out at you."

      "If he does?" Alaric asked.

      "Well, then you have no choice," she replied, "but do not kill him; he may be our best chance we have of locating the Stone. Once he's contained, Naomi and I can join you."

      "Maybe I should go with them now," Naomi said, "if Raphael has the Stone with him, I might be able to sense it, and— "

      "No," Alaric said, whirling to face her, "it's not safe for you. Raphael could be onto us and this could all be a trap."

      Anger filled Naomi at Alaric's dismissal.

      "But I can—“

      "It is too risky," Madalena agreed, "it's best if you stay here. If Raphael's in Paris that means he doesn't know you're here."

      Naomi stepped out of the way as they filtered out of the room. She knew they were right; she had barely begun her training, she wasn't in any position to face off with other witches. But she still felt useless and frustrated.

      Alaric was the last to head out. He stopped opposite her, searching her face.

      "You understand why it's safer for you here?" he asked. "Raphael is strong . . . even stronger so than those witches who tried to abduct you in Athens."

      "I do," she said, "but at some point I'll have to face him . . .  as much as that scares me."

      "I know," he said, his eyes darkening, "we should be back soon."

      He lingered, and her breath caught in her throat as he reached out to press his hand against her cheek. Though his hand was cold, warmth spread throughout her body at his touch. He leaned forward and pressed his lips briefly against hers before leaving the room in a flash of movement.
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* * *

      "Well done, Naomi," Madalena said, looking impressed as Naomi levitated several couch pillows in the air before allowing them to come to a rest. "Try the books now."

      After the others left, Naomi knew she wouldn't be able to sleep; she was too worried about Alaric. And there was the persistent memory of his lips on hers, along with their almost kiss on the balcony.

      She didn't want to bother Kat, who was asleep in her room, so she'd asked Madalena if she could help train her. To her surprise, Madalena agreed. Naomi realized that Madalena was as worried as she was. Maybe even more so.

      Now, Naomi turned her focus to the bookcase, willing each book to slide off the shelves. Hover, she silently commanded, and the books obeyed, hovering in midair for several seconds before sliding back into the shelves.

      "Wonderful," Madalena said, shaking her head, "see? It's all about confidence."

      Naomi had to agree. It was as if her body and senses had been primed for magic, like a dormant muscle eager to be used.

      "Can you train me to use more advanced spells?" Naomi asked.

      "Not yet. I don't want to addle you with too much information at once."

      Irritation pierced her. As they spoke, Alaric and the others were tracking down a man—a group—who wanted to kill her. There was no time for kid steps. She'd overcome her initial mental barrier; she needed to learn more.

      "You can already protect yourself when your—or someone else’s—life is in danger," Madalena said, as if reading her mind. "Magic is a delicate art, even if it is a part of who you are. To overload you in a few days’ time with a lifetime of magic lessons—“

      "We don't have much time. The Order's not going to take their time coming after me," Naomi protested.

      "I'm very aware of that. We'll work on more advanced magic tomorrow, after you've had some rest."

      "Will you at least train me on the defensive magic I've already used?" Naomi pressed. "Like what I did in Athens?And here? Making the walls shake?"

      "I won't be able to train you how to do that. And not for the reasons you're thinking. There isn't a spell for what you did in Athens. At least, not one I'm aware of."

      "What?"

      "Only Descendants can perform magic of that magnitude. I'm strong, yes. But not that strong."

      Naomi sank down onto an armchair, shaken. She had made an entire building shake—and even Madalena didn't know how she did it?

      "This is why I'm training you in increments," Madalena said, squatting down in front of her. "As for your defensive magic . . . I would try to remember what you were feeling in that moment. I can't emphasize enough how magic is strongly connected to emotions."

      Her words didn't bring Naomi any assurance. In Athens, all she could remember was the staggering sense of fear. When she'd first arrived here, she'd just felt overwhelmed. Hell, she still felt overwhelmed, and she wasn't making any buildings shake.

      "Try and get some rest," Madalena said, "I'll be in my room if you need me. I doubt I'll get much sleep."

      Naomi sat alone for some time in the study. The thought of magic being boiled down to mere spells and incantations comforted her; it gave the complex realm of magic some order. That she was capable of performing magic that her mentor wasn't boggled her mind.

      Fatigue settled over her, though she was reluctant to give in to it. She didn't want to sleep until she knew Alaric was safe . . . well, as safe as he could be. But she couldn't resist the pull of sleep, and made her way to her room.

      Entering her room, she made a beeline for the bed. She was too exhausted to even discard her clothes.

      But she halted in her tracks. She heard something.

      A whisper.

      It reminded her of the whispers she'd heard from the Stone in Athens. Only they were closer now. Much closer.

      She turned to face the windows. Right outside the windows, a man hovered. He was . . . floating.

      He was tall and slender but well built, with dark blonde hair that framed his angular face, and wolfish grey eyes that were settled on her. With the long dark coat he wore that rustled in the night time air, he had the look of a dark angel. Somehow, he was speaking to her, but his lips weren't moving. His words were in her mind.

      You belong with us. His voice was seductive, wrapping her in a cocoon of warmth. We are the ones who can help hone your magic. Come with me, my lovely.

      He extended his hand. Naomi's feet propelled her towards the window, though something inside her screamed that this man was dangerous, that she needed to flee. But her feet continued to  propel her towards him. He smiled, and the glass of the window shattered.

      The night breeze filled the room, whipping Naomi's hair around her face as she continued towards him. The man extended his arm. Come. You are the Honored One. The Beloved Descendant. You belong with us.

      Naomi ignored the part of her that shouted in protest as she extended her hand. She reached the open window, and he reached out to grip her hand, his smile turning feral. As he tugged her towards him, the door to her bedroom crashed open.

      "RAPHAEL!" Alaric's voice snarled from behind her. "Take your hands off of her!"
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      It all began with Raphael's ring.

      Alaric had been sitting on the tarmac at Heathrow in Madalena's private plane, rolling around Raphael's ring in his palm. As he studied it, a sudden thought occurred to him.

      "Don't witches enchant objects of value like this? Especially heirlooms?" he asked Casimir.

      "Yeah. But Madalena didn't detect any enchantments on the ring," Casimir replied, not looking up from his laptop.

      Alaric looked back down at the ring.  He was still troubled by the fact that James left it behind. As much as he tried to rationalize the reasons he would have done that, none had satisfied him.

      Why didn't you take this valuable ring, James? he mused. And as soon as he asked the question, the answer hit him with the force of a freight train.

      He unbuckled his seatbelt, leaping to his feet.

      "Alaric, what are you—“ Elias began.

      "We have to get off this plane," Alaric said, darting to the cockpit door and knocking. "Evans left the ring behind because there's a tracking spell on it," he said, turning to face Elias and Casimir, "I may not know much about magic, but I know that Tracking spells can be undetectable. James must have known the Order was out to kill him, and he must have known the ring could be tracked. That's the only reason he'd have left something so valuable behind."

      "Holy shit," Elias whispered, "that means—“

      "We took the ring back to the penthouse. Back to Naomi," Alaric finished, panic spiraling through him.

      The pilot opened the door, frowning in confusion. Alaric told him to let them off the plane, they wouldn't be going to Paris.

      "There's a Cloaking spell on Madalena's building," Casimir said, his voice strained as they drove away from Heathrow moments later. "Maybe—“

      "Madalena's father was friendly with the Ibano family. The Cloaking spell won't affect Raphael. He'll be able to find the penthouse," Elias interrupted.

      "Call them," Alaric snapped, pressing his foot down on the accelerator. Once they were close enough, Casimir could apparate them into the penthouse. For now, they'd have to rely on human technology.

      "No one's picking up. Someone's tampered with the communications at the penthouse," Casimir said, looking down at his phone, his face ashen.

      Hold on, Naomi, Alaric pleaded. Raphael could be at the penthouse right now.

      As soon as they were back in London, they left the car in a side street. Casimir reached out to clutch their hands, and with a whoosh of wind, the street around them faded away as they apparated.

      When they arrived in the penthouse foyer, Alaric knew that Raphael was here. Raphael and other witches. He could smell multiple strange scents.

      They turned as two witches scrambled towards them from the end of the hall. Casimir raised his am, and they both flew back. Alaric scented Naomi in her room, paired with an unfamiliar male scent. Raphael.

      He darted to her room, tearing the door off its hinges and racing inside. She stood by the open window, her hand extended towards Raphael, who floated outside the window.

      A primal rage coiled through his body at the sight.

      "RAPHAEL!" he snarled. "Take your hands off her!"

      Raphael's handsome features contorted with rage as he entered the room. Alaric sped forward to grab Naomi as Elias entered behind him. Raphael leapt into the room, raising his hand and sending Elias crashing into the far wall. Before Alaric could leave the room with Naomi, Raphael again raised his hand, and Alaric's body froze.

      But Raphael careened back out of the window. Alaric crashed to the floor, still holding on to the dazed Naomi. He looked up as Madalena entered, her face tight with fury.

      "Get her out of here!" she shouted to Alaric, as Raphael leapt back into the room.

      Alaric grabbed Naomi, using his vampiric speed to move out to the foyer.

      "You need to leave," he said, looking down into Naomi's stricken eyes.  His words seemed to shake her out of her daze.

      "I can’t—my aunt is—“

      "Naomi!"

      Casimir and Kat appeared in front of them in a flash of movement. Kat reached out to embrace Naomi.

      "Oh, thank God, " Kat gasped, holding her niece tight.

      "We're not out of the woods yet," Alaric said. He could hear the grunts and snarls of Elias and Madalena as they fought Raphael. "Casimir, you need to get them out of here. Do you know where to go?"

      The group had long ago decided that they would flee to Alaric's estate in northern England if they were ambushed here.

      Casimir nodded. Naomi's eyes met his, she opened her mouth to say something, but Casimir wrapped his arms around her and Kat, and they vanished. He felt strangely bereft as he stared at the blank space where she'd just stood.

      He shook himself out of it, turning to race back to Naomi's guest bedroom. Madalena lay sprawled on the floor, with Raphael crouched above her. Her eyes were going blank as Raphael muttered a spell beneath his breath.

      Alaric leapt onto him, pinning him to the ground. He wrapped his hand around his throat, baring his fangs. He ached to kill him.

      "You desire what you can never have," Raphael snarled, glaring up at him. "Naomi belongs with her kind."

      A hot burst of rage coursed through Alaric at his words, and he reared down to rip out the witch's heart with his fangs. But in a flurry of movement, Raphael vanished from Alaric's grasp. Alaric looked up with a growl. Raphael was now on the opposite side of the room.

      "You can't keep her from us forever. We will find her," Raphael hissed.

      Alaric scrambled towards him, but Raphael disappeared. He cursed, racing to the window to look out, but he knew it was no use. Raphael was gone.
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* * *

      Elias and Casimir had killed the other two witches Raphael brought with him, but they didn't want to risk remaining in the penthouse. After making sure that all of their electronic equipment was wiped clean, Madalena, who had quickly recovered from Raphael's attack, apparated them out of penthouse to a lonely road on the outskirts of the city where a car waited for them on the side of the road.

      "Naomi's on her way to my estate. Are you certain it's not on the Order's radar?" Alaric asked, as they slid into the car. He pressed the gas pedal to the floor, accelerating on to the road away from London.

      Madalena nodded. "Yes. But in the small chance it is, Casimir will surround it with a Cloaking spell."

      Her words didn't ease Alaric's anxiety. A Cloaking spell had surrounded the penthouse, but Raphael had still entered. He'd almost lost Naomi. The Alliance almost lost her, he corrected himself.

      Anger coursed through him as he looked at Madalena.

      "Your plan didn't work," he snapped.

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You wanted the Order to come to the penthouse, remember? You thought Naomi would be the best way to track them down. Just like in Athens. And just like in Athens, they almost—“

      "With the Cloaking spell, I would've been able to detect intruders. I thought Raphael was an ally, which is why I wasn't able to detect him. I never wanted them to get so close to her!"

      "Are you certain?" Alaric barked. "I'm starting to think she's just a tool for you to—“

      "Watch your words very carefully," Madalena said, her eyes cold, though he saw a brief flicker of hurt in their depths. "That's not the first time you've implied that Naomi's safety isn't my priority, and I won't stand for it!"

      Alaric took a moment to calm himself. Deep down, he knew Madalena didn't want to put Naomi in any danger. But he needed to direct his anger and frustration somewhere.

      "Raphael and the Order are one step ahead of us," Alaric muttered, "he played us like puppets. We did exactly what he wanted us to, and led him right to Naomi."

      He slammed his hand against the steering wheel, letting out a snarl of fury.

      "Look," Elias spoke up from the back seat, "we can play the blame game forever or we can focus on what's next. We now know for sure that Raphael's a part of the Order. He'll keep coming for Naomi."

      Alaric's hands tightened on the steering wheel. Elias was right. What if Raphael somehow knew about his estate? The man had endless resources. He pressed his foot down on the accelerator, dread filling him at the thought of Naomi arriving to a possible ambush.

      "We need to find Raphael and kill him," Alaric said, pleasure filling him at the thought, "if he's a leader of the Order, it'll be like cutting off the head of a snake."

      "I'll talk to another member of the Ibano family," Madalena said, after a long pause. Her voice was low, and she was looking at the road. He could tell she was still angry with him. "Find out what they know."

      "What they know? There's no way they weren't aware of Raphael's involvement. This is what I've long suspected. Old snobbish families of witches becoming involved with the Order."

      "I'm a part of a 'snobbish' old witch family," Madalena snapped, "and my father was one of the first to step up to stop them. Don't make broad assumptions. It's what they want—for us all to turn on each other."

      "Well, I agree with Alaric. I don't think you should arrange for a friendly chat with the Ibano family," Elias said, "He was using family funds, for crying out loud. Their whole neutrality thing could have just been a ploy. We can have Casimir track their movements. That could help lead us to Raphael."

      "They've already thought of that," Madalena protested, "we were already  fooled into thinking Raphael was in Paris."

      "Then we outsmart them. We figure out how they threw us off."

      Alaric sped up the car even more. He just wanted to get to his estate and make sure Naomi was safe. Madalena didn't want to use their phones in case they were being tracked to contact Casimir.

      "Casimir is a strong witch," Elias said from the back seat, reading his mind. "He can keep her safe until we arrive."

      Alaric nodded, though he still felt uneasy. Perhaps if he hadn't been so preoccupied with his desire for Naomi, he would have focused on his job of protecting her. Maybe he would have picked up on the ring's true purpose earlier and gotten them the hell out of London.

      Keeping her safe was the priority, regardless of his feelings. It's what he would focus on going forward.
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      Naomi sat next to Kat in the backseat of Casimir's sedan. Casimir's hands were white-knuckled as he gripped the steering wheel, periodically scanning the rear and side view mirrors. Anytime another car got too close, he murmured something under his breath; Naomi surmised it was a spell.

      She was still reeling after Casimir had apparated them from the penthouse to a lonely road just outside the city, where an unoccupied car waited for them. Madalena had explained apparition to her; it was the ability to vanish from one location and reappear in another. The experience was dizzying; she'd felt as if a tornado had sucked her body into its vortex. It took her a moment to gather her bearings when they arrived on the side of the road; Kat assured her she'd get used to apparating. Just the millionth thing I'll have to get used to, Naomi thought warily.

      They'd been on the road for at least three hours; Casimir told them he was taking them to a safe place in the countryside and given them no further details. During the entire drive, frantic thoughts had raced through her mind. How had that witch been able to get into her mind? How had he persuaded her to come to him? Was Alaric safe? Had he and the others been able to hold their own against Raphael?

      She glanced over at Kat, whose shoulders were rigid as she focused on the passing road outside the car windows. The incident at the penthouse proved how dangerous it was for Kat to be here. Once they got to their destination, she'd have to persuade her to go back to the States.

      "That witch. Raphael," Naomi said, when she couldn't bear the silence any longer, ”I could hear him. In my mind. Just like with the Stone. It was like . . . he was beckoning me. I couldn't stop myself from going to him, even though I sensed he was dangerous."

      Kat stiffened. Casimir's troubled silver eyes met hers in the rearview mirror.

      "You need to tell Madalena," he said, after a tense pause. "She'll have some insight."

      "Should we have left the others behind to face him?" Naomi asked, anxious.

      "They can hold their own. The priority was getting you to safety," Casimir replied, giving her a firm look.

      "Your priority should always be your own safety," Kat added, squeezing her hand. "The Order is after you and you alone. Never forget that."

      But that didn't stop worry from plaguing her as they continued to drive in silence. Alaric will be fine, she tried to assure herself. He was a vampire after all. Casimir and Kat were right. She should be concerned for her own safety. But he remained on her mind.

      It was dawn by the time they pulled up to a massive estate in the northern English countryside. She blinked in astonishment as they pulled into a circular driveway.

      "This is Alaric's estate," Casimir said, pulling to a stop. "Sorry I couldn't tell you earlier. I wanted to make absolutely sure we got here without interference."

      "Alaric lives . . . here?" Naomi asked in a daze, stepping out of the car.

      "Well, not for awhile. At least, not since he's been working for the Alliance, which means it's not logged anywhere. Perfect for a safe house."

      Naomi took in the estate, awestruck. It seemed to stretch endlessly in front of her. The rising sun highlighted its gleaming brick facade, multiple turreted chimneys dotted its roofs. Fragrant and well tended gardens dotted the surrounding grounds.

      It looked like the home of someone from the nobility. Astonishment flowed through her at the thought. Alaric was born in 1607. Had he been some nobleman?

      She trailed Kat and Casimir to the large front door. A woman opened the door. She looked to be in her mid twenties, with flame red hair, bright green eyes and delicate features. Her pale skin was almost translucent. From her otherworldly looks, Naomi suspected that this woman was a vampire. She studied her, a jolt of jealousy shooting through her. What was this woman doing in Alaric's home?

      "Casimir?"

      The woman met Casimir’s eyes, a bright flush spreading across her cheeks at the sight of him. Casimir tensed as he gazed at the woman.

      Naomi looked back and forth between them, wondering how they knew each other and what was the cause of their tension. From what she'd observed, Casimir was usually reserved, but he looked unsettled at the sight of the woman.

      "What are you doing here? Where's Alaric?" she asked, a Scottish accent shaping her words.

      "On his way," Casimir said, quickly looking away from her. He turned and gestured to Naomi and Kat. "This is Naomi and her aunt Katherine, they're friends of his. I need you to put Naomi in the most secure bedroom. The Order is after her."

      The woman's expression changed as she looked at Naomi with amazement and disbelief.

      "A Descendant?" the woman asked. "You actually found one?"

      "My niece is not an object," Kat said, glaring at her.

      "Kat." Naomi had been thinking the same thing, but embarrassment still shot through her. Her aunt was never one to mince words.

      "You're right. I just—I never thought the Alliance would find a Descendant," the woman said apologetically, stepping forward to extend her hand. "I'm Fiona. Alaric's daughter and the caretaker of his estate."

      Surprise chased away Naomi's jealousy. There was no way Fiona could be Alaric's biological child, they didn't look far apart in age. Which meant . . .

      "He's my Maker," Fiona said, her lips twitching with amusement at Naomi's visible astonishment. "Please. Come inside."

      Alaric hadn't mentioned any "children”—but why would he? He hadn't told her anything personal, other than the year he was born. This reminded her of just how little she knew Alaric.

      The inside of the estate was as ornate as the exterior, with high ceilings, plush rugs that dotted the wooden floors, and old expensive-looking paintings lining the walls. Naomi's historian brain was humming as Fiona led them down the massive grand hallway towards a winding staircase; she tried peeking into each of the rooms they passed, wondering how many authentic paintings, books and antique items filled each room.

      Fiona led them to the second landing of the estate, walking them to two bedrooms at the far end of the hall.

      "This is you," Fiona said, as Naomi trailed Fiona into a spacious bedroom. It had a four poster bed and a balcony that looked out onto the back gardens of the estate.  Fiona studied her as Naomi took it in. She assumed that Fiona had many questions for her, but instead she just said, "I assume you're tired. If you have questions, I'll be in the downstairs drawing room."

      Fiona left her alone, and Naomi sank onto the bed as Kat entered. Kat cracked a wry smile, perching on the bed next to her.

      "We're hiding from a group of witches in a medieval estate," Kat said, "it's like we've stepped into some dark and twisted fairy tale."

      Naomi tried to return her smile, but her stomach was twisted up in knots.

      "I'm still finding all of this hard to fathom," she whispered, "I almost went with Raphael . . . willingly. I don't understand why."

      "I think Casimir is right. Madalena might know why."

      "But what if she doesn't? I made my apartment building shake back in Athens and she doesn't know how I did it. What if I give myself over to them—and I can't stop myself? They'll keep coming for me, and I can’t—“

      "Naomi," Kat whispered, looking terrified.

      Naomi froze. She looked down in astonishment. Somehow . . . she was floating. She hovered a few inches from the bed. How on Earth was she—?

      "This happened to your mother whenever she was extremely happy or upset," Kat muttered, shaking her head. "You need to calm yourself. Focus.”

      Naomi closed her eyes. She willed herself to calm down and soon her body drifted back down to the bed.

      "Do you see? I'm capable of doing things I can't control or understand," Naomi said, her eyes filling with frustrated tears.

      "But you will. I promise you. Think about it. You've been holding in a lifetime of magic, now it's bubbling out of you. It's just going to take time. And even then . . . your magic is just part of who you are now. You mother literally floated through the house when she fell in love with your father, and she'd always been comfortable with her magic."

      Naomi smiled at the thought, dashing away her tears.

      "Really?"

      "Really," Kat said. “For someone whose world just got turned upside down . . . I think you're handling this incredibly well. Now," she added, "I'm going to get all motherly on you and insist that you sleep. You didn't sleep at all last night. Some of your stress is exhaustion."

      Naomi started to protest; she wanted to at least wait until Alaric and the others arrived, but fatigue already tugged on her senses. Kat kissed her on the forehead and left her alone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A familiar presence in the room roused her from her sleep. Alaric.

      Her eyes flew open. He stood by the doorway. Even in the darkness of the room, she could make out his handsome features, and his blue eyes glinted in the darkness. Relief flooded her at the sight of him, and without a word she slid out of bed, crossing the room to him.

      She moved into his arms, and he held her tight, burying his face in her hair. They just stood there for several moments, the only sound their steady breathing, and the thundering of her heart.

      "I was worried," Alaric murmured, pulling back to look down at her. "I feared Raphael somehow tracked you down."

      "I was worried about you too," she confessed.

      "I can handle him," Alaric replied, his body stiffening. "You're safe here. My estate isn't on anyone's radar, and Madalena surrounded it with a Cloaking spell. Only the people currently under my roof can see the estate."

      "I do feel safe here. Well . . . as safe as I can feel." Now that you're here, she wanted to add. And she did. There was something about his presence that filled her with a sense of calm.

      “I—we—almost lost you," Alaric whispered.

      She looked up as he reached out to cup her face. Naomi's throat was too dry to reply; she was far too aware of his touch, his nearness . . . him. Their eyes locked, the desire between them like a tightly coiled spring.

      Alaric leaned forward, his lips meeting hers in a fervent kiss.
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      Alaric held Naomi close as he kissed her. Her body fit perfectly against his as he held her, her lips were soft, and she tasted of honey and mint tea. The world around them faded away as their kiss deepened, and his primal instincts screamed at him to take her. But he forced himself to release her, stepping back.

      They stood there in silence; breathless. Naomi was a near vision in the moonlight that illuminated the room; her hair still tousled from her nap, her cheeks infused with color, her lips flushed from their kiss.

      Kissing her had been the opposite of his intent. Hadn't he told himself during the drive here that he would focus on protecting her and put aside his desire? But when he found her sleeping, the relief that filled him had been so great that he'd swayed on his feet, reaching out to grip the doorway to hold himself steady. She was safe, and he felt a possessive pride that she was safe in his home. He didn't know how long he stood there, just watching her. When she'd awakened, her face brightening at the sight of him, it was like the sun emerging from storm clouds. He'd just wanted to urge her to get some rest and leave her be, but he'd been unable to stop himself from kissing her.

      Now, he had to clench his fists, his nails biting into his palms so severely that they drew blood, to stop himself from reaching for her again.

      "I apologize for that," he said stiffly, noticing the flare of disappointment in her eyes at his words. "Everyone's gathered in the dining room. A meal's been prepared, if you're hungry."

      She lowered her gaze and gave him a hasty nod. He tried not to stand too close to her as they made their way back down the hall. She was looking at anything other than him, taking in every square inch of the hall. He cursed himself; he'd made things awkward between them by not reigning in his desire.

      "Your home is amazing," she said finally, still not looking at him as they descended the winding stone stair case. "How long have you lived here?"

      She was trying to change the subject, to take the focus away from their kiss, and he was grateful. But he at least wanted her to look at him.

      "I haven't lived here for quite some time," he replied. He didn't want to tell her that living here brought back too many painful memories, but for some reason, he couldn't allow himself to get rid of the estate. "I spend most of my time in my homes in London or New York. When I tire of the cities, I go to my home in Ireland or one of my other country homes."

      Now she looked at him, her eyes wide.

      "How many homes do you have?"

      "Over my lifetime? Too many to count. Right now . . . I believe it's between twelve to twenty. Perhaps more. I'd have to check with my accountant."

      He had to grin at Naomi's agape expression. His real estate holdings were meager compared to other vampires; Elias had fifty homes.

      "Twelve to twenty?" she echoed, shaking her head. "Vampires have accountants?"

      "We provide accountants with most of their business," Alaric replied, smiling. The tension between them was evaporating, he felt more at ease. "We live a long time and acquire a lot of wealth that we have to keep under the radar."

      "There's a lot I have to learn about your world," Naomi said, shaking her head.

      "No, Naomi," he gently corrected her, "our world. You said it yourself back in London. You're a part of this now."

      They reached the doors to the dining room. On the other side of the door, he could hear the rumble of everyone's voices, and disappointment flashed through him. He'd enjoyed his brief time alone with Naomi, and the memory of their kiss still burned hot in his mind.

      Naomi moved ahead of him, opening the door and stepping inside. The others sat around the table, dining on a meal of roasted pork and glazed vegetables for the humans and witches, and goblets of blood for the vampires, all prepared by Fiona.

      Kat shot to her feet, embracing Naomi before leading her to the seat at her side, where Madalena embraced her as well.

      Alaric sat down next to Fiona, thanking her for preparing the meal.

      "I'm so happy to see you," Fiona said, studying him, "I've been worried since you joined the Alliance."

      "There's no need to worry."

      He reached out to give her hand a brief reassuring squeeze. Fiona was the only vampire he'd ever made. A century ago, she'd been the daughter of his most loyal human servant, Duncan. When she and her father had been attacked by thieves and left for dead, Duncan had pleaded with him to save her. He'd turned her with great reluctance; he didn't like burdening a human with vampirism, but he was now glad that he had. Fiona had been one of the kindest humans he'd ever known; she was an even kinder vampire. And she'd taken to vampirism surprisingly well. As the sheltered daughter of a servant, she'd not been able to do much when she was human other than become a servant herself and pore of the books in Alaric's libraries. But as soon as she was turned, she began to travel, using Alaric's estate as a base as she explored the word. She once told him she loved experiencing the full range of all life had to offer; he'd never seen her experience any of the existential angst he and others of his kind struggled with. But she was still young for a vampire, and she was no killer; she was content to dine on animal blood.

      He forced himself to not look at Naomi during the meal, instead focusing on the undercurrent of tension he detected between Casimir and Fiona. Casimir avoided looking at her, while he caught Fiona studying Casimir with yearning in her eyes.  As far as he knew, they'd only met once before, and were nothing more than casual acquaintances.

      Elias was the flirt of their group; he'd often wondered if Casimir had a pulse when it came to the opposite sex. But had something gone on between Casimir and Fiona? Had Casimir hurt his daughter? A surge of protectiveness went through him.  He would find out if he had.

      "I'm glad we all made it here safely," Madalena said, gesturing for silence as she spoke. "But we have to remain on high alert. If Raphael could find us at the penthouse, he can find us here."

      "Maybe you should put Naomi in a safe house," Kat said, giving Naomi a concerned look. "This is the second time they've almost—"

      "No," Naomi said, scowling, “I’ve told you. I'm a part of this. You're the one who shouldn't be here, Kat. It's too dangerous. They would've killed you to get to me."

      "I'm not leaving you," Kat snapped.

      "Kat—“

      "I'm not. If you stay, I stay. My responsibility to you didn't end once you became an adult, do you understand me?"

      Kat's eyes shimmered with tears, and Alaric could tell that Naomi was moved. She gave her aunt an understanding smile before turning to Madalena.

      "Back at the penthouse, when Raphael was outside my window . . . I heard him in my mind."

      Alaric's heart plummeted in his chest as she told them how Raphael's whispers in her mind had made her go towards him against her will. The thought of Raphael being able to lure her to him sent anger racing through his body.

      "He can put you in thrall. It's usually an ability that vampires possess; it's rare among witches. We'll add resisting it to your training," Madalena replied, her brow furrowed with concern.

      Naomi swallowed, but she nodded. He could see on her face the undercurrent of fear at the thought of Raphael luring her away again, but she was putting up a brave front. Another swell of pride rose in his chest. Most people would run for the hills after almost being abducted—twice. But Naomi wasn't backing down.

      "We'll continue your training tomorrow.  As for the rest of you," Madalena said, turning to face Alaric and the others. "I need you to work on locating Raphael or any members of the Ibano family. And keep up surveillance on any members of the Order."

      When the meal came to a close, everyone scattered. Kat whisked Naomi away, and her eyes briefly met his. He had to force himself not to follow her as she left.

      Fiona pecked him on the cheek and bid him goodnight; soon it was only him and Madalena. She remained seated, sipping her glass of wine. He shifted under her intense gaze.

      "What?"

      "You have feelings for Naomi, don't you?"

      He started, debating what to say. But there was no use lying to Madalena; she'd be able to see right through him.

      "Yes," he grudgingly admitted.

      "Are you going to be able to focus on your job?"

      "Yes," he said, "regardless of my feelings for her, I'm dedicated to my mission. I'm sorry for snapping at you back in the car. I was just frustrated."

      Madalena studied him for a long time before responding. "I'm frustrated with myself, believe me. I can't believe I never considered that an ally would turn on us. Dad often told me I was too trusting."

      "It's taken us all by surprise," Alaric said, recalling the pure rage on Raphael's face back at the penthouse. "But we have a name now. Someone we can target."

      Madalena finished her wine, getting to her feet.

      "If we can find him," she murmured, looking worried. "Naomi may be our best hope. If she can track down the Stone, she can track down Raphael. He's not letting that Stone out of his sight."

      She moved towards the door, but paused at his side.

      "If you become involved with Naomi—"

      "I'm not. Not now. We both need to be focused," he said quickly, too quickly.

      "If you do, you'll need to rein in your protective instincts," Madalena said, amusement dancing across her face at his hasty response. "She's determined to help us, and we both know how dangerous this is for her."

      "You think I'll try to stop her?"

      "I know you will. You're a vampire, among the most protective creatures on the planet. And, " she hesitated, but made herself continue, “after what happened to Ileana —“

      He was on his feet without thinking, baring his fangs. How did she know about Ileana? Madalena stood her ground, evenly meeting his gaze.

      "My father told me. He told me a lot about you, Alaric. I just want—“

      "Ileana, my past, and my personal life is none of your business," he snapped. He sped out of the room and to the back gardens, inhaling the fresh night air, ignoring the sting of blood tears that pricked at his eyes. He took several breaths to quell his fury; though most of it wasn't directed at Madalena, it was directed at himself.

      He had barely thought of Ileana since Naomi entered his life, and the memory of her loss pierced his gut. He hadn't felt as drawn to Ileana as he did to Naomi, and her loss devastated him. What would he do if he lost Naomi? If the Order succeeded with their plans?

      Anguish flowed through him at the thought, but he told himself that Naomi wasn't his to lose. Something in him protested at the thought; his instincts were rallying against him.

      He straightened, focusing on the distant forest. He would hunt tonight; it would distract him. He shed his clothes and sped into the forest, his fangs bared, though he knew he could never be fully distracted from Naomi; she had somehow sealed herself onto his heart.
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      Naomi sat in the center of the back courtyard with Madalena. Madalena was no longer holding back in her training; Naomi had received a crash course in magic. She'd been here all morning, practicing Locator spells to locate the Stone, Destruction spells she'd need to destroy it, Defensive spells to ward off attacks, and mental blocks to resist the thrall. She'd even begun preliminary training on how to apparate; though Madalena told her that was a complex spell that would take some time to master.

      But last night's kiss with Alaric remained on her mind. His lips on hers, his tall and muscular body pressed flush against her own, the fierce desire that had coiled through her. During her brief relationships in the past, she'd never felt such a strong physical longing.

      "Concentrate, Naomi," Madalena said, pulling her back to the present.

      Madalena had hidden a pair of her earrings somewhere in the estate; she was practicing a Locator spell to find them.

      Pushing away all thoughts of Alaric, she closed her eyes, trying to envision Madalena's gold earrings in her mind. Once she could visualize them, she murmured the words of the spell Madalena had provided her, words from the ancient language of witches. Mei ene si. The words literally meant: Reveal yourself to me. But nothing happened; her mind remained blank.

      "Should we take a break?" Madalena asked gently. Madalena must have known that Naomi was distracted, she hoped she wasn't aware of the cause.

      "No," Naomi said, shaking her head. She was determined to get a handle on her magic. "Maybe I should practice on my own for a little bit."

      "OK. Just remember to focus on nothing but your magic. Don't let frustration hinder you."

      After Madalena left her alone, she again closed her eyes, visualizing the earrings. Mei ene si. Mei ene si. Reveal yourself to me, damn it.

      Nothing. Naomi opened her eyes, expelling a sigh of frustration. She'd thought she was making progress with her magic, now it seemed like she was back to square one.

      "You missed breakfast."

      Naomi turned. Kat stepped out into the courtyard, balancing a tray filled with tea and croissants. She set it down on one of the courtyard benches.

      "I'm not hungry."

      Kat regarded her with narrowed eyes. She sighed, plopping down onto the bench.

      "Is it because you're distracted? By Alaric?"

      Naomi stared at her aunt, flabbergasted. Either her aunt had become even more perceptive than she'd been when she was a teenager, or Naomi's desire for Alaric was obvious.

      "No," she lied.

      "Right," Kat said drily. "Look . . . I know you're an adult, and it's none of my business. But be careful with vampires. They have different views on relationships."

      "We're not in a 'relationship'," Naomi said. Far from it. She recalled how Alaric apologized after kissing her. "Wait—how do you know how vampires view relationships? Have you dated one?"

      She said this last part in jest; she couldn't imagine Kat dating a vampire. When Kat didn't respond, Naomi's eyes went wide.

      "Kat, did you—“

      "Eat something," Kat said, getting to her feet and scurrying back inside the estate.

      Naomi shook her head, making a mental note to question her aunt further about this. Kat had been married once, to an English professor back in Washington, but they'd divorced shortly before Kat took Naomi in. After that, she'd had two long term relationships; another professor, and then a librarian. Kat's choice of dating partners was conservative. The whole notion of her dating a vampire was bizarre.

      She made herself drink some tea and eat a couple of croissants before returning to her cross legged position on the ground.

      This time, she tried another tactic. Instead of focusing on the earrings, she thought of the Incantation Stone. Once she had a clear image of it in her mind, she murmured the spell. Nothing happened.

      She forced herself to remain still, to focus on everything she knew about the Stone. Its rough edges brushing against her hands when she handled it at the museum, the whispers that had flowed through her mind. A group of ancient witches surrounding it, murmuring and inscribing their incantations into its surface.

      What are you trying to tell me? she thought. What do your whispers mean?

      Only the sounds of nature responded; the breeze rustling the trees, the chirping of birds.

      And then . . . there was a different sound, one that came from within her. The whispers . . . the same whispers she'd heard from the Stone. They were faint at first, gently brushing the insides of her skull, until they increased in volume. Ghre mien alas iy. Ghre mien alas iy

      She didn't understand what the words meant, but she knew they were answering her silent question. Beckoning her.  She opened herself up to them, responding in kind.

      I'm here. Tell me where you are.

      Our child . . . our beloved Descendant . . . the time has come . . .

      "Naomi. Naomi!"

      Her eyes flew open. She was sprawled out on the floor of the courtyard. Alaric helped her up to a sitting position. Kat and Madalena stood above her, looking down at her with concern.

      "What happened?" Naomi croaked.

      "You were screaming," Alaric replied, frowning. "I came out here and found you on the ground."

      "I told you this is too much for her," Kat said, glaring at Madalena.

      "It's all right," Naomi interrupted, as Alaric helped her to her feet. He guided her to the bench, and she sank down onto it. "This is good. I don't know how to explain it, and this is going to sound crazy . . . but I was having a conversation with the Stone. I could understand what it was saying."

      They stared at her, their expressions ranging from mystification to shock.

      "I know it sounds crazy—“ she repeated, flushing.

      "No," Madalena said, slowly shaking her head. "It doesn't. The object just shows you its location during a Locator spell. What you did goes beyond that. You communicated with it. I can give you guidance, but this is outside my range of experience."

      "I'll keep trying," Naomi said, determination flowing through her.

      "You should at least take a break," Alaric said, "it's almost dusk and you've been practicing since this morning."

      A jolt of surprise skittered through her as she looked up. She hadn't realized the sky was darkening. It seemed like only minutes had passed while she was in her mind.

      "I agree with Alaric," Kat said grudgingly. "Naomi, you need to rest. And you've barely eaten all day."

      "I was going to suggest the same," Madalena said, looking offended, "I don't want Naomi to make herself ill."

      "Of course I'll take a break," Naomi said, irritation rippling through her. She was getting sick of everyone treating her like she was a child. But she had to admit, if no one else was around, she would have been eager to return to her mind, to see how far she could take her communication with the Stone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      During dinner, her thoughts kept returning to the Stone. How far could she take her communication with it? She was eager to resume practicing.

      She felt Alaric's eyes on her, but when she turned to look at him, he was deep in conversation with Madalena.

      Despite the fact that he and Madalena often butted heads, she again noted their closeness, and another stab of unwarranted jealousy pierced her.  Was he involved with Madalena? Did vampires stick with fellow supernatural creatures and have dalliances with humans just for fun?

      Other than Alaric's apology last night, they hadn't discussed last night's kiss; it was like it didn't happen at all. It may not even happen again. She ignored the sadness that surged through her at the thought.

      Everyone drifted out of the dining room as the meal concluded. Everyone drifted out of the dining room, but to her surprise, Alaric paused by her chair.

      "Can I talk to you for a moment?"

      "Sure," she said, trying to keep her tone light, though a rush of giddy anticipation swept through her as she rose to her feet. Kat's gaze drilled into them as they left, when she bid her goodnight, Kat muttered a curt response. She knew she'd get another lecture warning her off of vampires the next day.

      Alaric was silent as he led her down the hall and out the back front doors; she noticed his shoulders were rigid, and a muscle in his jaw ticked every few seconds. Her giddiness faded. He seemed upset about something.

      They reached the back gardens, lined with gardenias, night lilies, and roses.

      He stopped when they were in the center of the moonlit path that wound throughout the gardens.

      "Naomi," he began. "Last night . . . "

      He trailed off as his eyes met hers. Unable to stop herself, she reached up to touch his face. His skin was gleaming in the moonlight, his cerulean eyes filled with desire as they trailed over her face. Screw it, she thought recklessly. Her world was topsy-turvy; what was the harm in giving in to desire? She wanted him, and she could tell he wanted her. She stood on her tiptoes to press her lips against his.

      He responded instantly, reaching out to press her into him. This kiss was more passionate than the one last night; their lips were hungry and searching, their entwined bodies hot with need. Naomi became lost in the sensation of him; his cool skin against hers, the pressure of his hands on the small of her back, the softness of his lips, the sweet tang of wine on his breath.

      When he finally released her, he rested his forehead against hers, closing his eyes.

      "I was again going to apologize for kissing you last night," he said gruffly. He let out a soft chuckle. "And tell you it wouldn't happen again. I failed."

      She returned his smile, though disappointment filled her at his words.

      "You're beautiful, Naomi. And your scent . . . " he inhaled, closing his eyes. "I'm drawn to you. And not just to your beauty, or your power. You. All of you."

      Warmth filled her now, chasing away the disappointment.

      "I'm drawn to you too," she whispered, reaching up to trace his lips with her fingers. "Very much so. I thought that maybe you and Madalena were together, and—“

      "Madalena?" Alaric looked baffled. "Never. I mean— Madalena is beautiful. But I've come to look at her as a sister. Have you seen how we bicker? We'd kill each other."

      Joy filled her at his words, and she smiled.

      “Please . . . stop apologizing for kissing me. I don't want you to stop kissing me. Ever."

      Naomi usually wasn't so bold, but she'd never wanted anyone as much as Alaric. Alaric let out a low, sexy groan, and he again kissed her until she was breathless.

      When he released her, he took her hand in his, walking her back through the gardens and up to her room. At her door, he leaned in to kiss her once more, before leaving her. She touched her lips, an array of emotions flowing through her.
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* * *

      The pattern continued over the next few days. Her evenings were spent with Alaric, walking through the back gardens of his estate. Each walk ended with a passionate kiss that left her breathless.

      Her days, however, were filled with training. Naomi gradually learned more about the Stone. She had used the estate’s library and a spare laptop to research the time period during which the Stone was created. She discovered there had been a drought in the region at the time; resources were scarce.

      "Witches lived separately from humans then. If they were competing for food and water with humans, they must have been desperate and dying,” Madalena said, when she joined her in the library one afternoon. “Creating the Stone was an act of desperation.”

      Naomi had mixed feelings about this; creating something that would unleash destruction on millions of creatures was more than desperate.

      "Why didn't they unleash the spell then? Why bury it or keep it hidden?" Naomi asked.

      "There are many theories, but no one knows for sure. I personally think they gave their lives to create the Stone; powerful spells like this one usually require a great sacrifice. I think it was one last ditch effort to ensure the survival of their descendants," Madalena said with a sad sigh. "Like a death throe.”

      She studied Madalena; her expression was troubled. She hid it well, but she knew that her role as a leader of the Alliance was stressful.

      "Alaric mentioned that you were an artist before you joined the Alliance,” Naomi asked, deciding to change the subject. She hardly talked to Madalena about anything other than the Order, the Alliance, magic, and the First Witches.

      Madalena looked taken aback by her question, but she relaxed, her eyes lighting up.

      "I was. I painted. Cityscapes, stills," she said, looking wistful, "I didn't make much money off my art, though. That trust fund came in handy,” she added with a wry smile. “It was mostly a hobby."

      "Did you want to do this? Work with the Alliance?” Naomi asked.

      "At first, no," Madalena said, "I felt obligated because my father wanted it. But… that changed over time. I became invested. The Order is what the human world would consider terrorists. They need to be stopped."
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* * *

      Though she was busy with training, she did check in with Kat as often as she could. Kat was settling in well; often teaming up with Fiona to prepare meals for their group. Naomi was glad that Kat hadn’t listened to her and gone back to Seattle, it was nice to have a familiar presence with her. Sometimes, Kat would watch her as she practiced spells, murmuring words of encouragement, and amused her with tales of how her mother accidentally set their room on fire during an argument, and how their parents had grounded her when she used spells to do her chores.

      She was learning more about the others as well. Elias, flirtatious and jovial as he was, seemed to be hiding something. When she asked him why he'd joined the Alliance, he'd vaguely replied that he wanted to help save lives before hurrying out of the room. There was more to him than met the eye; she wondered if the whole joker thing was an act to mask a deep seated pain.

      Casimir was more openly guarded, like Alaric. Though he was stoic as always, she was now convinced something had happened between him and Fiona. His silver eyes followed Fiona whenever they were in the same room together, and she saw a hint of longing on his face.

      She only had a few conversations with Fiona; she longed to ask her more about Alaric, but she didn't want to seem . . . desperate. Fiona only told her that she had to spruce up the estate; while Alaric insisted on keeping it, he hadn't been concerned with its upkeep at all.

      And of course, there was Alaric. He was slightly more open with her now, though she suspected he was holding back much about himself; he rarely talked about his past, only discussing his time with the Alliance.

      Their kisses grew increasingly passionate, but each night he left her by the doorway, leaving her with an ache. But she realized that what she craved went beyond the physical; she wanted every part of him, the part of him that he seemed determined to hide.
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      Just as Alaric and Naomi's balcony chats became a nighttime ritual at the penthouse; after dinner walks became a similar ritual at his estate. It started the night after their first walk through the garden and Alaric's failed attempt to keep away from her. He told himself there was nothing wrong with a friendship developing between the two of them, even if it was a friendship inflamed with desire. He'd been able to resist making love to her that first night, and he could continue to do so, even it it required Herculean effort. If he made love to her—and he knew that once wouldn't be enough—it would lead to complications. She was already distracting enough; if he took her, she would consume even more of his attention, attention that needed to focus on her safety. And he still had many enemies from his murderous past. If Naomi became involved with him, it would paint yet another target on her back. He couldn't bear the thought of her sharing the same fate as Ileana; murdered because of him.

      "What was it like?" Naomi asked one night, as he led her down the moonlit path that circled around the estate. "In general? The past?"

      Alaric looked down at her; her face was alight with curiosity. She was an academic after all, a historian. He thought for a moment.

      "Quiet," he said. "It's something I've not gotten used to in the modern world, how loud everything is. The constant barrage of noise. Cars, technology . . . no one ever takes a moment to just stand still."

      Naomi seemed to consider this for a moment. "That's something I've always wondered about the past. How quiet it must be. My parents kept drilling in my head that people from long ago were no different from people who lived today. My mother used to say, 'They just smelled worse than we do'."

      Alaric laughed.

      "Is that why you became a historian? To learn more about the people of the past?"

      "I think it was a way of escaping, to be honest. To not live in my tumultuous present, by focusing on details of the past," Naomi admitted, with a sigh. "But I do find it fascinating. It’s my parents’ fault. They started taking me to museums and lectures before I could talk. God, I miss them," she whispered, "especially now. There's a part of me that's still furious with them for not telling me who—what—they really were. What I really was. But I wish they were here to guide me."

      "They sacrificed their lives for you. Wherever they are, they're proud of you," Alaric replied, his heart aching with empathy over the raw grief on her face.

      "I was a teenager when they died . . . but sometimes the grief is acute, like it was just yesterday. Time is a mystery," she said, looking up at him with a smile tinged with sadness. "How do you reconcile it? Time? After existing for so long?"

      Alaric considered her question. Time moved in a continuous flow, waiting for nothing or no one. As a human it amazed him how fast it seemed to move. As a vampire he felt like he was more of an observer to its passing; no longer a part of it, just watching it pass by.

      He explained this as best he could to Naomi, who nodded thoughtfully.

      They continued along the path, reaching the back gardens. She paused by a budding rose; he watched, fascinated, as she murmured a spell beneath her breath, and the rose petals opened to full bloom.

      "Maybe I will get used to all this," Naomi said, looking pleased as she leaned forward to smell the flower.

      "You wanted to know what the past was like. What time is like. What's magic like?" he asked, genuinely curious. The notion of witches had frightened him as a newborn vampire. Their ability to perform magic daunted him. Even now, after all the time he spent with witches, he still found their abilities mystifying.

      Naomi tilted her head to the side. "Like an electrical current running through you," she replied, after a moment. She reached out to touch the bare skin of his arm, trailing her fingers along his skin. He tried to remain stoic, but a jolt of heat spiraled through him at her touch. "Energy. Energy that flows right beneath your skin."

      She met his eyes, and he reached for her. Their kiss seemed to last for hours, and with great effort he released her. Her disappointment was plain when he dropped her at her room, but Alaric restrained himself from going further.

      But still, Alaric escorted Naomi on nightly walks around the estate, telling her how Fiona was the one to breathe new life into the decrepit estate; she had been the one to plant and tend to the gardens, to renovate the crumbling interior. He told her very little of his time there as a human, and she didn't ask, though he could see the curiosity in her eyes. The less she knew about his past the better.

      Naomi was more open with him, telling him about the life she had after her parents’ death. Kat had done the best she could, but she'd dealt with anxiety and isolation as she pushed potential friends and lovers away, unable to explain her 'madness'.

      "I did have a good friend in Athens. Emma," Naomi said. "I think she suspected something was going on with me, but I couldn't bring myself to tell her. I regret that now."

      "You still can," Alaric said, "there are many trusted humans who know about us."

      "Yeah," Naomi mused, her eyes lighting up at his words, "maybe I will."

      Each walk ended with a passionate kiss in the gardens or in front of her door. And each time it became harder and harder to leave her at her door without going further, but he told himself it was for the best.

      While his evenings were relaxing, the days he spent working with Elias, Casimir and Madalena grew increasingly tense. The Alliance had stalled on making any progress in locating Raphael and the Order. Their had been sightings of him and other members all over Europe, but they could never pin him down in one location. The Ibano family was elusive as well; they had slipped from the radar ever since Raphael revealed himself at the penthouse, confirming their suspicions that they were a part of the Order as well.

      "I'm not making any progress," Casimir said, one rainy afternoon in the downstairs study that had become their headquarters and meeting area. He looked up at Alaric, his face tight. "After planting that false lead in Paris, Raphael's faded from the radar. They know we're watching. They're being extra careful."

      "What about other Alliance members?" Alaric asked, raking his hand through his hair.

      "We're communicating with the ones Madalena trusts, but we're being cautious. There could be others on our side who are actually working for the Order. Raphael might have only been the tip of the iceberg."

      "I've considered that, too," Madalena said, as she entered the room with a tray of tea.

      "If that's the case, how would we find other traitors?" Elias asked. He turned a suspicious gaze onto Casimir. "If it's anyone here, I'd bet on Casimir. He has shifty eyes."

      "And I'd go with Elias," Casimir said, shutting his laptop and leaning back in his chair. "He has shiftier eyes."

      "Now is not the time for jokes," Alaric growled. He didn't like that the Order had gone silent. Why? What were they up to? They could be anywhere; which meant the danger for Naomi was imminent.

      "Naomi's getting stronger—and better at communicating with the Stone," Madalena said. "We know the Stone's with them. Once she locates it—“

      "But we don't know how long that'll take," Elias protested.

      "It's all we can do for now. Stay on the surveillance . . . I'll keep talking to other Alliance members I trust. We will find Raphael."

      "Perhaps we should have more guards on Naomi," Alaric murmured, worried. He should stop walking with her around the estate grounds. What if Madalena's Cloaking spell didn't cover the surrounding grounds? What if they were being watched?

      "I'd rather not bring any more Alliance members here," Madalena said, shaking her head. "If someone on our side is a traitor, we'd be guiding them right to her. My Cloaking spell is strong . . . and remember, your estate isn't on anyone's radar."

      Madalena trained her perceptive gaze on him; he could tell she was thinking of their conversation from a few nights ago. Casimir and Elias studied him as well; they must know by now that he and Naomi were spending their evenings together. He couldn't make it seem like his personal feelings for Naomi were influencing him, so he gave her a curt nod.
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* * *

      Naomi was indeed becoming stronger. He would watch her from his bedroom window as she practiced in the courtyard. While Kat and Madalena hovered behind her, she would murmur practice spells, her hands raised, her eyes closed in concentration. She looked both beautiful and powerful, the light breeze rustling her long brunette waves around her face; her magic seeming to shimmer beneath the surface of her skin. Watching her, a rush of both desire and pride coursed through him. She wore her power well.

      Fiona entered his bedroom with two mugs of tea as he watched Naomi practice one morning. He nodded his thanks as she approached, he'd not spent much time with her; guilt darted through him at the realization.

      He apologized for this, but she waved it off, pressing the warm mug in his hands. She froze, closing her eyes to inhale.

      "What are you doing?" he asked, though he knew what she was doing.

      "I knew it." Fiona smiled, taking a step back. "You smell like Naomi. It's about time. I've seen you two walking around the gardens. I haven't had the chance to talk to her much, but I can tell she's kind. It's been too long since you've had a real partner."

      "How have you been?" Alaric asked, sipping his tea as he sat down in one of his armchairs, avoiding her eyes. "Done any traveling or have you just been at the estate since I last saw you?”

      "I'm not going to let you do that," Fiona said, grinning. "You care for her, and she cares for you. I can tell."

      "Naomi will not be my partner in the romantic sense. The Alliance needs her to destroy the Stone, and I need to focus on protecting her from the Order."

      "She's not just a tool, or an object," Fiona said, scowling. "She's a living breathing woman—“

      "Witch," Alaric corrected her.

      "Witch," Fiona amended. "With desires like anyone else. You haven't mated with her?"

      "That is none of your concern," Alaric said, through gritted teeth. "I desire her, yes, but we are friends."

      "The 'just friends' argument? That's something humans do! You know that won't work with our kind. Alaric," she said, plopping down in the armchair opposite him, leaning forward to place her hand on his arm. "It's OK to let yourself be happy."

      Fiona knew all about his murderous past and was thoroughly unfazed by it. She loved him anyway. She had a way of seeing the best in everyone.

      "Did something happen between you and Casimir?" he asked, recalling the tension he'd noticed between them.

      Fiona's entire body stilled, and he heard her heart rate increase.

      "Fiona . . . did he hurt you?"

      "No. It's nothing," Fiona said, flushing. "I was traveling to Prague last year. Casimir was there on assignment for the Alliance, and we bumped into each other. We—we had a brief fling. But that's it. Casimir's not the relationship type; his focus is on working for the Alliance. We both decided not to take it further. It's fine."

      "You never mentioned this before. Nor did he," Alaric said, gritting his teeth.  But now that he thought about it, he recalled Casimir becoming even more reserved around him the year before.

      "We decided to keep it between us. Really, it's nothing. It's just . . . we weren't expecting to see each other again. It's just a little awkward. It'll pass."

      Fiona lowered her gaze and took a large sip of tea; he suspected she was more hurt than she let on. She got to her feet, telling him she needed to run into town to pick up groceries. He was going to have words with Casimir.

      "I thought Elias was the one I'd have to watch around my daughter," Alaric confided in Naomi that night. "I could kill Casimir. He hurt Fiona; I can see it in her eyes."

      "I'd advise you not to talk to Casimir," Naomi said, " I know you care about her, but I think she'd be furious with you if you did the whole angry dad thing with him. Not to mention embarrassed. I know I would."

      Alaric scowled. It had taken everything in him not to pull Casimir aside, bare his fangs, and demand exactly why he'd broken Fiona's heart. But he had to acknowledge the truth of Naomi's words.

      "Have you made other vampires?" Naomi asked suddenly, giving him a curious look. He blinked; her question took him by surprise.

      "No. Fiona is the only one. I think vampirism is a burden on most humans; not everyone handles it well. I made an exception for her; her father meant a great deal to me," Alaric said, his heart clenching as he thought of Duncan, Fiona's human father. He was a good man; he'd taken good care of Alaric during the grief stricken haze he'd been in after Ileana's death.

      Naomi stopped mid stride, looking up at the array of stars that blanketed the sky. He braced himself, waiting for him to ask more about his past.

      "I've been living in cities for so long . . . I've almost forgotten what stars look like," she said, and relief flowed through him.

      "It's what I miss about the countryside," he admitted, following her gaze. They were only inches apart now, and her sweet scent overwhelmed his senses; he had to struggle not to inhale. He looked down at her, his eyes roaming from the long line of her throat, her elegantly carved jaw, her sensual mouth. Her eyes strayed from the sky to meet his; they were dark and filled with desire.

      This time, when their lips met, he instinctively knew kissing wouldn't be enough. He was tired of ignoring his instincts; he could no longer override them. Let yourself be happy, his daughter had said. Couldn't he allow himself this one taste of the woman he cared for, this woman who had consumed his thoughts since he first laid eyes on her? One taste, he told himself. That's all it would be.

      When they broke apart, he took her hand, leading her back inside the estate. Naomi's eyes widened when he took her to his bedroom, stopping just outside the door. He hesitated, looking down at her. He wanted this to be her choice.

      "God, yes," she whispered; it was all he needed. He swept her up into his arms, her heart rate pounding in tandem with his.

      He took his time disrobing her, kissing every inch of her exposed and heated flesh, before rising to fuse his lips to hers. She gasped against his mouth when he sank into her, moaning as he began to move, their eyes locked, their entire world comprising only each other. Her soft warm flesh against his cold skin felt just perfect; it was as if their bodies were made for each other. A part of him that had been empty before was filled with raw emotions; hope, satisfaction, joy. His blood sang as they cried out their mutual release; their bodies melded together, complete.
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      As Naomi came to, she slowly became aware of Alaric's presence beside her.  She smiled as she sat up, taking in every detail of the gorgeous vampire. The strong line of his jaw dotted with a faint stubble, the dark sweep of his lashes against his ivory skin. The lips that had touched to every inch of her skin the night before.

      Unable to help herself, she reached out to touch his face, a feather light touch that trailed along his jaw, warmth flaring through her. Their evening kissing sessions had left her aching for more; several times she'd even considered begging him to take her. When he'd led her to his bedroom door, the hope and desire that flowed through her was so strong she feared she'd explode.

      She stretched and slipped out of bed, slipping on Alaric's discarded shirt to cover her nudity. It smelled of him; amber spice and a hint of oak. She felt a little silly, but couldn't resist breathing in his scent, before moving to the balcony that looked out on the back gardens.

      Stepping out onto the balcony, she inhaled the early morning breeze. A lightness she hadn't experienced in years—or possibly ever—flowed through her. Astonishment hit her when she looked down. She was hovering several inches above the ground. She was floating.

      Naomi smiled, recalling what Kat had told her. Your mother literally floated through the house when she fell in love with your father.

      At the thought, she drifted back to the ground. Was she falling in love with Alaric? She knew she was attracted to him; wildly and passionately so. But did her feelings go beyond desire?

      As she struggled with this question, whispers filled her mind, and she stiffened. They were the same whispers from the Stone. But she was nowhere near it as far as she knew, and she wasn't conducting a Locator spell. But the whispers filled her mind unbidden, growing in volume until they were a roar. She sank to the ground, pressing her hands to the sides of her head.

      Alaric was suddenly at her side, cradling her in his arms, his eyes wild with worry. He was saying something to her, but his voice was far away; she couldn't make out his words. Her surroundings dimmed as the whispers increased, strangled and raw.

      Alaric lifted her into his arms, darting through the estate at an impossible speed, shouting for Madalena. She tried to focus on Alaric; she needed something to center her, otherwise the whispers, which were now as loud as screams, would overwhelm her.

      Alaric settled her on the bed of another bedroom. He stroked her hair and murmured soothing words as Madalena and Kat raced inside. Kat was shouting and Madalena fired questions at her, but she could barely make out their words.

      She pressed her hands over her ears and closed her eyes, curling into a protective ball, craving silence. It was only when she heard the soothing baritone of Alaric's voice by her ears that she opened her eyes.

      "Focus only on my voice. Remember to breathe. You have the power to come back to yourself when you are ready. You are with me, you are safe. I won't let any harm come to you."

      A calm filled her at his words, and the tension in her body dissipated. She took several deep breaths, and the whispers faded to a murmur.  She opened her eyes, focusing only on Alaric's blue glaze.

      "When you are ready, you can tell us what happened. Madalena and Kat will allow you to talk," he said, giving them sharp looks over his shoulder. "But only when you are ready. If you want to just lie here, you can. Just keep focusing on your breaths."

      Keeping her eyes locked on his, Naomi spoke.

      "While I was standing on the balcony . . . the whispers came out of nowhere. It was like the Stone was trying to get my attention. And once it did . . .  the whispers became screams. Screams of pain," she whispered, "like it was being tampered with or harmed. And it wanted me to know."

      Alaric nodded, squeezing her hand. She could tell that he was trying to appear calm and reassuring for her sake, but she saw the worry that lurked in his eyes.

      "Raphael's probably tampering with the Stone," Madalena murmured, "maybe they've grown impatient with trying to abduct you. They could attempt to activate the Stone on their own, which would cause it a lot of distress."

      "You're talking about the Stone like it's a living thing," Kat said, her brow furrowed.

      "In a way, it is." Madalena sighed. "Enchanting an object almost humanizes it; it becomes linked to the witch who performed the spell. When the First Witches imbued the Stone with their spell, they put a part of themselves in it."

      "If the Order's trying to activate the Stone themselves, does this mean they'll stop hunting Naomi?" Kat asked hopefully.

      "No," Alaric growled, "their tampering won't work. They'll keep coming for her."

      "Now that you've opened up communication with the Stone, I'm afraid this will continue," Madalena said, turning her focus to Naomi. "You'll have to intensify your attempts to locate it with your magic."

      "Are you trying to drive my niece insane?" Kat demanded. "She's had enough if this."

      "Even if Naomi leaves this all behind and goes to a safe house, the Stone will still affect her, Katherine. It's like the Locking spell her parents placed on her. Once it's unleashed . . . "

      "It'll never go away." Naomi finished the sentence for her, closing her eyes. Even though the whispers she'd heard on the balcony had subsided, they were still circling in her mind, though they were faint now. "The only way to make the whispers stop is to destroy the Stone."

      "Exactly." Madalena gave her a look of sympathy. "You'll have to practice even harder to clear your mind and calm yourself . . . otherwise, this could damage your psyche."

      "I'm used to it," Naomi muttered, recalling the years she'd spent hearing unexplained whispers, experiencing odd sensations. A look of guilt flickered across Kat's face; she was thinking the same thing.

      "I'll help you as much as I can," Madalena said, "I'll leave you alone for now. You can rest in here as long as you'd like."

      "Breakfast is downstairs whenever you're ready," Kat said, leaning forward to kiss Naomi's forehead. "Please eat and take care of yourself, OK? I know I'm just human, but I do know that neglecting the basics can make all this magic stuff worse."

      Kat gave Alaric a long and vaguely suspicious look before leaving them alone; Naomi wondered if her aunt suspected what happened between them last night. Alaric started to leave as well, but she clutched his hand, stopping him.

      "Stay," she whispered, “please."

      He obliged, sliding into bed with her, pulling her into the warmth of his arms.

      "You scared me," he murmured, leaning forward to bury his head in her hair.

      "Sorry," she said, cracking a wry smile. "Hey . . . at least I'm used to having breakdowns."

      He returned her smile, but a hint of worry remained in his expression.

      "At least I know what may be causing it," Naomi continued. "Now I'm even more determined to destroy the damn thing."

      He tensed at her words.

      "Alaric?"

      "You're right," he said, "destroying the Stone is important. It's why you're with us." He spoke as if he were reminding himself.  "Naomi, last night—“ he began.

      She sat up, glaring down at him.

      "Don't you dare apologize, or say it can't happen again. I've wanted you since I saw you in Athens. And you want me, too."

      "I wasn't going to apologize," he said, giving her one of his intoxicating smiles. "I was going to say it's the best night I've had in a long time."

      "You could flatter me," she said, smiling. "You've been alive for over four hundred years. You could say it was the best night you've had . . . ever."

      "Well, I wouldn't say that," Alaric began, and she reached for a pillow, hitting him with it. "OK, OK. It was. It was, Naomi. Truly. I couldn't resist you."

      "You keep saying that like it's a bad thing," she said. "Why have you been holding back? And don't say anything about needing to protect me from the Order, it's something else. What?"

      Alaric's eyes darkened, and she could see him shuttering himself away. His jaw tightened, his eyes darkened.

      "There are things about me you don't know."

      "Because you won't tell me."

      "Naomi, you almost passed out. Now isn't the time to delve into my past."

      He leaned in to kiss her firmly on the mouth.

      "Rest."

      She glared after him as he left the room. The swell of lightness and happiness she'd felt this morning had evaporated. Just when it seemed like she was getting close to Alaric, he erected a wall to prevent her from closing the gap.
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* * *

      Later that day, Naomi sat in the center of the courtyard, legs crossed, hands folded in her lap, her breathing focused and steady. The others had left her alone to practice. After breakfast with the others, she'd moved out to the courtyard. Madalena had told her of several more Locator spells to practice, but other than that, she was left to her own devices. It took several minutes for her to shutter away the memory of her lovemaking with Alaric, and his subsequent refusal to tell her about his past, from her mind.

      She drew air into her lungs, luxuriating in the light breeze tickling her skin. As if heeding her pleasure, the breeze seemed to pick up; she dimly realized that she had caused it. As a witch, you are closer to nature, to the elements, Madalena had told her during one of their training sessions. All you have to do is learn to communicate with them. They want to heed your desires.

      She focused on the faint whispers in the back of her mind, the whispers that had not left her since Alaric's balcony.  She braced herself for the whispers to increase, to become unbearable, but they remained unchanged.

      Reveal yourself to me . . . she thought, before repeating one of Madalena's Locator spells, in the ancient language. Exceli manato.

      The whispers went silent. She stiffened, wondering if she'd done something wrong.

      And then the whispers flowed through her again, this time at a rapid pace. It was as if there a million whispers coming to her, most of them unintelligible. She forced herself to remain calm, to not give in to the chaos in her mind, until she saw an image. She focused on it, allowing the image to burn into her brain.

      When she opened her eyes, her heart battered frantically against her ribcage. She leapt to her feet and raced out of the courtyard.

      She found Madalena, Alaric, and the others gathered in the study. They all turned when she entered. Alaric rushed to her side, looking down at her with concern.

      "I know where the Stone is," Naomi whispered.
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      Alaric's entire body went rigid at Naomi's words. He helped her to a chair while everyone gathered around.

      "It was in some sort of basement or cellar—with Raphael."

      "Any more details?" Madalena pressed. "Was there anything distinctive you noticed?"

      "There were clay sculptures in the room. Fertility goddesses," Naomi said, closing her eyes as she searched her memory, “and there was a large sculpture of a bull. It looked Minoan."

      "I know where that is," Madalena said, looking at Alaric and the others.  "A couple of years ago, Raphael had a dinner for senior Alliance members at his manor in Jedburgh, Scotland. It's right by the border. He gave us a tour of the cellar. There was ancient art he'd acquired that he kept down there. I remember asking him about the bull."

      "What are we waiting for?" Elias demanded. "Let's go get the son of a bitch."

      "Wait," Alaric said, dread spiraling through him. "How do we know this isn't a trap? Raphael's already proven he can get into Naomi's mind. This could be his way of luring her to him."

      "Or this could be the location of the Stone, the thing we've been searching for years," Casimir returned.

      "We need to take the risk," Elias agreed, "if the Stone is in Scotland, and we miss this opportunity, who knows when we'll get this chance again? Jedburgh is only two hours away by car. We can get there quickly."

      "I don't think it's a trap," Naomi said, meeting his eyes. "I don't think Raphael has anything to do with it. I think the Stone revealed itself to me—and only the Stone."

      "You're still new to all this," Alaric said, squatting down to gaze into Naomi's eyes. His fear for her had risen in his chest; he took both of her hands in his, not caring about the others in the room. "Raphael is a powerful witch. He's capable of—“

      "I agree with Naomi," Madalena interrupted, "Naomi is no ordinary witch, she's a Descendant. The Stone was created to communicate with her."

      "Do I need to remind you it's an object?" Alaric snapped, not releasing Naomi's hands. "It's heeding an ancient spell. The First Witches intended for their descendants to sacrifice their lives to unleash the spell. The Stone's not concerned with keeping her alive."

      He could tell by their grudging expressions that his words were holding sway. It was Naomi who spoke up. She squeezed his hands.

      "I think we should take the risk."

      "Naomi—“ he began.

      "I'm going to keep hearing those whispers. Soon it'll become too much for me to handle. If we're close to the Stone, we should go after it. The sooner it's destroyed, the sooner this is all over."

      She defiantly held his gaze. A surge of anger rose in his chest, dwarfing the pride he felt at her bravery. He released her hands, standing. Bloody hell, he was trying to protect her.

      "The rest of us are in agreement," Madalena said, before he could offer any further protests. "We need to infiltrate Raphael's manor."

      Alaric fell silent as they made plans to head to Scotland. He studied Naomi as she listened, discussing with Madalena her part in the plan. He had half a mind to pull her aside and use the thrall on her to change her mind. This is what she's here for. What the Alliance needs her for. And what she wants to do, he reminded himself. The thought brought him no comfort.

      "Alaric?" Madalena asked. "Do you understand your part in this?"

      Everyone waited for his response. Naomi looked down at her hands, her shoulders rigid, as if bracing for him to protest. He didn't like this plan one bit, but he sure as hell wouldn't let them go without him.

      "Yes," he replied.

      "We're leaving shortly. Take care of any last minute preparations now," Madalena said, after she filled Alaric in on the plan and his part in it. She turned to face the others. "We can't risk Raphael fleeing before we get there."

      As everyone scattered, Alaric pulled Naomi aside.

      "I know what you're going to say. I know you want to keep me safe; but I've made up my mind," Naomi said. "I'm not this damsel for you to constantly save. I can take care of myself."

      Naomi’s face was flushed, her breathing ragged, and she avoided his eyes. There seemed to be something else she was upset about, tension lurked beneath her words.

      "I know that, Naomi. Of course I know that," he said, trying to keep his tone gentle.  "Just—get out of there if it gets too dangerous. The moment you see Raphael, flee. We can handle him."

      Naomi hesitated.

      "Naomi . . . "

      "I . . . I don't think I could leave you behind."

      Her eyes softened at they meet his, the defiance gone, replaced by vulnerability. His heartbeat faltered at her words. They were alone now, and he leaned forward to press his lips against hers, briefly, tenderly. A memory from last night came to him, unbidden; her soft curves against his, their bodies moving together in perfect harmony, as if every part of them belonged together. Desire flared in him, hot and bright, but he forced it down, reluctantly pulling back. Her face was flushed as her eyes met his; had she surmised what he was thinking?

      "I'm a big bad vampire," he said, attempting to lighten the mood, to return the focus back to the matter at hand—her safety. "I can handle Raphael. Promise me you'll flee when you see him. Please."

      She didn't smile at his jest and heaved a sigh.

      "I promise," she said, "but this doesn't mean I won't fight like hell to destroy that Stone."

      That familiar rush of pride swelled in his chest. He reached out to touch her cheek. His brave Naomi.

      "I wouldn't expect anything less."
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* * *

      Raphael's manor in Jedburgh was like the man himself— unnecessarily larger than life and flashy. Unlike the other medieval manors that dotted the town, his looked to be recently built, with a gold brick facade and castle-like turrets jutting from the roof. Imposing iron gates surrounded the manor, with the initials R I inscribed above the entry and rear gates. Like Raphael, it was a home that demanded to be seen and fawned over.

      Tension infused every part of Alaric's body as he glared at the manor; he couldn't wait to kill Raphael. Madalena had just apparated with him and Naomi a hundred yards away from the estate; they now stood behind the cover of several large hedges. Casimir had determined that the manor was empty from his remote surveillance of the town's cameras; he and Elias had apparated to the manor ahead of them to make certain it was empty.

      At his side, Madalena looked resolute, her mouth set in a straight line, her shoulders rigid; Naomi, as much as she tried to put up a brave front, was pale with fear. He met her eyes and held them, vowing with his eyes to protect her. She seemed to understand and reached out to squeeze his hand.

      Madalena's cell phone chimed, she glanced down at it.

      "It's all clear," she said, "which makes me suspicious. Raphael wouldn't leave the Stone unprotected."

      "No, he wouldn't," Alaric said, his body rigid with alarm.

      "It's here, though," Naomi murmured, "the whispers are faint . . . but I can hear them."

      "We go in, but we remain on high alert," Madalena said, after a long pause. "I've used a spell to disguise our scents, but that may not be enough. Any hint of Raphael, and we flee."

      "Get Naomi out first. Then the rest of us will flee," Alaric amended, and Madalena nodded in agreement.

      Madalena reached for their hands to apparate them. He gripped Naomi's hand tight as he felt a tug of wind, like his body was being sucked into open air; and then they were on the rear grounds of Raphael's estate.

      Casimir had disabled the manor's surveillance cameras, but they'd have to move quick, it was only a matter of time before Raphael's security noticed the malfunction.

      They hurried to one of the back doors which Casimir and Elias had left open for them.  Alaric kept Naomi and Madalena behind him as they stepped into a parlor, dominated by a large pool table and ceiling to floor bookshelves. Alaric inhaled as they entered, searching for any foreign scents or smells. But he only detected Casimir and Elias' familiar scents.

      Naomi sank to her knees, pressing her hands to the sides of her head. Alaric was at her side at once.

      "It's . . .  here," she gasped, "the whispers . . .  they're everywhere. The Stone is close."

      Then someone else had to be here. Raphael would not leave it unattended. He stroked Naomi's back to calm her, meeting Madalena's eyes. She was thinking the same thing.

      "We're going to get you out of here," she told Naomi, "the Stone isn't unguarded. You need—“

      "No," Naomi said. She pulled herself to her full height, "if someone else is here, you fight them off while I destroy the Stone. This is the closest I've been to it since Athens."

      She met his eyes evenly, as if daring him to defy her.

      "It's in the cellar," she said, "let's go."

      He clenched his fists, sucking in a breath. She wasn't going to listen to them; the next best thing he could do was protect her by killing whoever was hiding in the manor.

      They crept out the parlor; at least Naomi let him walk ahead of them.

      Casimir and Elias approached as they stepped out of the parlor.

      "No one's here. We checked everywhere. No way Raphael's this stupid," Elias said, as they cautiously ventured down a hallway lined with gold framed paintings and crystal chandeliers.

      "We're preparing ourselves for a trap," Alaric agreed, scanning every inch of the hallway, sniffing for any other witch, vampire, or human presence.

      The others formed a protective flank around Alaric and Naomi as they made their way to a circular staircase. Alaric could hear Naomi's thundering heart; she was running on fear and adrenaline. He reached out to grip her hand; both for her assurance and his need to protect her.

      The staircase led to a narrow hall; he could see a cellar door at the far end. His hand tightened on Naomi's. Where are you, you bastard? If Raphael was here, he'd used one hell of a Disguising spell to hide his scent. Alaric could smell no one other than their group.

      When they reached the cellar door, Naomi was shaking.

      "It's here," she whispered.

      He pushed her behind him, opening the cellar door. It was dark, filled with tables of the clay sculptures Naomi had seen. In the corner, there was a larger statue of a bull. He entered, looking around. There was no one in here.

      He stepped aside as Naomi and Madalena entered. Elias and Casimir remained by the doorway, their bodies stiff and primed for battle. Alaric was on full alert, scanning both the cellar and the hallway outside for any sign of movement. Behind him, he heard Madalena and Naomi search the dark cellar.

      "It's here, I can feel it,” Naomi said, her voice taut with frustration.

      "It is here."

      The voice came from the far end of the hall—calm, cold, dripping with arrogance. Raphael.

      Ice filled Alaric's veins. He froze as Raphael stepped into their field of vision, holding the Incantation Stone aloft in his hand, a lazy smile curving his lips. Behind him, several other witches flanked him.

      "Cloaking spells have always been a strong suit of mine," he said. "Your spells need improvement, Madalena. I could sense all of you as soon as you arrived in Scotland."

      Alaric leapt toward him, fangs bared, eager to rip out the witch's heart. Raphael raised his hand; a spell hurled him, Elias, and Casimir back into the cellar, against the far wall, immobilized.

      "Cantair se—“ Madalena began her, her hand outstretched, but with a flick of his hand, Raphael silenced her, and tossed her against the side wall of the cellar.

      Alaric snarled as Raphael turned his hand towards Naomi.

      "Repele—“ She tried to cast a Repelling spell, but it was too late; Raphael's spell was already in motion, she floated out of the cellar and into his arms, where she struggled in vain to free herself.

      "NAOMI!" Alaric shouted, struggling to free himself from Raphael's Binding spell. Naomi's panicked eyes met his; an anguish he'd not felt in a century surged in his chest, and blood tears pricked at his eyes.

      Raphael clutched her tight against his chest, his gaze lingering on Alaric, taunting him.

      "Thank you for bringing her to me."

      And then he vanished with Naomi.
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      When Naomi came to, the whispers in her mind were deafening. Though the words were mostly indiscernible, she did recognize one word from the ancient language. Seffa. Sacrifice.

      She sat up, looking around, her breathing quick and ragged. She was in some sort of ceremonial room; there were no windows, it had bare stone walls and floors, and she was seated on a throne-like chair, bolted to the floor. A dozen stones surrounded her chair in a circular pattern.

      Trepidation rose in her chest as she recalled the look of anguish in Alaric's eyes, Raphael yanking her into his arms, a vortex of wind around them . . . and then nothing.

      She tried to move, but invisible binds kept her tied to the chair. She tried to push past her panic to recall the Unbinding spell, but the frenetic whispers in her mind made it impossible to concentrate.

      "You can have peace, Naomi."

      She looked up, her heart slamming into her ribcage as Raphael entered the room. The Incantation Stone floated in front of him as he moved. As he drew closer to her with the Stone, the whispers in her mind rose. Only now they uttered a single word. Seffa. Seffa. Seffa.

      "You're hearing seffa, aren't you? The Incantation Stone demands your sacrifice."

      Raphael stopped in front of her, his grey eyes filled with awe. An ancient-looking knife drifted out of his pocket. It had a dark wooden handle inscribed with the mark of the Order, that infinity symbol with jagged runic slashes. The knife hovered before him, then sailed through the air towards Naomi. She screamed, rearing back, but it came to a rest on her lap.

      "I didn't bring you here to harm you," Raphael said, looking offended. "I'm honored to meet you. I never thought I'd meet a pureblood. Purebloods are rare. Our bloodline's have been . . . sullied by human and vampire blood. Not yours."

      Now he was looking at her with something akin to desire. Unlike the last time she'd encountered Raphael, she felt no draw towards him. He was still handsome on the surface, with his dark blonde hair and wolfish grey eyes, but now, he radiated evil from his pores. Revulsion coiled through her as he stepped forward, reaching out to touch the sides of her face. She'd learned basic spells to block off her mind, but she hadn't practiced enough to know if they were effective; her entire focus with her magic had been centered around locating—and destroying—the Stone.

      But he didn't seem concerned with probing her mind; at least, not yet.

      "You are beautiful," he murmured, "I see why the Blood Beast desires you."

      Alaric. Fear flooded her senses. Where was he? And the others? Had he captured them as well? Killed them? She closed her eyes to shut out Raphael's face, tears stinging her eyes. She refused to let him see her cry.

      The knife was heavy in her lap. If she could somehow will it to injure Raphael and free herself . . .

      "You don't know much about magic, do you? The knife is enchanted to never harm its true owner. Me," Raphael said, amused.

      "Why are you doing this? What do you want?" Naomi spat, opening her eyes to glare at him.

      To her relief, he stepped away from her. She already knew the answer, but she had to keep him talking while she figured out how to get out of here. The whispers in her mind were a constant, and she had to actively focus her thoughts.

      She needed to do what she'd done in Athens and shake the walls of this room. If that ability was rare, as Madalena had told her, maybe Raphael wouldn't be able to counter it. But what she'd done that night had been a complete accident; all she could remember was the fear that coursed through her body.

      "I show one face to the world," Raphael said, his eyes intent on hers. "The rich carefree playboy. But all that matters to me is our kind. I want to preserve witches . . .  help us flourish. Humans have their science and technology, vampires have their strength and supposed immortality. But we . . . we are the only creatures who can control the elements with our minds. We are the true masters of nature. Creatures like us shouldn't have to hide, Naomi. Nor should we die out. And we are. Our numbers dwindle while theirs flourish. This," he said, catching the floating Stone, "is what our ancestors wanted. I tried sacrificing another witch, whose line is mostly pure. But the spell wasn't unleashed. It must be a Descendant’s sacrifice."

      Horror filled Naomi at his words. She recalled the screams of the Stone in her mind back at the estate. Raphael had killed another witch in his attempt to activate the stone. She studied Raphael's handsome face, a face that concealed his monstrousness, a chill seeping into her bones.

      "This is a way to save our kind. We need your sacrifice for that to happen."

      "I know what activating the spell will do. I won't sacrifice my life for mass murder," Naomi bit out.

      "What life?" Raphael asked, eyebrows raised. "I know how difficult your life has been. Living life as a human with all that unused power. Madalena lied to you. You'll never be able to control your magic after all this time; it will always overwhelm you.  Don't you want to silence the noise? The whispers? Your sacrifice will give you peace. It behooves me to speak ill of fellow witches," he continued, heaving a sigh, "but it was cruel what your parents did to you. Locking away your magic like that. We would have eventually found you, no matter what they did."

      "Don't talk about my parents!" Naomi cried. Rage swelled in her chest. How dare he even mention them. Had he been one of the witches to kill them? "Witches killed my parents—their own kind!"

      "We wouldn't kill fellow witches." Again, Raphael looked affronted. "We want to protect our own, that's why the Order was formed. Your parents took their own lives."

      Naomi stilled. Her entire body went cold. She shook her head, tears blurring her vision.

      "No," she whispered, her throat dry. "You're—“

      "They chose to take their own lives rather than join us. They chose their own interests above the needs of our kind," he continued, his eyes darkening.

      "I don't believe—“

      Raphael was before her in a flash; she jerked back as he pressed his hands to the side of her face, and Naomi's surroundings faded away.

      Her parents drove down an icy country road. A car tailed them, closing in on them fast. Her mother looked at her father, tears streaming down her face. She reached out to link her hand through his, giving him a small nod.

      Her father deliberately jerked the car to the right. The car swerved and then flipped, landing on its side.

      Her parents flew from the car and landed on the ground; injured but alive.  They crawled out from the turned over car.

      In the distance, several figures emerged from the car that had trailed them. They slowly approached.

      Her father reached for her mother's hand.

      "Naomi," her mother whispered. "This is for Naomi."

      "For Naomi," her father echoed, his voice breaking.

      The figures were closing in on them. Her mother nodded. Their eyes locked as they mutually whispered a spell. Their bodies stiffened, and their eyes drifted shut.

      Naomi was suddenly back in the room with Raphael. Grief had seized her by the throat; she couldn't breathe. She leaned forward, and sobs erupted from her. In the vision, she'd felt everything her parents had—agony, terror, anguish.

      Now, all she could think about was the last time she'd seen them. They'd dropped her off at Kat's, and held her in their arms for such a long embrace she'd grown impatient.

      "Mom, Dad, come on," she'd said, impatient to get back to the television show she'd been watching. "I'll see you when you get back from your trip."

      "One more," her mother had whispered, pulling her into her arms for another embrace, burying her face in her hair.

      Naomi had lingered over her last moments with her parents scores of times in the ensuing years. Now she knew why they'd seemed so shaken. Had they known? Had they known they were about to die?

      "They chose to leave their own daughter rather than help their kind." Raphael's voice was close to her ear. "Don't be fools like them. You are a pureblood Descendant. It's your obligation to help your kind. But it has to be your voluntary sacrifice. Your sacrifice and a single word is all that's needed to unleash the spell. Seffa."

      Naomi sobs subsided. She stilled.

      She sat up, gazing into Raphael's determined eyes. These people had driven her parents to suicide, wanted to kill millions of people, and he thought she would help them by taking her own life? Fury snaked through her, and she opened her mouth to utter a spell.

      If you ever use this spell, Madalena had told her, back at Alaric's estate, make sure you mean it.

      "Elei ferve neim—" she began, but Raphael held up his hand. He'd easily countered her; she couldn't move her lips to complete the Killing spell.

      He shot to his feet, fury contorting his handsome feature. He closed his eyes as if attempting to calm himself. When he opened them, genuine regret lurked in their depths.

      "I didn't want to do it this way. Not to a pureblood. But you've given me no choice. Remember, the knife is your way out. A clean slice here will end your pain,” he said, drawing a line across his throat.

      Naomi flinched as he again reached for her, murmuring something beneath his breath as his hands slid along the sides of her face.

      "You will see many things. But I'll start with the Blood Beast who desires you. Do you know what he's capable of? Blood Beasts are vicious killers. Don't let their civilized appearances fool you."

      He moved to the doorway, turning back to give her another regretful look.

      "Goodbye, Naomi. In spite of your refusal, I'll make sure your sacrifice is remembered."

      He left.

      Panicked, Naomi looked down at her arms, still strapped by invisible bonds to the chair. She had to free herself. She had to—

      But before she could complete her thought, the agony began.
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      Alaric was rage and grief.

      Naomi was gone. He'd once again failed to protect her.

      In the hours since she'd vanished with Raphael, he felt as if a part of him was missing.

      They were still in Raphael's home, combing every square inch of it for any sign of where they'd gone. Now, he stood in the corner of the massive dining room, unable to concentrate on what Madalena and the others were discussing. His protective instincts had gone into overdrive; his entire body on edge, his senses screaming at him to find her now.

      They had fought off Raphael's other witches who entered the room after Naomi and Raphael disappeared. Alaric killed them viciously; he'd even seen a look of horror flicker across Madalena's face as he ripped out the throat of one witch with his teeth and tore out the heart of another with his bare hands. This is who I am, he said to her with just a look, darting to the first floor, where he helped an injured Casimir dispatch another two of Raphael's henchmen.

      Madalena had used a Binding spell on one of Raphael's witches, keeping him alive so they could question him, though Elias had to restrain Alaric from killing him. The witch had remained mute; he was now tied up in the cellar.

      The others stood around Casimir's laptop in the dining room, trying to hack into Raphael's communications network to get any trace of his location. But Alaric knew it was useless; Raphael had been expecting them. He wouldn't leave an electronic trace of his movements behind.

      Why hadn't he listened to his instincts? He should have sent Naomi away, put her in a thrall to make her change her name and move far away, where they couldn't find her, the Alliance's cause—and his own feelings—be damned.

      He clenched his fists as he recalled the fear on Naomi's face as Raphael grabbed her. Searing fury scorched his insides as he thought about what Raphael could be doing to her now.

      A dark pleasure rippled through him at the thought of killing Raphael; this time he welcomed his old bloodlust like an old friend. He'd need it for Raphael. He would get her back; he didn't care how many he had to kill to do so.

      "Try the main network again," Madalena said to Casimir, "if he flew somewhere, there should be some indication."

      Screw this. He left the room, Madalena and Elias' eyes trailing him as he left. He would get answers out of Raphael's witch.

      When he entered the cellar, he took great pleasure in the look of fear that flared in the witch's eyes. He smiled, showing his fangs.

      "Hello," he said pleasantly. "I'm what you call a Blood Beast. At first I hated that slur, but you know what? It fits."
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* * *

      "If you kill him, we don't find Naomi," Madalena snapped.

      It was an hour later. Alaric stood calmly opposite the witch who lay sprawled out in the center of the floor, his skin ash white from blood loss, his throat jagged and torn. Every so often, the witch let out soft whimpers of pain.

      "Leave me, Madalena," Alaric said, his focus never leaving the witch. "I'm not finished with him yet."

      "Yes, you are. Alaric," she said, moving forward to grip his arm, forcing him to look at her. "This is not you. Not anymore. We can—“

      "This is who I am," Alaric snarled. "And had I listened to my instincts, Naomi would still be with us."

      "She will never love you."

      Alaric stiffened. The faint words came from the dying witch. Even through his pain, contempt filled his eyes as he looked at Alaric.

      "Our Descendant. She will never love someone like you, Blood Beast. A pureblood does not belong with—“

      Alaric growled; the witch's words cut him deep. He moved towards the witch, but his body froze mid stride. Madalena had used one of her bloody Binding spells on him.

      "Release me, Madalena," he barked.

      "No," Madalena returned, "we need him alive. I won't have you killing him for the sake of your ego."

      She moved forward, squatting down in front of the witch. She reached out, placing her hands on the sides of his face, and the witch began to shake. He closed his eyes, moaning in agony.

      "I don't like doing this," Madalena said. "Just tell us where Raphael took Naomi, and this can all go away. Tell us."

      The witch stiffened, his eyes going white for a split second.

      "Heshedi," he whispered. But his eyes returned to their natural brown, and he glared at Madalena. "You are a traitor to your kind!"

      "Heshedi," Madalena repeated, ignoring his outburst. "Tell me more. Is that—“

      The witch looked away from Madalena, shut his eyes, and murmured a spell beneath his breath. Madalena cried out.

      "NO!"

      He watched in astonishment as the witch stiffened, his eyes fluttering shut. Alaric heard his heartbeat slow and then stop. Naomi closed her eyes, her shoulders slumping.

      Alaric could move again. He stepped forward, kneeling down in front of the now dead witch.

      "It was a Suicide spell," she whispered. "He—he didn't want to reveal anything. I drove him to it."

      "Don't tell me you feel guilty," Alaric said, shaking his head in disbelief. "In my opinion, we kept him alive too long."

      "Well, some of us don't enjoy blood on our hands," Madalena snapped. She looked down at the witch, her green eyes filling with tears.

      Alaric fell silent. Madalena was no killer; he could see how rattled she was. But he would not waste time mourning for someone who wanted to see them all dead. He cleared his throat.

      "What did he say to you?"

      "It was cryptic. The word means either island or isolated in the ancient language," Madalena said, rubbing her eyes.

      "Island," Alaric murmured. "Does it mean that Raphael took Naomi to an island?"

      "That's what I was trying to find out," Madalena said, looking down at the witch with frustration and regret.

      He turned on his heel and darted out of the cellar and back up the stairs, leaving Madalena behind. There was no time for conjecture—only action.

      Casimir and Elias were still huddled around his laptop.

      "Islands," Alaric said, as he sped into the room. "Search for any islands that Raphael or the Order has a connection to."

      "What—“

      "Do it," Alaric bit out.

      Casimir studied him for a brief moment, but he obeyed. We're coming for you, Naomi, Alaric promised, wishing there was some way she could hear him. I'm coming for you. Hold on.
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      Horrible visions consumed Naomi's mind; visions she couldn't escape from. She saw Alaric from various points in the past, killing humans, witches, and fellow vampires. His blue eyes were shadowed and empty, his fangs stained with his victims' blood, his face alight with a murderous fervor; this was not the Alaric she knew.

      Some images lasted only seconds while others lasted minutes. She watched, dazed and horrified, as Alaric grabbed his victims by their necks, sinking his fangs into their throats, gleefully draining them of their blood. She could feel the physical and mental pain of each of his victims; the agony that skittered through their bones as their lives drained away. The victims she saw him kill were numerous and from all walks of life; men and women, young and old. Some taunted and jeered at him, others begged for their lives. Each time he slaughtered them with his fangs or bare hands. Each death felt as if it were her own.

      When the scenes of Alaric faded, they were replaced by images of various unknown witches, tortured at the hands of humans and vampires. She saw flashes of them being hanged, raped and tortured; she saw humans call for their blood, vampires leaping onto them and snapping their necks as they tried to flee. Just like Alaric's victims, she experienced their agony, and every death.

      She saw her parents' deaths, over and over again, as they flew out of their overturned car and whispered the spell that took their own lives.

      Soon, Naomi felt inextricably entwined with what she was seeing, as if they were a part of her; she could not separate herself as she watched the torturous scenes and experienced the torment of the victims, over and over again.

      Suddenly, she was back in the ceremonial room, hunched forward in her chair like a limp rag doll. Raphael kneeled before her, his eyes holding hers.

      "I didn't want to do this, Naomi," he whispered, "truly. But we need your sacrifice. This can all be over. All you have to do is end this."

      He gestured down at the knife that still rested in her lap. She wanted nothing more than to jam it in his throat. She reached for it and struggled to do just that, but the knife wouldn't allow her to turn it on Raphael; an invisible force blocked it.

      "I see where you stand," he said, heaving an impatient sigh.

      He touched the sides of her face, and the dark scenes again filled her mind. She tried to detach herself from the violent images that consumed her, to not react to Alaric's killing sprees, to her parents' anguish as they died, to the screams of witches as humans hung and burned them.

      "You can make this end, Naomi."

      Once again, she was back in the room with Raphael. He gestured towards the knife.

      "It can all be over."

      Naomi found her voice, weakly meeting his eyes, even as tears of grief streamed down her face.

      "No," she rasped. "Never."

      The third time she came to, she almost gave in. The knife in her lap looked tantalizing; a means to end the horror she was forced to endure in her mind.

      "Seffa," Raphael whispered. He was kneeling in front of her; she glimpsed a trace of compassion in his eyes. "Use the knife, Naomi. You can have something you've never had before. Peace."

      She closed her eyes. She thought of the persistent turmoil that plagued her mind during her years of ignorance; the whispers that invaded her mind since unlocking her magic. Peace was tempting. So was the prospect of never having to endure what she saw in her mind again.

      But then, unbidden, Alaric's face flickered in her mind. Not the Alaric that Raphael forced her to see; the Alaric she knew. Alaric in her apartment, rescuing her from the Order. Alaric talking to her on the balcony in London, urging her to embrace her power. Alaric entering her guest bedroom at the estate, joy shining in his eyes at the sight of her. Alaric guiding her through the gardens of his estate, his eyes intent on hers as she told him about her parents, her life, as if hungry for every detail about her. His mouth probing hers as they kissed, his body languorously moving against hers as they made love. The look of wild anguish on his face as Raphael abducted her.

      She thought of Kat; holding her as she wept after her parents' funerals. I can't replace their love for you, Kat had said, her own eyes glistening. But I will love you just as fiercely. I will always be your family. You will always have me.

      And she thought of her parents' sacrifice. Beneath their pain, as they took their own lives, was an all-consuming love for her.

      Naomi met Raphael's eyes, defiance obliterating her despair. She spat on the knife. Raphael's eyes hardened; the hint of compassion that had lurked there vanished.

      And she was once again back in her mind.

      This time, she forced herself to detach from the horrific images of death and torture. The thoughts of Alaric, Kat and her parents had invigorated her. She wouldn't give in to Raphael or to the Order. She would survive this.

      When she found herself back in the room with Raphael, his eyes burned with rage.

      "You still fantasize about that Blood Beast after I showed you what he's done—what he and his kind are capable of.  You," he spat, advancing towards her, "are not deserving of your status as a pureblood. You should be honored to—“

      "Please," she croaked, hoping that she sounded convincing. "I'll do it. I just want this to end."

      Raphael halted; surprise flickering across his face. He stilled as she reached for the knife, pressing it to the delicate flesh of her throat.

      She prayed that this would work.

      She had read through Madalena's books during her time at the penthouse, looking for relatively simple spells she could pull off on the first or second try. She'd found one she hoped would work for her now; her life was literally on the line.

      Eserem, she whispered to the knife. Raphael may have enchanted the knife to not harm him; that didn't mean it couldn't do other things.

      The knife slipped from her hand, drifting down towards her arms. She stiffened.

      The knife cut the invisible bonds that tied her to the chair. She saw Raphael's eyes widen. Now was the time to use the best non magical element she had at her disposal. Surprise.

      She darted away from the chair, shouting a Binding spell, hoping that it would hold Raphael still. But he repelled the spell, reaching out to grab her by the throat, slamming her onto the hard stone floor with such force that she was temporarily dizzy.

      Naomi gasped for air as he tightened his grip. He held up his other hand; the knife floated into his palm. He pressed it to her throat, hard enough to draw blood, his eyes pinned on hers in intense concentration.

      In horror, Naomi realized that her mouth was moving; a word was being forced from her lips. Seffa. He was using magic to force her to utter the spell.

      How was that possible? And if so why hadn't he done that before?

      He's desperate, she realized. The Stone required her willing sacrifice; he couldn't force her. Could her?

      Something did stir beneath her senses; it was the same sensation that filled her every time she uttered a spell, akin to an electrical current that flowed through her.

      She shut her eyes, trying to recall her training, to close her mind to him, but it was too late; she felt his invasive presence in her mind. Her lips were moving against her will, and he dragged the knife across her throat, drawing blood—

      She heard a sudden ruckus outside the door; shouts and the sounds of bodies slamming against walls, doors being crashed in. Hope swelled in her chest; the others were here. Alaric's here.

      The thought of him again invigorated her, and though blood seeped from the gaping wound in her throat, and a heavy weakness seeped into every pore of her body, she opened her eyes and focused on Raphael. A sense of calm seized her as she silently issued a spell for stillness. Her lips stopped moving, and Raphael let out a snarl of rage.

      The door crashed in. Elias entered in a flash, yanking Raphael off of her. Alaric appeared at her side, shaking as he gathered her in his arms. She focused on his face as the room faded away; this Alaric was nothing like the monster in her mind. Despair infused his ashen face; blood tears trickled down his cheeks.

      "Hold on, Naomi," he whispered. "Please, my love. Hold on."

      She tried to hold on, but her consciousness slipped from her like gossamer, and there was only darkness.
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      "She's lost a lot of blood. Too much blood," Alaric shouted, panic flowing through him. He cradled an unconscious Naomi in his arms as he entered Madalena's private plane.

      Madalena trailed close behind as he set Naomi down in one of the reclining chairs. He'd torn the sleeve of his shirt off to use as a makeshift tourniquet for the bleeding wound on Naomi's throat; it staunched the bleeding. But Naomi still looked pale, and her breathing was shallow. He could hear her heartbeat only faintly pounding against her ribs.

      "Where's the nearest hospital?"

      "Fifty miles away, on the mainland," Madalena said, kneeling by Naomi's side.

      "She won't make it that long." Searing agony filled his chest as he said the words. His throat constricted. He wouldn't let Naomi die. "I need to give her my blood."

      Madalena paled, her eyes locking with his. They both knew what this meant.

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yes. There's no time. You can always undo it later."

      "It's more complicated than—“

      "I don't care!" Alaric shouted. "She's dying. Are you going to help or do I have to do it myself?"

      Madalena nodded. She pressed her hand to the side of Naomi's head, murmuring a spell he could not hear into her left ear.

      Alaric bit his wrist, leaning down to press the bleeding wound to Naomi's parted lips. Though she remained unconscious, she began to drink, and her color slowly returned to normal.

      When he removed his wrist from her mouth, her breathing was steadier, her cheeks flushed with blood. He closed his eyes, his relief outweighing all thoughts of the ramifications of what he'd just done.

      He felt multiple pairs of eyes on him and turned. Casimir and Elias had entered the plane; they looked back and forth between him and the sleeping Naomi, slack jawed. They knew what he'd just done.

      "She was dying," Alaric muttered, feeling defensive. "Did you find Raphael?"

      "No," Elias said, tearing his eyes away from Naomi. "We thoroughly searched the grounds. All the other witches he had as guards are dead."

      "I told you to keep at least one of them alive," Madalena scolded, as Casimir and Elias took their seats, buckling themselves in.

      "There was no time for that. They would have killed us if we didn't kill them first," Casimir said. "Believe me, we're just as frustrated as you are."

      "Let's just get off this bloody island," Alaric said, taking his seat next to Naomi. He wanted her back at the relative safety of his estate.

      Back at Raphael's manor, they'd searched for any islands Raphael might have an association with, locating a small island just north of Scotland; his family had once owned a summer estate there. It was a giant gamble coming here, Raphael had left no trace of his presence on the island. They chose it because it was the closest island to where they were, and because they knew the Order had met there only three weeks prior.

      When they descended upon the island via Madalena's private plane, they'd only found a dozen Order members guarding the estate. Alaric assumed the lack of many guards was due to Raphael's arrogant assumption that they'd never be able to find him, or his desire to keep Naomi's presence relatively quiet from other Order members. He had no doubt that if the hundreds of Order members knew she was here, they'd descend upon the small island in droves.

      He'd left Madalena and the others to focus on fighting off the guards, following Naomi's scent to a room at the far end of the central hallway. Fury exploded in his chest at the sight of Raphael hovering over his Naomi, but there had been no time to kill Raphael the way he wanted; the coward apparated moments after Alaric and Elias charged into the room.

      Had he entered the room seconds later, Raphael would have killed Naomi. At the thought, he reached out to grip her hand. She wasn't going to continue working with the Alliance; her Descendant status be damned. He wouldn't allow her to keep risking her life.

      He barely paid attention to the tense conversation Madalena and the others shared, his entire focus remained on Naomi's sleeping form, taking comfort in the steady rise and fall of her breaths.

      When they arrived at his estate, he carried Naomi into his bedroom. Even her guest room was too far; he needed her as close to him as possible.

      The others seemed to sense this, leaving him alone—except for Kat. Kat arrived in his bedroom as Alaric was settling Naomi in his bed; she rushed to her niece's side with a strangled cry.

      "Naomi," she whispered. "Oh my God. Oh my God . . . " She pressed her hand to her mouth, tears coursing down her face. He now noticed how gaunt and pale Kat looked. When Kat learned of Naomi's abduction, Fiona told him she almost used the thrall to force her to stay at the estate. She looked as if she hadn't slept or eaten in days.

      "She'll be fine," he assured her, "she just needs to rest."

      Kat's eyes strayed to the wound on Naomi's throat, and her eyes widened in alarm.

      "Raphael," he bit out, answering her silent question. "She lost a lot of blood."

      "But . . .  her skin is flushed," Kat replied, "and warm."

      Alaric hesitated. Kat knew the rules of blood sharing, she'd be furious to learn he'd given her niece blood. But she'd find out sooner or later.

      "I had to give her my blood. She would have died, Katherine."

      Kat tore her eyes away from Naomi, glaring at him.

      "How could you?" she demanded. "Naomi didn't even have a choice!"

      "Would you rather I let her die?" Alaric snarled, his patience running thin. "Madalena can undo it when she wakes. In fact, I'll insist upon it," he said, though something inside him rebelled at the thought.

      This seemed to satisfy Kat though she still glared at him. She turned back to Naomi, reaching out to brush her hair back from her face.

      "Naomi was only fifteen when I took her in," she murmured, tears brimming in her eyes. "She was still shell shocked over what happened to her parents. She stayed in bed for two weeks, not saying a word. Do you know what coaxed her out of bed? A local museum exhibit her parents helped set up. She wanted to go honor them, even though she was still grieving. Even though she was just a child. I wanted to tell her who she really was. Who her parents really were. But my sister insisted that I keep her in the dark. She kept telling me, 'They'll try to kill her, Kat. They'll kill my baby girl. If something happens to us, I want you to keep her safe'." Kat shook her head, wiping her eyes. "I should have done a better job of protecting her."

      "You did an excellent job protecting her," Alaric said swiftly. "The Order couldn't trace her at all while she lived with you."

      "Because of the Locking spell," Kat protested. "She just seemed like an ordinary human."

      "It's still no small feat. Naomi's magic has always been simmering beneath the surface. Not only did you keep her safe . . . you helped raise her into the woman she is today. She's strong. And brave," he added, admiration filling him as he said the words. "Think of all she's gone through the past couple of weeks. She could have easily gone to a safe house. She chose to stay with us and fight." He didn't add that he had every intention of convincing her to go to a safe house when she awoke.

      Kat gave him a weak nod, her eyes still on Naomi's sleeping face.

      They fell into a long and companionable silence, remaining at Naomi's side until the sky darkened. Only then did Kat get to her feet. "If I don't sleep, I'll pass out. I want to be wide awake when she comes to."

      She moved to the doorway, but something compelled him to stop her.

      "Katherine . . . " he said. She paused, glancing back at him. "I'll never hurt her. I'll do whatever it takes to keep her safe. You have my word."

      She studied him for a long moment as if trying to ascertain the truth of his words. Finally, she nodded, though he couldn't read her expression.

      "Will you tell me when she wakes?" she asked, looking away from him.

      "Of course."

      [image: ]
* * *

      He remained at Naomi's side, not moving a muscle, until the sun rose in the sky and she stirred.

      Naomi's beautiful eyes fluttered open, and her gaze settled on him. He reached for her hand, gripping it tightly in his. She smiled, her entire face lighting up at the sight of him.

      "You're back at my estate," he whispered. "You're safe now." He wasn't eager to tell her that he'd given her his blood and what that meant, so he forced himself to his feet. "Your aunt wanted me to tell her when you awoke. I'll go and—“

      "No," she said, reaching for his hand. "Stay. Please."

      He sat back down, keeping her hand firm in his. She closed her eyes and took a breath. When she opened them, they were full of remembered pain.

      "Raphael—“ she began.

      "No," he said, hatred skittering through him at the sound of the witch's name. "Let Madalena and the others worry about him and the Order. For now, you just need to rest and recover."

      "I feel fine," Naomi said. "I know it'll take a lot of time for me to forget what Raphael did to my mind. But physically, I feel . . . perfect."

      She frowned, reaching up to touch the jagged scar that had formed along the base of her throat. His hear plummeted in his chest; it wouldn't take long for Naomi to put two and two together.

      "You lost a lot of blood," he said, forcing the words past his dry lips. "You weren't going to make it to a hospital."

      "You gave me your blood."

      He looked at her. She didn't look remotely surprised. Or angry.

      "Yes. How did you know?"

      "I could sense it somehow," she said. "Even though I was unconscious. I sensed it . . . and I accepted it. Thank you, Alaric. You saved my life. Again."

      She was looking at him with admiration, and he hated himself. She didn't know what this meant.

      "Naomi, when a vampire gives you his blood . . . a vampire who desires you, like I do . . . it's more than just a simple medical transfusion."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Amongst vampires, sharing blood is momentous. It forms a bond. By giving you my blood . . . " He almost didn't want to continue; didn't want to see the loving look on her face turn to one of fury. "I mated you, Naomi. We're mates. It's like being married in the human world."
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      Naomi considered his words. Alaric sat tensely across from her, his eyes pinned to her face.

      She felt no anger at his words, or fear, or surprise, or anything she was supposed to feel right now. Instead, she only felt a calm acceptance. No . . .  a happy acceptance. After everything she'd experienced, she was done with fear. With hiding.

      "When I was with Raphael, he made me see things," she said, after a long stretch of silence. "I saw you . . .  I saw you killing humans, witches, even other vampires."

      Alaric blanched. Not looking at her, he stood. But she reached out and grabbed his hand, holding him still.

      "But it didn't have the effect he wanted," she continued. "I didn't know or recognize that Alaric. He looked nothing like the vampire I know. Alaric . . .  it was thinking of you that brought me out of the darkness. The Alaric I know is the one whose saved my life and the lives of others. The one who cares about saving lives so much that he joined the Alliance. The one— " she hesitated, but made herself continue, "the one I love."

      The silence that followed her words was heavy with tension. Alaric stiffened, astonishment and something else she couldn't identify flickering in his eyes, as she continued, "I don't want you to break the bond. I want to be with you, Alaric. I love you."

      "You don't know what you're saying," he bit out, yanking his hand from hers and standing. "You don't know me well enough to—“

      "I know enough," Naomi interrupted, "and I know I love you."

      "What Raphael showed you was accurate. I was—I am a killer, Naomi. I've killed indiscriminately. I used to enjoy it. I still do."

      "That's who you were," she protested, her heart breaking at his reaction, "it's not who you are now. You won't change how I feel about you."

      "How about this?" Alaric snarled. "I'm responsible for the death of the only woman I've loved!"

      Shock skittered through her. He was glaring down at her, his breathing labored, a sheen of blood tears in his eyes.

      "How?" she whispered.

      "Bloody hell, Naomi— "

      "Tell me!" Naomi repeated, sliding out of bed to stand in front of him. She clenched her fists at her sides, her breathing rapid with anger. "You want me to believe you're a monster, you want to push me away—then prove it. Tell me who you are!"

      "Her name was Ileana," he said, pain filling his eyes as he said her name, and Naomi had to ignore the rise of jealousy that swelled in her chest at the mention of another woman's name. "She changed me for the better. Before her, I was nothing more than a ruthless killer. With her, I saw the error of my ways; I wanted to change who I was. Become a better creature—for her. But I had a lot of enemies; people who remembered the things I'd done. After we got engaged, Ileana left to visit her family in France. My enemies had been watching us. They knew she was important to me. As soon as we were apart, they killed her. Brutally. They left her body in my home for me to find."

      His tears were flowing freely now; horror and shock at the memory had rendered him still. Naomi's heart ached for him.

      "Alaric," she whispered. "What happened to Ileana wasn't your—“

      "Don't say that. It's not true. She would still be alive if I hadn't loved her. You've seen what I've done, what I'm capable of."

      "In the past, Alaric! You're punishing yourself over things that happened decades—centuries ago! None of that matters. I love the Alaric of the present."

      She moved towards him. To her relief, he didn't step back as she pressed her hand to his cold cheek. Turmoil filled his eyes as he looked down at her.

      "You are worthy of love," she whispered.

      "Ileana's murder destroyed me. If—if something were to happen to you—“

      "Magic has taught me something that's very important. To live in the present. To not worry about what might come— or what has already happened," she murmured, searching his eyes. "And now? In this moment? I love you, Alaric. The you of now."

      She stood on her tiptoes to press her lips to his. He returned her kiss, and she could feel his desire for her; but something held him back.

      He ended their kiss and stepped back from her, closing his eyes. Tears filled her eyes at his rejection, her heart splintering in her chest.

      "There's a spell; it's from the days when witches were at open war with vampires. It'll remove our Blood Bond," he whispered, not looking at her.

      "Did you not hear a word I said?" Naomi demanded.  "I don't care about your past. I love you, and I want to be bonded to—“

      "This is more than just about my past! I still have enemies out there who would love to take their revenge by killing another woman I care for. And your life is already in danger from the Order. I won't risk losing you," he said, finally looking at her, his voice wavering. "Even if we're not together, at least you'd be safe and alive. You're going to a safe house—today. We'll continue without you, I'll talk to Madalena. You're not the only Descendant, there are others we can still find. In the meanwhile, we'll continue tracking Raphael and the Order on our own."

      Anger took over her heartbreak. She straightened, dashing away her tears as she glared at him.

      “I—I can accept you don't return my feelings," she said, her voice breaking.

      "That's not—“

      "But you can't order me around, Alaric," she snapped. "I just told you I'm done hiding—I can't go back to the way I was living before. I'm going to track down Raphael, and the Stone, and I'm going to destroy both of them."

      "Will you listen to me?" he snarled. "Without my blood you would have died. You won't survive the next—“

      "This is my choice, Alaric! You can't stop me."

      He opened his mouth to say something, then shut it, glaring down at her with a combination of lust and fury. He stepped closer to her, and for a glorious moment she thought he would kiss her; she ached for him to kiss her, even as furious as she was, but instead he turned and sped out of the room, moving so impossibly fast her hair fluttered in the wind left by his departure.

      She pressed her hand to her mouth, letting out a strangled sob, heartbreak filling every part of her like a physical pain.
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* * *

      Naomi made herself shower, anger interspersed with her heartbreak. She felt pathetic. She'd put her heart on the line, confessing her love for Alaric. Not only did he not return her feelings; he'd ordered her to leave. How dare he?

      Kat entered her room after she'd showered and dressed. Without a word, her aunt stepped forward to embrace her for a long time. Something about her aunt's comforting presence made Naomi break down into tears.

      Kat stroked her hair, she probably assumed Naomi was recalling her ordeal with Raphael. The images of what Raphael had done were still with her, of course they were, but she'd tucked them away to the deep recesses of her mind. She knew she'd have to deal with the mental repercussions of her ordeal with Raphael for a long time. For now, it was heartbreak that consumed her.

      When her tears subsided, she pulled back and told her the true cause of her tears. She braced herself, waiting for Kat's 'I told you so'. Instead, Kat's eyes softened.

      "I was reticent about you and Alaric because I had my heart broken by a vampire," Kat confessed.

      Naomi blinked at her in surprise.

      "Really?"

      "Really," Kat admitted. "Your mother used to hang out with a group of witches and vampires in college; it's how she met your father. They had a bit of a secret society; no humans were allowed to join. This vampire—his name was Alexander—he was smooth. Swept me off my feet. I fell for him, hard. So hard that I wanted to marry him. Your mother seemed to sense something was off about him; she warned me off him pretty early on. But I didn't want to listen. He proposed and gave me a beautiful ring. And then, when I thought I couldn't love him anymore, he dumped me. Told me it was a game for him. He enjoyed toying with human emotions. He'd done it many times before. Your mother was furious; almost used a Jinxing spell on him. He skipped town, and I never saw him again."

      "I'm sorry, Kat," Naomi murmured. Even though this was over twenty years ago, she could see the lingering hurt in her aunt's eyes.

      "So . . . I developed a prejudice towards vampires. Told myself they were all terrible creatures who used humans for fun. I was nervous when I could see you were falling for Alaric. But," she said, heaving a sigh. "He's different. I can tell. Alexander wasn't capable of feeling . . .  anything. Alaric tries to hide it, but he wears all of his emotions. I don't care what he says—that vampire loves you. I can just see it."

      "He still loves a woman from his past," Naomi murmured, a stab of jealousy piercing her. "He only desires me. That's where it ends."

      "I don't think that's the case," Kat said, shaking her head. "He's going to have to face his feelings. Love is a persistent and irritating emotion."

      Kat smiled, and Naomi returned it, though she doubted her words. Alaric had summarily rejected her.

      "Regardless of mine or Alaric's feelings, Raphael and the Order's still out there with the Stone," Naomi said. She closed her eyes, frustrated. "I was inches away from the Stone, and I didn't even attempt to destroy it."

      "You were focused on staying alive—which should always be your priority," Kat said sharply, “and you need to take the day to rest. Just the day," Kat said. "Please. Humor me. We just rescued you from a near death experience. I'm sure Madalena can give you a grimoire or spell book to read if you want to keep your mind occupied."

      Kat kissed her on the forehead and left Naomi alone.

      She somehow drifted off to sleep. Her dreams were filled with images of Raphael pressing the knife to her throat, his eyes wild with rage; Alaric's tense face as he stepped back from her, denying her love for him, and as always, the faint, persistent whispers of the Stone.
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      Alaric's entire body ached for Naomi. His heart ached for her. His mind ached for her. He'd been drawn to her before; the Blood Bond only made the attraction stronger. It took every ounce of his willpower to not go to her room and make love to her, to strengthen and solidify the blood claim he'd already made.

      But he forced himself to think rationally. Staying away from her was the best thing he could do for her, even if she couldn't see it. Above all else, he wanted Naomi alive and safe. His enemies would love to get to her; a powerful witch, and a Descendant to boot. Not to mention Raphael and the Order.  He shouldn't have allowed himself to make love to her in the first place.

      He told himself this, over and over again, as he raced through the forest that surrounded the estate grounds on a hunt. There were plenty of blood packs in the estate, but given that he was already suppressing his primal sexual urges, he figured he would give in to his baser ones. It had been too long since he'd last hunted.

      He spotted a rabbit in a clearing up ahead. He pounced on it; ripping its neck from its body and drinking his fill. It was over too soon, and he tossed the dead rabbit to the ground, baring his fangs in frustration. It was times like these that he missed human blood. For a split second, he thought of going into a nearby pub, finding some human to slake his sexual and bloodlust frustrations on, to forget Naomi. But his heart and body protested at even the thought; it felt like a betrayal to even think of something like that; the thought of Naomi with another filled him with white hot rage.

      Alaric snarled when he scented Elias' presence behind him.

      He turned. Elias must have been hunting as well; like Alaric, he was shirtless, his fangs smeared with fresh blood.

      "Whoa. Chill," Elias said, holding his hands up. "What are you doing out here? Shouldn't you be with your Blood Mate, ravishing her?"

      "I'm not in the mood, Elias," Alaric barked. "Leave me be."

      "None of us are surprised you mated her," Elias continued, recklessly. "In fact, I wondered what took you so damn long to—“

      "I'm going to have Madalena remove the bond. I just gave Naomi blood to save her life."

      "Really?" Elias asked skeptically. "If that's the case, would you have been okay with me giving her blood?"

      Alaric had him slammed against a tree in a millisecond, his fangs bared. Elias just grinned, twisting out of his grasp.

      "I think it was about more than just saving her life," Elias said.

      "I care about her. Anything else isn't your business, Elias. I'm not like you," he barked, turning to glare at Elias, needing to take his frustration out on someone. "What would you know about caring for someone? About loving someone? Women are just playthings for you."

      Elias' expression changed to one Alaric had never seen on him—fury. Elias snarled, leaping onto Alaric and pinning him to the ground. Beneath the fury in his eyes, there was a flicker of pain.

      "You know nothing about me!" Elias shouted. "Don't pretend you do.  Just because you're determined to be miserable doesn't mean—“

      Alaric didn't let him finish. He jerked out of his grasp, his fangs bared as he reached for Elias by the throat. But he underestimated Elias' strength. Elias stepped out of Alaric's reach, and with one hand he lifted Alaric up by his throat, hurling him against a tree.

      Alaric growled, leaping to his feet. Elias sprinted towards him, and they fought in a series of rapid fire moves. Alaric got in a flurry of satisfying punches to Elias' abdomen, Elias fired back with hits of his own, knocking Alaric to the ground. Alaric hurled Elias against another tree, advancing towards him. His bloodlust was rising, a red haze forming over his vision; he wasn't furious enough to kill the other man, but he needed an outlet for the turmoil that filled him since leaving Naomi in his bedroom.

      "STOP IT!"

      Fiona appeared out of nowhere. She darted between them as Elias started towards Alaric, placing her hands on both of their chests to stop their movement.

      "Tell your father he needs to not speak about things he knows nothing about," Elias said, his fangs still bared as he glowered at Alaric.

      "There's a real battle out there with the Order. There's no need to fight each other," Fiona snapped. "Elias, stay back. I mean it."

      He was proud of his daughter's commanding tone; Elias would never hurt her, but he looked fearsome with his fangs bared and droplets of Alaric's blood on his bare chest. Elias glared at him, but he obediently remained still as Fiona took him by the arm and led him out of the forest.

      "What was that all about?" Fiona demanded, when they were back in his room.

      He'd feared Naomi would still be in his room, and a mixture of disappointment and relief hit him when he discovered her absence.

      "Nothing," he said curtly, wiping Elias' blood off of his torso with a damp cloth. At her skeptical look, he sighed. "I may have insulted him. I'll apologize later."

      "Was he teasing you about Naomi? And yes, I know about it. Thanks for telling me, by the way. The others have been whispering about it behind your back. It's a big deal, Alaric. You haven't bonded with anyone since— "

      "Ileana," he bit out. "I know. But it's not a true bond. I did it—“

      "To save her life. Of course," Fiona said, raising her eyebrows comically high. "Alaric . . .  I don't get it."

      "What's there to get?"

      "You're torturing yourself. You love Naomi. We all can see it."

      "It's complicated, Fiona, and I don't want to discuss this," Alaric said. "Thank you for intervening with Elias, but leave me be. Please."

      Fiona looked as if she would protest, but she left him alone. Alaric changed his clothes, fighting to ignore Naomi's lingering flowery scent. He clenched his fists and expelled a sharp breath. He needed Madalena to break the bloody bond and send Naomi away. Now.

      He found Madalena with Casimir in the first floor study. Casimir was on his tablet, while Madalena flipped through the pages of a grimoire, her brow furrowed.

      He stood tensely by the doorway, wondering if they knew about his fight with Elias, but Madalena only looked up at him with a polite smile.

      "We need to send Naomi away," he said, entering the study. "We can go after Raphael without her."

      "She doesn't want to be sent away," Madalena said, frowning.

      "Then we make her."

      "We need her to destroy the Stone. You know this, Alaric. That was the whole point in bringing her here."

      Madalena studied him with narrowed eyes. She got to her feet, taking Alaric's arm to lead him out into the hall, away from Casimir's prying eyes.

      "You made a vow to the Alliance. You're breaking it by letting your personal feelings rule you. We've talked about this. You insist on sending her away one more time, I'll put you on another assignment."

      Maybe he should take another assignment. But the thought of being away from Naomi tore at him.

      "Fine," he said, "but I need you to break our Blood Bond as soon as you can."

      She searched his eyes. "Are you sure?"

      "Yes."

      After a pause that stretched, she nodded.

      "I'll do it as soon as I have a spare moment."

      "Thank you," he said, ignoring the sharp stab of pain that pierced him at the thought of their broken bond. It was for the best.

      Alaric followed her back into the study where Casimir updated him on their surveillance progress. Raphael had planted false traces in several cities. They picked him up in New York, Budapest, Tokyo, London. But he was in none of those places.

      "What is he up to?" Alaric asked.

      "I don't know. But I don't think he'll try to come for Naomi. I think he'll try something else, I just don't know what it is yet," Madalena said, looking troubled.

      "I know we've avoided talking to other Alliance members since we don't know who we can trust . . . but we need their surveillance resources. They could have information we can use," Casimir said. "Otherwise we're working in the dark."

      Alaric started to protest; he wanted no extra risk when it came to Naomi, but he knew Casimir was right. Without the other Alliance members, they were operating on their own. Madalena gave him a wary look, as if bracing herself for his protest, but he nodded his agreement.

      "I think you're right. I'll reach out to several members I trust," she said. "I'll talk to Elias first, make sure we all agree. Have you seen him, Alaric?"

      "He's hunting," he said. There was no need to mention their fight.

      Madalena left him alone with Casimir, who trained his gaze on his laptop screen. Alaric regarded him, deciding to clear the air about Fiona. After his fight with Elias, there didn't need to be any more tension between him and other members of their small group.

      "Fiona told me," Alaric said, breaking the awkward silence, "about your fling."

      Casimir stilled; emotion infused his usually stoic face.

      "I'm staying out of it—whatever happened between you," he added reluctantly, recalling Naomi's advice.

      "I care about Fiona, despite what you think," Casimir said, his eyes softening when he spoke Fiona's name. "I'm not Elias."

      Oddly, Alaric felt defensive of Elias. Given Elias' reaction to his statement about not loving anyone, he realized there was more depth to Elias when it came to his romantic life.

      "Then why aren't you with her?" Alaric pressed, in spite of himself. "If you care about Fiona so much—“

      "Why aren't you with Naomi?" Casimir challenged. "I heard you asking Madalena to break your bond."

      Now it was Alaric's turn to stiffen.

      "We all have our reasons for joining the Alliance. You're not the only one who’s lost someone," Casimir said, his voice hollow. "You're not the only one who wants to protect the woman you care about."

      He met Casimir's eyes and saw a flicker of yearning in their depths. In that moment, he and Casimir shared something in common; a longing for a woman they needed, but feared losing.

      Alaric gave him a curt nod before leaving the room, forcing Naomi's heartbroken face from his mind. Breaking the bond was for the best, he again told himself. If he repeated it enough, perhaps he could believe the lie.
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      Madalena came to Naomi's room in the early morning, just after she'd showered and dressed.

      "I want to remove Alaric's Blood Bond before you search for the Stone and Raphael," Madalena said, as she entered.

      Naomi nodded, trying to keep her face stoic, though heartbreak skittered through her. A part of her had hoped that Alaric wouldn't go through with his request to remove their bond.

      "Alaric thinks he's protecting you," Madalena murmured. She was perceptive; she could detect Naomi's hurt. "For the record, I think he's being a fool."

      "Let's get this over with," Naomi said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. She had no desire to discuss her heartbreak with Madalena—or anyone, for that matter.

      Madalena sat down next to her. She reached out to place her hands on the sides of Naomi's head.

      "If this works, you'll feel a brief jolt, like an electrical shock. Like your magic. And then you'll feel . . .  hollowness. Grief. It won't last long, especially if you concentrate on other things."

      "Grief? What's that feel like?" Naomi smiled, attempting to joke, though dread coiled through her.

      Madalena returned her smile, though her eyes still shone with sympathy. Naomi closed her eyes, as Madalena whispered the words of a spell.

      She waited, her entire body infused with tension, waiting for the spell to take hold. But nothing happened. If anything, a renewed rush of emotion towards Alaric filled her; it was so strong that tears pricked at her eyelids.  Shouldn't she feel the opposite?

      "Hmm," Madalena said. Naomi opened her eyes as Madalena dropped her hands. "I suspected this would happen. Removing a Blood Bond Bond is complicated; the spell doesn't always take. Especially when there are strong emotions involved."

      Naomi flushed, lowering her eyes.

      "I don't want to put so much pressure on your mind . . .  you need to focus on your own magic today," Madalena continued, getting to her feet. "I'll try again another time."

      "Please let Alaric know you tried," she said. She didn't want Alaric to think she was purposefully holding on to their bond.

      "I will," Madalena said, sympathy once again filling her eyes. "Fiona made breakfast. You can work on Locator spells when you're ready."

      "Can someone bring breakfast to me in the courtyard?" She didn't want to risk facing Alaric; she needed to concentrate.

      Kat was the one to bring her a tray heaped with fruit, muffins, orange juice and tea as she sat in her defacto cross-legged position in the courtyard, attempting to conjure an image of the Stone in her mind.

      Kat seemed to sense that she wanted to be left alone, lingering only for a moment before setting down the tray on a nearby bench.

      Once Kat left, she closed her eyes. It took great effort to push all thoughts of Alaric from her mind. Yet even when she found that place of stillness, she still couldn't visualize the Stone. It was strange; she'd heard the Stone's whispers in her dreams. But now, there was nothing.

      She kept trying. Even when Madalena joined her to help, she couldn't conjure it up.

      "Raphael was in my mind during my abduction," Naomi said, after her dozenth attempt. "Did he do something to my magic?"

      "The most he could have done was a Blocking spell, but that would have lasted only a few hours," Madalena said, shaking her head. "And you would feel the block in your mind. You may just need more time to recover from the mental torture he put you through."

      "We don't have time," Naomi said, worried. She recalled the determination and rage on Raphael's face as he forced her to utter seffa. She just knew that he was doing everything in his power to unleash the spell without her.

      "I know," Madalena conceded, "but Casimir and the others are following leads now, and we're talking to other Alliance members. This isn't all on your shoulders. Try not to put so much pressure on yourself. Why not take a break?"

      She heeded Madalena's advice. After she made herself eat breakfast, her stomach rumbling in appreciation as she downed the muffins and fruit, she headed towards the back gardens.

      Making her way through the path that led past clusters of gardenias, roses, and lilies, her chest tightened. She would forever associate these gardens with the moonlit walks she'd taken with Alaric. She paused by a rose bush, her eyes glistening. This was where Alaric had kissed her that first night. She remembered the sweet scent of wine on his breath as his lips claimed hers, the weight of his strong body pressed against hers.

      Naomi stiffened, sensing a presence behind her. She turned. Alaric stood there, ten feet away, his eyes pained as they met hers. Her chest tightened at the sight of him; the tousled dark hair, cerulean blue eyes, the full lips that had once been on every part of her body. He was, as always, breathtaking. Beautiful. Otherworldly. And God, she loved him.

      Now, he studied her with such raw longing that she had to fight the urge to throw herself into his arms like a lovesick fool.

      "Madalena tried to break the Bond. It didn't take," she said with stiff lips, lowering her gaze. "She'll try again."

      "Naomi—“

      "I need to be alone," she said, though it physically pained her to turn and walk away. Was it her love for him or their bond that caused the pain? It was probably both. But she needed to get away; she couldn't bear for him to apologize, or tell her he was just trying to protect her, or any other excuse for his rejection. He didn't return her feelings, she needed to accept it.

      To her relief, he didn't follow, and she slowed her pace. She paused next to a row of white lilies. It was here, several nights ago, that she'd explained what magic felt like to Alaric, running her hand up his bare arm. This time, instead of focusing on her heartbreak, she focused on the joy that had spiraled through her at that moment; the burgeoning love. A lightness flowed through her at the memory, and her shoulders relaxed.

      She stilled, considering something. Madalena had continually reminded her that emotions influenced magic. That was the case with all witches.

      All witches. Including Raphael.

      A realization hit her with the force of a thunderbolt. She'd avoided thinking about Raphael since returning to the estate, not wanting to relive what she'd suffered at his hands. But maybe that's who she should have been focused on all along.

      She touched the knife wound at the base of her throat, shivering at the memory. In her mind's eye, she could see Raphael's rage infused expression as he pressed the blade into her skin. Dark emotions had driven his actions.

      Heart hammering, she found a small circular clearing in the center of the garden, surrounded on all side by deep red roses. She took a seat in its center, crossing her legs.

      It took several moments for her to clear her mind, and once she did, she reached up to touch the wound on her throat, picturing Raphael. Pushing past the revulsion that coiled through her, she recalled every detail of his angular face; from his broad forehead and high cheekbones, to his grey eyes and burnished blonde hair. She recalled the sound of his voice; cultured with the barest hint of an Italian accent, and the hot sensation of his breath on her face as he leaned in close to her. Once she had a vivid image of him in her mind, she recited the spell. Reveal yourself to me.

      At first, there was nothing. And then, after several long moments, a range of emotions filled her. Emotions that weren't her own. They were faint at first, just like the whispers, but soon rose, swelling like a tidal wave in her chest.

      Blazing anger filled her body. Deep frustration. More anger that spiraled into rage. The rage soon subsided to . . .  calm. Hope.

      These were Raphael's emotions; she was certain of it. She repeated the spell in her mind, over and over again, keeping her fingers on the wound at her throat. Reveal yourself to me.

      The image of Raphael faded, and she was standing on a pristine white beach, looking out at the blue waters of the Aegean. In the near distance, there was a sealed off archeological site, filled with the ruins of a Bronze Age settlement. As she stood there, hope and anticipation rose in her chest.

      Naomi's eyes flew open. Her heart hammered against her ribcage.

      She knew what Raphael was planning.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Goddess," Madalena breathed.

      Naomi now stood in the study with Madalena and the others; she'd just revealed what she saw.  She felt Alaric's eyes on her; he stood apart from the others, leaning against the wall, and she had to will herself to not look at him.

      "I recognize the island—and the ruins," Naomi said. "It's the island of Nisos in Greece. It's where my museum uncovered the Stone on the archeological dig."

      "Raphael's taken the Stone to its original location. Magical objects have the greatest power at the places they were created," Madalena whispered. "He'll try to activate the spell. He may try to use your blood—plenty of it must have gotten on him when he cut you."

      "Will he succeed?" Naomi asked.

      "I don't know. I doubt it; but there are too many unknowns for me to say for sure. We don't want to take the chance of him succeeding," Madalena said. "I'll alert the pilot. Casimir, see if you can run surveillance on the island; we need to know how many others he has with him. Elias, we need to reach out to other Alliance members who can come with us. We'll need more manpower. Alaric, can you reach out to Maximillian? Do you think he can be trusted?"

      Naomi finally looked at Alaric, who was staring at her. He looked away, meeting Madalena's eyes.

      "He got me and Naomi out of Athens. He could have easily captured us if he was working for the Order. I trust him."

      Madalena nodded, approaching Naomi. She gripped her hands, lowering her voice. "Are you sure you want to do this? As far as I know, this is the first time a Descendant's attempted to destroy the Stone. It's unprecedented. I don't know how this will turn out."

      A stirring of fear spiraled around her, but she was determined to see this through. She thought of her parents' sacrifice; of all the people who would die if the spell was unleashed.

      "Yes," Naomi said, “I’m ready."

      A glint of admiration shone in Madalena's eyes before she gave her hand a final squeeze.

      Instinctively, she turned to the wall where Alaric had stood, but he was already gone.
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      Alaric sat alone in the back of Madalena's plane, his eyes pinned on Naomi. She sat in the front next to Madalena, her rigid back facing him.

      Before they left, he'd made no attempt to stop her, to change her mind about confronting Raphael. He'd been a fool to ever try and send her away, to make her turn her back on who she really was; a brave and increasingly powerful witch. She was determined, passionate, intelligent, and fierce. It was why he loved her.

      He didn't deny or push back against the thought. He loved Naomi.  He'd suspected the gravity of his feelings for her the moment he laid eyes on her in Athens. He recalled the moment he'd first laid eyes on her as she left her museum; tucking the strap of her bag around her shoulder, her hazel eyes focused on the bustling street around her, stray hairs falling loose from her ponytail and fluttering around her face in the breeze. A strong wave of desire hit him at the sight of her, but beyond the desire, there had been intrigue. He'd wanted to know more about her; beyond the details in the file the Alliance had given him. What made her laugh? What did she think of when she woke up in the morning? When she went to bed at night? Why had she chosen to go into the academic field? What was it about history that fascinated her?

      That desire and intrigue had expanded as he came to know her until it became the all-consuming love that at first he didn't want; love he denied because of his fear.

      Regret clenched his chest, and for a moment he couldn't breathe. He should have told her how he felt when she confessed her love for him. Joy he'd not experienced in a century exploded in his chest when she told him she didn't care about his past, that she loved him anyway. But he'd warned her off; wanting to protect her. And now, going into the most dangerous battle of their lives, she thought he didn't return her feelings. He did return them, more than she could know.

      If something happens to her . . . she'll never know. He shook away the thought.  If it came to it, he'd sacrifice his life for her. That's all he'd ever wanted—for her to be safe and alive. Even if it was without him.

      Studying the rigid set of her back, he could detect her resolve. She was determined to go to battle, to fight for a cause she'd not even known of until recently. Pride swelled in his chest, along with his love; how far she'd come, from a woman who'd only known life as an anxiety filled human, to a witch who bravely took on the insurmountable task asked of her.

      He should have told her this, all of this, but his fear had blinded him.

      He kept his gaze trained on her during the entire three-hour flight to Greece, willing her to look at him, but she never glanced back. It served him right; he'd done an excellent job of pushing her away.

      It was only when the plane began its descent that she glanced back at him; it was fleeting look, her expression was guarded, and he had no time to communicate anything with his eyes before she looked away again.

      His heart splintered a little at her distance, but he reminded himself that it was his doing.

      They were landing on the island of Kos; their destination island of Nisos was too small to warrant an airport. But Nisos was close enough for them to apparate to.  Nisos was sparsely inhabited, there was a single town on the island, but it was on the opposite side of where they were heading.

      This was for the best; Raphael and his Order would notice Madalena's private plane landing on the island.

      Maximillian and twenty other Alliance members were waiting for them on the tarmac when they arrived. The other Alliance members comprised twelve witches and eight vampires, he recognized none of them, which made him nervous. But Madalena, Elias and Casimir seemed to recognize most of them, greeting them warmly.

      "Thanks for doing this," Alaric said, as he approached Maximillian. Maximillian had retired from the Alliance, Alaric had feared he wouldn't join them.

      "I wasn't going to miss the action," Maximillian said, winking, before his face turned grave. "I want to help stop those lunatic witches."

      Alaric stepped aside as Elias and Casimir greeted Maximillian. Elias met his eyes briefly; before they'd left the estate, Alaric had taken him aside to apologize for his part in their fight. Elias had accepted, but he was still a little reserved around him. He found that he missed Elias' teasing jabs, it would've lightened up the dire mood of the past few hours.

      "As discussed, we'll approach in two groups," Madalena said, addressing everyone as they gathered around. Naomi stood at her side, standing perfectly still, though he could tell by her fluttering pulse that she was nervous. "Naomi remains our number one priority. We focus on fighting them while she destroys the Stone."

      They nodded in agreement, the tension plain on everyone's faces. They knew what was at stake. If Raphael unleashed the spell, countless humans and vampires would die.

      They parted into their two groups. Alaric instantly moved to Naomi's side. His heart sank when she stiffened, but he pushed aside his wounded pride. He took her hand. Relief swept through him when she didn't pull away.

      "You can do this, Naomi," he murmured, low enough for only her ears. "We believe in you." I love you, he silently added. She met his eyes. He held her gaze, praying she could see his love for her in his eyes, or feel it through their bond, which he was now grateful that Madalena couldn't break. He heard her heart rate increase. I love you, Naomi. Tears brimmed in her eyes. Could she sense his love for her? Hear his words? I love you.

      "Are we ready?" Madalena asked. She reached out to link her arms with their group, which included Casimir, Elias, and Maximillian. The other group had already apparated; they'd distract Raphael's guard dogs while their group approached Raphael and the Stone.

      Naomi tore her gaze away from his, and he clutched her hand as Madalena apparated them; a vortex of wind surrounded them, and his body was sucked into the vortex—

      They arrived on the shore of the island to utter chaos.
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      Panic crashed into Naomi. Dozens of Order witches darted towards them as soon as they arrived on the shore. They knew we were coming, she thought, rattled. Most of them made a beeline for her; Alaric and the others moved in front of her in a protective flank.

      But she wasn't going to stand on the sidelines while others fought for her; not this time. She lifted her hand, silently issuing a Repelling spell. A ripple of electricity coursed through her body as the spell erupted from her fingertips, hurling back four witches who flew towards them.

      The others fought the Order witches with both physical attacks and spells. She rushed forward to help, but Alaric moved protectively in front of her. She reached out to grip his arm, giving him a look. Let me fight. Their bond was working; he seemed to understand, and though he hesitated for a split second, he stepped aside to let her charge forward.

      As soon as she did, a spell hit her in the chest, knocking her flat on her back. Alaric leapt onto the witch who'd cast it, his fangs bared as he ripped out her throat.

      Two witches leapt onto Alaric, and as he fought them off, Naomi stumbled to her feet. She tried to cast a Repelling spell on the witches who surrounded Alaric, but they were moving too quickly.

      Madalena's cry of pain caught Naomi's attention. Amidst the fray, she saw that a witch had pinned Madalena to the ground. Naomi scrambled towards them, shouting a Levitation spell, and the witch was jerked off of Madalena. Shooting to her feet, Madalena cast a spell that hurled the witch dozens of feet away.

      Madalena turned to give Naomi a nod of gratitude, but she was yanked high into the air—impossibly high—by another Order witch. Naomi scrambled forward, shouting a counter spell, but it was too late; Madalena plummeted to the ground, her body landing on the beach with a sickening crunch.

      "NO!" Naomi cried, hurrying towards Madalena's still body, but an Order witch leapt into her path, grabbing her by the throat.

      Alaric was at Naomi's side at once, releasing her from the witch's grip, reaching out to snap her neck in a brutally efficient move.

      "Madalena—" Naomi wept, as Alaric held her back. Madalena lie on the beach, her eyes closed, still.

      "I know," Alaric said, his voice breaking, "but we have to go. This is a distraction. We have to get to the site and stop Raphael.  Madalena would want us to keep going. The priority is destroying the Stone."

      Grief coiled through her, though she knew he was right. Please don't let her be dead. In the midst of the fighting, she saw Elias launch himself at the witch who'd attacked Madalena, while Casimir kneeled over her still body.

      Several more witches dashed towards them, their hands raised to toss spells their way. Alaric gripped her arm.

      "We have to go!" he shouted. "Hold on to me."

      Naomi obeyed, linking her arm through his as he sped them away from the sea of fighting witches and vampires; it was just like being apparated; her surroundings flashed by in a dizzying blur.

      They arrived within a small cluster of trees; several hundred feet ahead she could see the archeological site. Raphael and several other members of the Order stood in the center of the site, a circular path of stones surrounding them. A cold dread filled her chest when she saw the Stone hovering before Raphael. He was already attempting to activate the spell.

      Just beyond the archeological site, she saw the second group of Alliance members fighting more Order members. But the Order members outnumbered them. They were losing.

      Alarm rose in Naomi's chest. How were they going to defeat them? Did she have it in her to destroy the Stone? She felt as if she'd only accessed a tenth of her full power.

      Use the power you have, she thought, shaking away her doubts. She couldn't afford to let self-defeating thoughts sway her; magic and emotions were inextricably entwined.

      "I'll distract them," Alaric said, looking down at her. "Hopefully, the others will soon join us. We'll keep them occupied while you focus on the Stone. No matter what happens—as soon as you destroy the Stone, get the hell out of here. Even if you can't destroy the Stone, get out of here."

      Her heart plummeted at his words. No matter what happens. No matter what happened to him.

      "And—Naomi," he continued, his voice wavering. He swallowed, his eyes taking in every inch of her face, as if memorizing her features. "I should have told you this before. If this is my last chance—“

      "Don't," Naomi interrupted, a fresh wave of tears stinging her eyes. "This won't be your last opportunity. Tell me after—“

      "I love you."

      A small sliver of joy swelled in her chest, but it was encompassed in fear. She didn't like the tone of finality in his words. He reached down to place a cold hand on the side of her face, and she leaned in to it, tears trickling down her cheeks. "I love you more than I've loved anyone. More than I thought was possible. More than I thought I was capable of."

      He kissed her. She clung to him, joy, love and anxiety battling for dominance in her heart. His words were everything she wanted to hear; she desperately wished it was under different circumstances.

      They broke apart, and he rested his forehead on hers, his blue eyes glistening with blood tears as he searched her eyes.

      "Destroy the Stone, Naomi. End this."

      "I will," she whispered.

      He took her in his arms, giving her one last look, silently asking if she was ready.

      She nodded, her heart thundering in her ears, and in a flash of movement he sped them to the archeological site, right to where Raphael and the others stood.

      Raphael sensed their presence, whirling to face them, his face contorted with fury.

      Alaric leapt into the center of their circle, his fangs bared. Fear surged in her stomach, but she remained focused. As the witches charged towards her and Alaric, she held up her hand towards the Stone, already hearing its whispers flow through her mind. Come to me.

      The Stone heeded her call, sailing through the air towards her. Clutching it in her hand, she lifted her hand to issue a Repelling spell towards Raphael and the witches who hurried towards her, but Raphael was fast. He yanked her into his arms, pressing his knife to her throat.

      "Stop fighting your destiny," he snarled.

      "Eilion," she whispered, and her magic coursed throughout her body. The spell lifted her out of Raphael's arm, into the air. Raphael started to rise with her, but Alaric leapt onto him, yanking him back down to the ground.

      With a rush of wind, the others apparated onto the site; she glimpsed Casimir and Elias among them. Raphael and the witches fought them off with a flurry of spells. She had some time.

      She focused on the air around her, until she hovered several feet above the ground. Now she could hear the Stone's whispers, flowing through every part of her. Seffa, they whispered. Seffa.

      Expelling a breath, she issued a counter spell in the ancient language, the one she had practiced many times back at Alaric's estate. Silently at first, and then out loud.

      "Ieros onum alasi. Ieros onum alasi."

      But the Stone resisted her words. Seffa. Seffa. Seffa. The whispers grew in volume as if they were protesting.

      "Ieros onum alasi."

      She repeated the spell. The Stone continued to resist her; the whispers rose to screams in her mind, demanding her blood sacrifice.

      Below her, Alaric and Raphael continued to fight, along with the others. Alaric evaded Raphael's spells, landing physical attacks of his own, but she wasn't sure how much longer Alaric could hold him off.

      Another wave of panic swelled in her chest. Her spells weren't working, the Stone kept resisting her. It was something she should have anticipated.

      In her mind, the Stone's whisper-screams rose, as if sensing her faltering confidence.

      She forced herself to think past her panic. The Stone was meant to destroy life; it was created out of fear and desperation. She needed to focus on the opposite emotions. Hope. Love. Bravery.

      A thought struck her. What if she focused on her love for the creatures the Stone wanted to destroy—humans and vampires?

      Kat, a human. Alaric, a vampire. She allowed her love for them to swell in her heart. As soon as she did, her power followed suit, surging throughout her body.

      "Ieros onum alasi."

      We need your sacrifice, our Beloved Descendant. Preserve our kind. The Stone was speaking directly with her now, as it had at the estate. She couldn't allow the words to throw her. She remained focused; recalling Alaric's confession to her, only moments before, tears coursing down her cheeks.

      "Ieros onum alasi," she repeated.

      The whispered voices became howls of pain. Naomi had to resist the urge to place her hands over her ears; she couldn't falter. She repeated the spell. Something was happening, currents of electricity were prickling at her skin.

      In her mind, the howls of pain became screams. The Stone was dying, in its death throes.

      "NO!" Raphael howled from beneath her, and the force of his spell yanked her back to the ground.

      She landed on her back, gasping as the wind was knocked out of her. She scanned the fighting witches and vampires who surrounded her; Alaric was nowhere to be seen.

      She looked up. The Stone still hovered in the air, twisting and jerking from side to side by an invisible force, as if it were in physical pain. Raphael lifted his arm up, summoning it to him, but it didn't obey. She focused on it, whispering another spell. This had to work.

      "Finnum esi."

      The Stone let out one last agonizing scream in her mind; Naomi recoiled at the sound. And then it disintegrated, vanishing into nothing.

      "What did you do?!"

      Raphael's snarl was monstrous. She sat up, woozy, too weak to stand. The spell had drained her.

      He stepped forward, raising his hand towards her, his eyes wild with fury and grief. He shouted the words of the Killing spell.

      She tried to counter it, but she wasn't fast enough. The spell hurtled towards her—

      In a flash of movement, Alaric leapt in front of her, blocking the spell from hitting her.

      "NO!" she screamed. "ALARIC, NO!"

      But it was too late. He blocked the spell with his body; slumping to the ground before her. Still. Dead.

      She was frozen, looking down at the body of the vampire she loved, shock, horror, and grief tearing through her body.

      And then she let out a wail; a strangled sound that came from some dark place. The last time she'd made such a sound was the night she'd learned of her parents' deaths; only now it was paired with such great fury that her entire body began to quake.

      Raphael, who had looked triumphant as he stalked over Alaric's body towards her, faltered. His eyes went wide.

      She dimly realized that everyone had stopped fighting. Because the ground was shaking. She was shaking the ground. Just as she'd done in Athens,

      But unlike in Athens, she felt no fear. This time, she allowed her fury and grief to consume her, to strengthen the magic that already flowed through her. The other witches and vampires scrambled, trying to find a foothold as the ground beneath them quaked.

      Terror filled Raphael's eyes as she allowed her body to rise into the air once more. He tried to scramble away from her, but she focused all her rage on him as she shouted the Killing spell.

      Raphael stilled, slumping to the ground, dead.

      From somewhere far away, she heard Casimir and Elias shouting at her. She didn't care.

      She allowed herself float back to the quaking ground, where she pulled Alaric's still body into her arms, allowing her grief to consume every part of her.
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      Alaric had always assumed death would be peaceful. But a searing agony consumed every part of his body, and the world around him seemed to quake. During his human years, he'd been nominally Anglican; he'd turned his back on human religions when he became a vampire. Now he wondered if that had been a mistake, and he was in hell for all the sins he'd committed.

      A sound tugged at the edge of his consciousness. Someone was weeping.

      Naomi.

      His pain faded away, and he willed himself towards the sound. He began to sense other things. Casimir and Elias, shouting in the distance. Waves crashing on a nearby shore. A breeze that carried with it the salt of the sea. And . . .  the sensation of shaking.

      He opened his eyes. Naomi had him cradled in her arms, her eyes closed, sobs shaking her body as the earth around them quaked.

      They were still at the archeological site. Casimir, Elias, Maximillian, and other Alliance members stood a dozen yards away from them, as if they were afraid to get too close. Their faces were tight with fear and alarm.

      "Naomi—you have to stop this!" Casimir shouted.

      Naomi was ignoring him or didn't care; her entire body continued to shake with sobs. His entire being ached at the sight of her despair.

      "Naomi," he croaked.

      Her eyes flew open. Looking down at him; her sobs caught in her throat.

      "Alaric?" she breathed. But she closed her eyes as if it hurt her to look at him. "No. You're not real. This isn't real. You're gone, just like—“

      "Sweetheart."

      His limbs were stiff, but he managed to reach for her hand. He squeezed it. "I'm here. Your voice brought me back. Now it's time for you to come back. Come back to me, Naomi. Come back to yourself."

      Naomi opened her eyes. Her gaze raked over every part of his face, disbelief paired with hope on her face.

      "I'm here," he repeated. He started to sit up, but her hold tightened on him, so he remained still. "I love you, and I'm here. Come back to yourself. Come back to me."

      The disbelief on her face vanished, replaced by an incandescent joy that seemed to shine from within her.

      "Alaric," she said, her voice breaking.

      "I'm here," he said, repeating the words, until the earth stopped quaking, and she leaned down to press her lips against his, her face wet with tears.

      "Alaric . . . " she whispered against his mouth.

      He returned her kiss, and sat up, pulling her into his arms. The tension drained from her body as they kissed, and he pulled back only to whisper his love for her, before he again claimed her mouth with his own.

      He dimly realized that their bodies had lifted into the air as they kissed; it was Naomi's joy that ignited her magic, causing them to soar. Their kiss deepened, and the world around them faded away.
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* * *

      On the plane ride back to England, Casimir explained how he'd survived the Killing spell.

      "Killing spells are specific to the creature its meant for," he said. "They're not interchangeable. Raphael meant to kill Naomi—a witch, not a vampire. That's why it knocked you out but didn't kill you."

      Naomi, who’d been glued to his side since they left the site, squeezed his hands at Casimir's words, her face going pale.

      "You were so still. I thought—“ she whispered.

      "I know," he murmured, his lips close to her ear. "I'm here. And I'm not going anywhere. You're stuck with me."

      She gave him a tremulous smile though she remained pale. He turned to glance in the back of the plane where they had secured Madalena.

      Madalena had survived her injuries, though she had multiple broken bones. Elias had given her blood to speed up her recovery, but it would still take time for her to fully heal. Now she was sleeping soundly, her body wrapped in multiple bandages. She was going to be proud of Naomi when she awoke. And relieved.

      The surviving Order witches had scattered; many had fled once Naomi caused the earth to shake. The Alliance was already strategizing how to locate them; it was only a matter of time before the Order regrouped around another of their shadowy leaders. They were also determining how to investigate who in the Alliance could be secretly working for the Order. There was a lot to be done.

      But Alaric barely paid attention to any of this. His entire focus was on Naomi, who was quiet and shell-shocked. The combined experiences of destroying the Stone, killing Raphael, and his near death had traumatized her. Like Madalena, he knew it would take her some time to recover from it all.

      Even when they arrived back at the estate, and Kat raced to Naomi, pulling her into her arms with grateful tears, she remained reserved.

      Their first night back, they remained awake until the late hours, holding each other and speaking little. Around two in the morning, he sensed Naomi's fatigue weighing on her, but she refused to give in to it.

      "A part of me is afraid this is all a dream. That I'll wake up to find you dead in my arms," she said, her eyes glistening as she looked at him.

      "I'm not going anywhere," he said. “You have my word. Sleep, sweetheart."

      She still fought her fatigue, but soon gave in, her eyes drifting shut, her breathing slow and steady. He held her close as she slept, stroking her hair.

      She awoke from a nightmare an hour later, her eyes wild, clinging to him.

      "You were dead," she said brokenly.

      He studied her, worried. His reassurances weren't enough. He needed to give her more.

      He'd held so much of himself back from her. To prove his love, that he was here to stay, he needed to show her all of him.

      So he did.

      Naomi stilled as he told her . . . everything. His family had been wealthy nobles, distantly related to the royal Visigoths, hence his name, which wasn't a traditional English one. His mother died when he was a child, and his father had been stern and disapproving. Due to his family's wealth and distant parents, he'd been a spoiled and arrogant human, always seeking to prove that he was better than others. It was this nature that had gotten him killed; he died at thirty-five in a sword fight he'd instigated at a local tavern.

      Lysander, the five-hundred-year-old vampire who found him dying in a dirty alley in London, seemed to sense there was something about him worth saving. He'd turned Alaric and trained him how to live as a vampire, insisting it was possible to live a peaceful existence. Alaric had treated Lysander with cold arrogance, which he regretted to this day, shunning his teachings and using his prowess as a newborn vampire to kill.

      His first victim had been the man who'd ended his human life. And then there were others. Many others.

      Shame roiled through him at the memory, and he had to blink back blood tears as he told her that Lysander chose to take his own life during the height of the French Revolution; he'd grown weary of human cruelty, and he believed he'd made a mistake in turning Alaric.

      He paused, sorrow skittering through him as he recalled the last time he'd seen Lysander, the disappointment and sorrow plain in his Maker's brown eyes.

      "What did you do then?" Naomi asked.

      He looked up, relieved to see that there was no disgust on her face; only curiosity, only love. Regret pierced him; he should have opened up to her before. Still, he didn't want to tell her what happened next, but made himself continue.

      "I went into a grief spiral. I became darker, more violent. I killed many during those years. It wasn't until Ileana that I changed. After her death I was tempted to turn back to the darkness, but I chose to atone for my years of killing and cruelty. I did what I could to save lives. And I joined the Alliance."

      He lowered his gaze, loathing for his past self filling his chest. He didn't deserve Naomi's love.

      She seemed to sense his thoughts, reaching out to turn his face toward her.

      "I love you, Alaric," she said, "all of you. Thank you for sharing with me. When—when I thought you'd died . . . " she drew a ragged breath. "It was agony. Please don't do anything like that again."

      "I can't promise that. You have my heart, Naomi. My soul. I'll do anything for you, including give up my life."

      She closed her eyes at his words, her shoulders slumping. But he wouldn't lie to her. It was true. She was his life. She had been since he first saw her in Athens.

      "So," he continued, attempting to lighten the mood, "you're just going to have to stay out of danger."

      He kissed her, and she smiled against his mouth before returning his kiss. The strength of their bond coursed through him as they undressed. He took his time kissing every part of her body until she whimpered with need.

      "Look at me, sweetheart," he whispered. She met his eyes, and he joined their bodies as one. Naomi let out a soft sigh of pleasure. "I love you. I'm never going to leave you. You have me; all of me."

      Her eyes filled with love, and as they began to move, their bodies fused perfectly together, he felt a sense of calm, a sense of love. She was his center of gravity. After all his years of solitude, of darkness, he'd found his home.
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      “Your boyfriend lives . . . here?” Emma gasped, stepping out of the car.

      Naomi grinned, stepping forward to embrace her friend. ‘Boyfriend’ didn’t seem like the appropriate title for Alaric; he was so much more. Her partner, her love, her soulmate.

      But Emma nodded as she stepped back, turning to face the estate.

      “Yep. Home sweet home.”

      Two weeks had passed since the confrontation with Raphael in Greece. Naomi had already made tentative plans for her future; she’d informed the museum that she wouldn’t be returning; they’d already found her replacement. Eventually, she would return to museum curation. As long as the Order was out there, she wanted to help stop them.

      Naomi was nervous when she told Alaric she wanted to officially join the Alliance, bracing herself for his protests. Though his body tensed, he smiled and told her he wasn’t surprised.

      “After destroying the Stone, the Alliance will welcome you with open arms,” he said, leaning down to kiss her.

      The others reacted with delight when she told them her decision; even Casimir gave her a warm hug at the news. Madalena had been hesitant.

      “This isn’t a nine to five, and it’s incredibly dangerous. Now that you’ve killed Raphael and destroyed the Stone, you’ll have even more of a target on your back,” Madalena said.

      “I know,” Naomi replied, holding her gaze, “but I’m all in, Madalena. They’re going to keep trying to kill humans and vampires en masse. I want to stop them.”

      “Then . . . welcome,” Madalena said, with a broad smile. “I’ll have to get approval from the other Alliance leaders. You can take your Oath at our headquarters in London.”

      Kat protested the most, but Naomi held firm. She couldn’t just walk away and return to her old life, nor did she wanted to. Kat quickly accepted that Naomi had made her decision.

      “You’re making me want to stay here. I’m just going to worry.”

      “I’ll be fine. I have Alaric and the others. You’ve done more than enough. You have a life in Seattle.”

      “I don’t like this, but I am proud of you, Naomi.” Kat reached out to squeeze her hand. “I know you’re strong and brave. But I’m going to text you three times a day.”

      Naomi laughed. “I wouldn’t expect anything else.”

      Before Kat left the estate to head to the airport, Naomi saw her take Alaric aside. She watched, nervous, as they spoke in hushed tones. When she later asked what they’d discussed, he replied, “Your aunt said if I ever hurt you she’d stake me in the heart. I think she was serious.”

      “It’s her way of telling you she approves,” she said, grinning. Relief swept through her; she’d worried that Kat still didn’t like her and Alaric together.

      It was Alaric who urged her to reach out to Emma after Kat left. Now that she was comfortable with who she was, there was no need to hide. And Emma was the closest friend Naomi ever had.

      Emma sounded thrilled to receive Naomi’s phone call. Before inviting her to visit, Naomi bit the bullet and told her everything that happened since she left Athens. Everything.

      At first, there was dead silence on the other end of the line. Naomi closed her eyes, fearing that Emma would hang up. Instead, Emma calmly said, “OK.”

      “OK?” Naomi repeated in disbelief.

      “Trust me, I’m floored. Absolutely floored. But . . . I believe you. In a weird way, it all makes sense. I always knew something was off about you—no offense. You’re probably going to have to explain this all to me a million times. And I have a ton of questions, of course. I want to know what the movies and books got right about witches and vampires.”

      With those words, Naomi knew her friendship with Emma was sealed. Emma didn’t think she was crazy, and she believed her. The relief that flowed through her was so great she had to blink back tears.

      Emma vowed to keep what Naomi told her to herself.

      “Not that anyone would believe me,” she added wryly.

      Now, as Naomi led Emma inside the estate, she shook her head in wonder. “No wonder you don’t want to leave. I’d want to live here too.”

      Naomi and Alaric had decided the estate would be their home base when not on assignment for the Alliance. She had taken a liking to it; not because of its grandeur, but because it was here that she fell in love with Alaric. After years of wandering and living in temporary apartments, she felt like she had a home.

      Naomi led Emma into one of the drawing rooms, where Alaric, Elias, and Casimir were gathered. They all politely got to their feet. Emma stilled at the sight of them.

      “You mentioned they were beautiful,” Emma whispered, for Naomi’s ears only, “but . . . hot damn.”

      “We can hear you. Vampires have advanced hearing,” Elias said with a wink, and Emma went beet red.

      Naomi chuckled as she introduced them; Emma’s face remained flushed.

      As they sat down in the dining room for lunch, Madalena and Fiona joined them. Naomi sat back with an amused smile as they patiently answered Emma’s flurry of questions. Alaric held her hand beneath the table, and a contentment she’d never experienced before flowed through her.

      After the meal, Alaric left to show Emma to her guest room, while Fiona pulled Naomi aside.

      “I wanted you to know I’m leaving tomorrow. I’m going to Alaric’s home in Ireland,” she said. When Naomi started to protest, Fiona shook her head. “This is your home now. Your and Alaric’s. I can’t tell you how elated I am that you found each other. I’ve never seen him so happy.”

      “We’re not going back to London for a couple more weeks,” Naomi said. They would meet with other Alliance members and plan their next moves. “Why don’t you stay ‘til then?”

      Fiona’s eyes shadowed; Naomi suspected she was thinking of Casimir.

      “There’s nothing for me here. Trust me, I’ll visit you all the time. You’ll get sick of me,” she said, stepping forward to embrace her.

      Casimir was noticeably deflated after Fiona’s departure; Alaric told her he didn’t think things were over between the two of them. Not by a long shot.

      “I know how difficult it is to deny your feelings for someone,” he said, reaching out to stroke her face.

      During the next few days of Emma’s visit, Naomi showed her some spells she’d learned, which left Emma agape. She gave Emma more details of her confrontation in Greece; it was still traumatizing, but it helped to talk about it. Emma told her about her life in New York; she’d broken up with her boyfriend and started a job at a new museum.

      “Not as exciting as magic,” she said, giving Naomi a playful wink.

      When Emma left, they embraced for a long time. This time, when they made promises to keep in touch, Naomi knew she would keep to it.

      That night, she and Alaric made love, the moonlight filtering in through the windows illuminating their bodies as they moved together. Naomi’s eyes locked with his; since they returned from Greece, she’d seen a change in him. He was more relaxed, more open; ripples of joy fluttered through her whenever his eyes lit up at the sight of her, and when he whispered words of love into her hear. She would never grow tired of hearing the words, or saying them.

      “I love you, Alaric,” she whispered afterward, as they lay entwined in the center of his bed.

      “And I you,” he said, fervent. His eyes filled with emotion as he pulled her towards him. “Always.”
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* * *

      They came to her later that night.

      Gentle incantations that rose from faint hints of sound to full unintelligible whispers.

      Naomi sat up with a gasp, dread coiling around her body. Alaric sat up as well, reaching for her.

      “Naomi?”

      “Whispers,” Naomi said, her throat dry. “I heard more whispers. But they were different than the ones before. Darker. Alaric . . . someone’s found or created another Stone.”

      
        THE END

        of

        SHADOW DESCENDANT
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* * *

      Naomi and Alaric’s story continues in Book 2, Marked Descendant, available for preorder now.
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