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      Still adjusting to her magical abilities, Naomi must confront a new dark enemy—only to discover they share a mysterious connection.

      Torn between love and duty, Alaric wants nothing more than to protect the woman he loves, even if it means risking everything he's fought for. 

      When their former allies turn against them, Naomi and Alaric are forced to go on the run, towards a showdown that will put Naomi's newfound powers—and their relationship—to the test . . .

      A meld of urban fantasy and paranormal romance, Marked Descendant is the suspenseful second book of the Descendants series.
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      A dozen pairs of witch and vampire eyes settled on Naomi as she entered the ceremonial room of the Alliance headquarters. They all sat around a large circular table, their cool gazes surveying her.

      Alaric stood protectively at her side. Her hand was in his, and he gave it a reassuring squeeze. With his great height and preternatural beauty, Alaric was hard to ignore, but everyone’s focus centered on her.

      “Please,” said Blaize, a copper-eyed vampire with raven black hair, “sit.”

      Blaize’s tone was frosty; none of the vampires and witches seemed friendly. The only one who exuded any warmth was Madalena, who’d first told Naomi she was a witch and trained her how to use magic. Madalena gave Naomi a small smile while the others remained stone faced.

      Alaric gave Naomi’s hand a final squeeze before releasing it. He stepped away, leaning against the far wall. An empty chair slid out from beneath the table towards her.

      She took a seat, trying to still her racing heart. She knew they could detect her nervousness with their heightened senses; her accelerated heart rate, rapid breathing, rigid muscles. It didn’t help that the ceremonial room, with its stone walls, circular granite table, and dim lighting, was claustrophobic. Her nervousness was partially due to what she had come here for, and partially disbelief; only weeks before she had thought she was human, and the creatures before her myth.

      They were the leaders of the Alliance, a group of witches and vampires who had joined forces to stop the Order of the First Witches, a group intent on destroying all creatures who weren’t witches—humans and vampires.

      “Madalena tells us you’ve detected another Incantation Stone,” said Zahara, a tall and beautiful African witch.

      “Yes,” Naomi said, “I believe there’s another one out there.”

      The leaders exchanged uneasy looks. Naomi could understand why. A few weeks prior she had located and destroyed the Incantation Stone, a powerful magical object capable of unleashing a deadly plague on humans and vampires. She’d thought that Stone had been the only one. But she was wrong.

      “You said you heard whispers? In your dreams?” asked Isobel, a witch with short silvery blonde hair and coal black eyes.

      “Yes. The same whispers I heard from the first Incantation Stone in Athens.”

      “And you’ve only heard the whispers in your dreams once?” Blaize pressed. “That’s all the evidence you have that there’s another Stone out there?”

      A wave of defensive anger filled her. She was trying to help them, and they were interrogating her.

      “Yes,” she hedged, “but—“

      “Can anyone else attest to these . . . whispers?” Blaize interrupted, his eyebrows raised.

      “I can,” Alaric said, stepping forward. His voice was low, but she could detect the anger shaping his words. “I was with her when she heard them.”

      “She said they came to her in the middle of the night,” Zahara said, frowning.

      “They did. Naomi is my mate. We are lovers.”

      Heat spread across Naomi’s face as the Alliance leaders looked from her to Alaric with surprise.

      “We weren’t aware of this,” Blaize said. “Weren’t you assigned as Naomi’s Watcher in Athens?”

      “Yes. Our relationship only began recently,” Alaric said, “and I’m telling you, I was with her when she woke up from the nightmare. She heard the whispers.”

      “We can’t count on his testimony, Blaize,” Isobel said. “As her lover, he’ll want—“

      “Excuse me,” Naomi interrupted. Her embarrassment had faded, replaced by annoyance and anger. “Do you not believe me? Why on earth would I make this up?”

      “We just want all the information,” Zahara replied. “If there is another Stone out there—“

      “There is,” Naomi said, eyes blazing. “The whispers I heard were—“

      “If there is another Stone,” Zahara cut across her, “we will of course do everything in our power to find and destroy it. But if you recall, many Alliance members died during the confrontation in Greece. Before we put any more of our members’ lives at stake, we want to make sure we have accurate information. Raphael Ibano was able to lure you to his estate with the Stone at one point, correct?”

      “Yes,” Naomi said, “but that doesn’t mean—“

      “Is it possible you were just having a nightmare?” Isobel asked. “You destroyed the Stone and killed Raphael. You even made the ground shake. Using that much magic would cause a great deal of mental stress.”

      “I know what I heard,” Naomi said, firm. “The Order has—or somehow created—another Stone. I felt it, just the way I felt the first Stone. I’m a Descendant, remember? I’m connected to the damn things. If we just sit here debating, the Order’s going to—“

      “I know you aren’t used to Alliance protocol, but you need to stop interrupting us,” Zahara snapped, glaring at her. “Am I understood?”

      Naomi expelled a tense breath and gave Zahara an abrupt nod. This wasn’t going the way she thought. As a Descendant, someone the Alliance had been searching for since its inception, she’d assumed they would welcome her with open arms. She couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “Have you used a Locator spell to try and ascertain its location?” Zahara continued.

      “Yes,” Naomi said, trying not to show her frustration. She had tried repeatedly to sense the Stone’s call using her magic, but it had eluded her. “I haven’t been able to locate it yet.”

      “Madalena told us you were able to access the full potential of your powers,” Blaize said, looking confused.

      “I have,” Naomi said, an embarrassed flush spreading across her face.

      Descendants were pureblood descendants of the earliest witches, making them more powerful than other witches. Her entire life, magic had simmered beneath the surface of her senses, dying to get out. Yet even though the full potential of her magic had been unlocked, and she’d performed some powerful spells, she still often struggled with her awakened abilities; magic was still new to her.

      “I see,” Blaize said after a pause, and she saw a faint trace of disappointment in his expression. “Well. We’ll investigate on our own to see if there’s any hint of another Stone in the Order’s possession. We’ll put all our best Trackers on it.”

      Naomi wanted to protest. They needed every single Alliance member to search for the Stone; the threat wasn’t over. Her eyes locked with Madalena’s. Madalena subtly shook her head. Clenching her fists at her side, Naomi remained silent.

      “There is a second order to attend to,” Blaize continued. “We understand you want to join the Alliance?”

      “Yes,” Naomi said, though she felt less enthusiastic about joining now. “I’m a part of this. As long as the Order is out there, they need to be stopped.”

      “And you understand the dangers? You’re already a target. Joining the Alliance will place you in even more danger.”

      “I’m well aware of the danger,” Naomi said, trying to keep her voice even. Did they not know what she’d already been through? “I was aware of it when the Order tried to abduct me, twice. I was aware of it when Raphael captured and tortured me.”

      “There’s no need for the sarcasm,” Isobel said, narrowing her eyes.

      “I apologize,” Naomi said stiffly.

      “May I remind you that Naomi destroyed the Incantation Stone—something the Alliance has been trying to accomplish for decades?” Alaric asked. He was no longer leaning against the wall, and Naomi could see his body vibrating with tension.

      “We make every prospective member aware of the dangers,” Blaize said, giving Alaric a dismissive glance before turning his focus back to Naomi. “Since you have already accomplished so much, we would be thrilled to have you join the Alliance.”

      Naomi blinked in surprise. The way this was going she’d expected them to refuse her.

      “We already decided to approve your request to join as soon as Madalena told us your intentions,” Zahara said, answering Naomi’s silent question. “We wanted to question you about the Stone first. We’ll hold your induction ceremony tomorrow. Madalena will provide you with the details.”

      Zahara raised her hand, and the door flew open behind them. It was a dismissal, and a rather cold one. Flummoxed, Naomi got to her feet and turned to head towards the door, with Alaric right behind her.

      “Why do I get the feeling they hate me?” she whispered, as soon as the door closed behind them and they made their way down the corridor.

      “The Alliance leaders are a tough crowd,” Alaric said, reaching out to pull her close to his side. “I also got the third degree when I wanted to join. They knew all about my murderous past.”

      This didn’t ease Naomi’s worry. There seemed to be an extra layer of suspicion towards her when she had done nothing but help the Alliance’s cause.

      “Don’t worry too much about Zahara, Blaize and Isobel. They’re the tougher ones. The others leaders are kind, as are the other members. I’m not so bad, right?” he asked. He gave her one of his heart-stopping smiles, and she relaxed.

      “I guess so,” she said with a teasing smile, before leaning up to kiss him.

      Falling in love with Alaric had taken her by surprise, considering her life had undergone so much change. While she was coming to terms with being a witch and possessing magical powers, her feelings for Alaric had flourished and grown. During the battle with Raphael in Greece, when she thought she lost him, she’d realized the full extent of her feelings. Now her heart and soul were inextricably entwined with his, and she couldn’t imagine her life without him.

      They stepped out of the building and onto the street, which bordered Regent’s Park. They had come back to London from Alaric’s estate in the northern English countryside. It wasn’t safe to return to Madalena’s penthouse; the Order had nearly abducted Naomi the first time she stayed there. Instead, their small team of witches and vampires, which included Elias, Casimir, and Madalena, were staying in a town home provided by the Alliance. But the house had gotten claustrophobic over the past few days.

      Naomi took in their surroundings. The fading day was beautiful; the sky a lavender color, the air brisk with the hint of fall. She wanted to stay out and enjoy the fresh air; after that interrogation, she needed it.

      “Let’s take a walk—a brief one,” she said, as Alaric tensed.

      She’d thought his overprotective ways would lessen, but they’d only increased since returning to London. He scanned the surrounding street with unease. He was acting more like a Secret Service agent than a boyfriend.

      “Once a Watcher always a Watcher, huh?” she asked, giving him a playful wink.

      “I worry,” he murmured, though he returned her smile. “You know that.”

      “Where to?” he asked. A mischievous look entered his eyes and he shook his head. “Wait, don’t answer. I haven’t taken you out on a proper date.”

      Naomi studied him, pleasantly surprised.

      “No, you haven’t.”

      “Why don’t you apparate us to where you want to go?”

      “I’ll try,” she said with hesitation. Apparating was a tricky spell; she’d only managed to do it twice thus far. The first time she’d done it, she’d accidentally apparated into Elias’s bedroom, which amused Elias but irritated Alaric.

      They found a small side street, and after scanning their surroundings to make sure they weren’t seen, she took Alaric’s hands in hers. She closed her eyes, visualizing the place she wanted to go. Once she had a clear picture of it in her head, she recited the spell. Erel here sleri. She repeated the spell until the air around them picked up, and a vortex of air sucked their bodies forward.

      When she opened her eyes, she grinned with delight. They hadn’t gone far; they were in the southern part of Regent’s Park. But her spell had worked.

      “I have to say, magic is cool,” she said, and Alaric laughed. If it wasn’t for the constant threat of the Order, she’d take time to truly enjoy what her magic could do.

      “The park?” Alaric asked, looking around.

      “Well, we have been cooped up in that house. Did you know Elias snores? I can hear it through the walls.”

      “I did know that, unfortunately,” Alaric replied with a grimace. “You’re right; we did need some time outside.”

      He turned, spotting a man selling flowers on the edge of the park.

      “Stay right here.”

      Naomi obeyed as he left to approach the man. Breathing in the fragrant scent of the nearby flowers, she allowed herself to relax. She wouldn’t let her encounter with the Alliance leaders, or the knowledge that there was another Stone out there, ruin her day. For the next hour or so, she just wanted to enjoy her time with Alaric.

      But as soon as she had the thought, she felt something in her mind, like a gentle feather stroke. Whispers. But this time, they weren’t unintelligible, nor were they in the ancient language. They were communicating with her.

      Naomi, the whispers purred. It’s almost time.
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      “No offense, Naomi,” Elias grumbled, “but I was hoping you were wrong.”

      Alaric and Naomi stood opposite Elias and Casimir in the drawing room of the town home that served as their temporary residence.

      Alaric looked down at Naomi with concern, placing his hand on the small of her back. Even though the whispers had rattled her, she’d managed to apparate them both out of the park.

      “Deep down, so was I,” Naomi admitted, rubbing her temples.

      “’It’s almost time’,” Casimir mused, repeating the words she’d heard, his brows knitted with concentration. “That could mean a variety of things.”

      “I’m going to hazard a guess it’s not anything good,” Elias said.

      “It’s so strange . . . usually the whispers are unintelligible or in the ancient language. This—I don’t know. It sounded modern. Maybe the Order’s created a brand new Stone?” Naomi asked, her eyes wide with worry.

      “We don’t know anything about the Stone yet. We shouldn’t worry ourselves when we don’t have any information,” Alaric said gently, before turning to Casimir. “Any updates on the locations of Order members?”

      “Their movements are all over the place. Raphael Ibano’s family is MIA. I’ve been working with other surveillance members of the Alliance, but most of us don’t know where to begin.”

      “I’m going to try another Locator spell,” Naomi said. “I’ll be in the study.”

      Alaric studied her retreating back. He’d watched her struggle to locate the Stone ever since the whispers came to her in her dreams back at his estate. He thought she was putting too much pressure on herself, but he’d kept that concern to himself.

      “I think you might be going about this the wrong way,” he told Casimir, returning his focus to the present matter at hand. “Perhaps you should stop trying to locate Order members as a whole and focus on one or two individual members.”

      “It sounds like you’re telling me how to do my job again,” Casimir said, with an icy look.

      Alaric’s mouth tightened. He’d known Casimir for a few years now, and he was almost always polite and reserved. As someone well-versed in the technical workings of the Alliance, Casimir was often focused on some computer, tablet, or cell phone, hovering in the background, staying out of the conflicts of their small group. Casimir was so unobtrusive that Alaric often forgot that he was a witch—and a strong one—in his own right.

      But ever since Fiona, Alaric’s daughter, had briefly spent time with their group before leaving to travel, Casimir had been in a foul mood. Fiona was Casimir’s ex-lover, and it was clear he still had feelings for her.

      “I’m not,” Alaric said, forcing himself to maintain a calm tone. Recently, he’d been a frustrated man in love, so he sympathized with Casimir.  “I’m just suggesting we hone our focus.”

      “He has a point. And if I’m agreeing with Alaric, that counts for something,” Elias added, grinning. “The Order knows we’re watching them; they’re being careful as a group. Focusing on one or two known members might help us get somewhere with locating them.”

      Casimir’s expression remained icy; Alaric braced himself for his protest.

      “It’ll take me some time to find the two witches to focus on,” Casimir grumbled.

      Madalena arrived minutes later, and Alaric took her aside, filling her in on what Naomi had heard.

      “Oh, no,” Madalena murmured, closing her eyes. “Ironic that it happened right after she left Alliance headquarters.”

      “Why were the leaders so cold to her?” he asked. He’d told Naomi a bit of a white lie; yes, the Alliance had been cold to him when he approached them to join, but not as cold as they’d been to her. It was odd.

      “Because they don’t want another Stone to exist,” Madalena said, “they thought this was all over. And believe it or not, they wanted to dissuade her from joining. Right now, she’s the only Descendant we’re aware of. They’re wary of putting her in more danger. In fact, they’ve discussed sending her to a safe house. With or without her consent.”

      Alaric frowned. He’d rather not have Naomi join the Alliance either, but it was her decision to make. He didn’t want her shuttered away like some disobedient child—or a prisoner.

      “But they won’t do that. I wouldn’t let them, and several other leaders wouldn’t, either,” Madalena assured him, taking in Alaric’s look of alarm. “As cold as they may have seemed, they do like her spirit. When all is said and done, they’ll be happy she joined.”

      Alaric’s shoulders relaxed, though he still felt a lingering unease.

      “I’m worried about the Order and what they’re planning,” he said, “and Naomi’s again at the center of it. It’s almost time? What the bloody hell does that mean?”

      “I don’t know,” Madalena said, her forehead creasing with worry.

      “I feel like I’m not doing enough to protect her,” Alaric said gruffly. It wasn’t something he liked to admit out loud, but it was true. “Yes, I know she’s capable of taking care of herself. But if I hadn’t been there, Raphael would have killed her after she destroyed the Stone. Even being bonded to her doesn’t feel like it’s enough.”

      “I know. But you’re going to have to trust her. She chose to join the Alliance. We’ve given her plenty of outs. But . . . in terms of bonding . . .” Madalena trailed off, looking thoughtful. “There is one thing.”

      “What?”

      “Witches have their own bonding practice. It’s called Brakij. It just means ‘mated’ in the ancient language. It’s like marriage in the human world and the Blood Bond amongst vampires. Witches consider it the most sacred bond. Even witches who belong to the Order.”

      “The Order?” Alaric echoed in disbelief.

      “There was an incident a few years ago,” Madalena said, after a brief pause. “My father told me about it. The Order attacked a group of humans, killing all but one woman. The woman they left alive was bonded to a witch. When she was questioned, she confirmed the Order left her alive because of the bond.”

      Alaric stared at her, his heart pounding as he realized the implication of her words.

      “But she was bonded to a witch. I’m a vampire—a creature the Order hates,” he said.

      “Amongst witches, Brakij is sacred no matter who a witch is bonded to—it’s a magical contract. Killing someone who’s bonded is like destroying this contract, something witches are forbidden to do.”

      “So if Naomi was bonded in the way of witches—to anyone, even a vampire—“

      “It may provide her with another layer of protection. But I emphasize may. We don’t know that all Order members would honor the bond.”

      But it was enough for Alaric. He and Naomi were already bonded in the way of vampires; he already considered her his wife.

      “Alaric . . . if you do ask for Naomi’s hand, make sure it’s for the right reasons.”

      “We’re already bonded,” he said.

      “Speaking as a woman, and not just a witch, proposing for any other reason besides love is never a good idea.”

      “We’re already bonded, Madalena,” he repeated, irritated.

      “Amongst vampires you are. That’s different than the bonding practice among witches,” Madalena said. “Just . . . think about what I said, all right?”

      She left before he could respond, and he glared after her. Madalena had to know he would use this vital piece of information.

      Ever since they’d left the estate, Alaric’s anxiety about Naomi’s safety had risen. Now that she was joining the Alliance and again hearing the whispers . . .

      Alaric closed his eyes. He’d fallen for Naomi the first time he’d laid eyes on her back in Athens, but he’d denied his feelings for her out of fear; worried that he would lose her the way he’d lost the only other woman he’d loved. In the end, he’d given in to his feelings—he loved her too damn much to stay away.

      Madalena’s right, he concluded. If he presented the witch bonding ceremony as another layer of protection for her, she’d refuse him. He knew Naomi was weary of his overprotectiveness.

      But . . . he wanted to bond with her out of love as well; that’s what he would focus on when he discussed it with her. No, when he proposed. He wanted it to be special, the way humans proposed to their mates. Naomi had spent most of her life in the human world. She would appreciate it if he made it special.

      He left the drawing room to search for Naomi. She wasn’t in the study, but he found her in their guest bedroom. She was in the same position she settled in whenever she performed her spells; cross-legged on the floor, hands resting in her lap, eyes closed. He could tell her magic was working, her skin seemed to pulse and shimmer, and she murmured the words of a spell beneath her breath.

      He turned to leave but her voice stopped him.

      “Please. Stay.”

      “I don’t want to interrupt—“

      “You’re not. It’s not working,” she said, opening her eyes and clamoring to her feet with a frustrated sigh. “This Stone is different from the other one. More elusive. It makes itself known when it wants—oh God, look at me,” she groaned. “Talking about this object like it’s a person.”

      “That’s because a person created it. Try not to pressure yourself so much,” he said, as she stepped into the circle of his arms. Her sweet scent hit his nostrils, and he buried his face in her hair, which smelled of lavender and roses.  Love and desire spiraled through him, and he held her closer. He wanted to bind her to him in all ways; human, witch, vampire. He wanted to keep her safe from those who wanted to harm her. She pulled back to look at him, her eyebrows lifted in inquiry.

      “Alaric? What is it?”

      Marry me. In the ways of your kind; the way of witches. Anything to keep those bloody bastards away from you.

      Instead, he just smiled. Not yet. But soon, and at the perfect moment; not when she was stressed about the Stone.

      “Want to take a break?” he asked, his tone husky with meaning.

      Naomi’s eyes darkened with desire. “Yes, please,” she murmured.

      She lifted her hand, and the door shut behind them. She turned to the door, whispering the words of another spell. He recognized a part of it, he’d heard Madalena use the same spell a few times.

      “What was that?”

      “A Silencing spell,” she said, with a mischievous wink. “You know. In case it gets loud in here.”

      He growled, and she laughed as he swung her up in his arms.

      “I love you,” he said, and their lips met in a fervent kiss as he carried her to the bed, hungry with desire.
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      “Things are good,” Naomi said. “Well, as good as they can be.”

      Early the next morning, Naomi was on the phone with her aunt, curled up in the window seat of the study. The rising sun lit the early morning sky with a rainbow of color. Taking it in, she silently uttered a spell. Infia elera. The window slid open, and she relished in the sensation of the brisk morning air on her skin.

      “How’s that vampire treating you?”

      Kat’s tone was teasing, and Naomi smiled. Kat had initially disapproved of her relationship with a vampire, but she’d come around when she saw the depth of Alaric and Naomi’s feelings for each other.

      “Wonderful.” Heat filled her body at the memory of their lovemaking the day before. When they’d emerged from their room after several hours had passed, flushed and breathless, Elias had given them a knowing wink.

      “How are things in Seattle?” she asked. Kat had been with their group when they searched for the first Incantation Stone. She’d returned to Seattle only a couple of weeks ago, and Naomi already missed her.

      “Same old, same old. No magic, vampires, or secret supernatural wars,” Kat said, with an exaggerated sigh. “I almost fell asleep at the last teachers’ meeting. I think a part of me misses the excitement.”

      “You’ll just have to live vicariously through me,” Naomi teased. “My induction ceremony into the Alliance is tonight.”

      “Already?” Kat asked, her tone shifting to one of wariness. Kat had tried to dissuade her from joining the Alliance before she returned to the States; Naomi knew she still wasn’t happy with her decision. “Congratulations, I suppose,” she continued, grudgingly. “And not to sound like a broken record, but will you promise to be careful?”

      “I will, of course I will,” Naomi said.

      “Good,” Kat said, expelling a breath, “but I still worry. At least you have an intimidating vampire as a boyfriend. Tell him I say hello.”

      “I will,” Naomi promised, smiling.

      After hanging up, she found Alaric and Madalena in the drawing room. Madalena was pulling ceremonial robes out of a box.

      “What’s that?” Naomi asked, entering the room.

      “Your ceremonial robes. Everyone wears these when they’re inducted into the Alliance.”

      Naomi took the robes from Madalena, examining them. They were long and dark, made of silk fabric, and words in the ancient language were woven into the fabric with golden threads. She studied them, trying to decipher the words. She had learned a little of the ancient language through her study of spells, but linguistics had never been a strong suit of hers.

      “The words say, ‘Creatures of blood and magic, united to fight against darkness,’” Madalena said. “I think it’s a bit didactic and cheesy, but no one else has complained.”

      Naomi grinned, glancing up at Alaric.

      “How was your induction ceremony?” she asked.

      “Brief. Uneventful. I recited the words of the Oath and that was it.”

      “As was mine,” Madalena added. “You’ll do fine. I know it doesn’t seem like it . . . but they are glad you’re joining.”

      Naomi wasn’t so sure about that, but she nodded.

      “You don’t have to do this if you’re too nervous,” Alaric said, after Madalena left them alone. Concern filled his blue eyes as they met hers. “We can postpone it, or—“

      “Alaric . . .”

      “I’m not just saying that because I’m worried—even though I am,” he admitted, with a rueful smile. “You’ve been on edge since meeting with the leaders. If you need more time to—“

      “I may be nervous, but there’s no point in postponing my induction. The leaders may not win any personality awards anytime soon, but we’re all on the same side.” She stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek, her lips lingering on his cool skin, before making herself stepping back. Their brief contact had sent a jolt of desire through her. “I should get prepared for tonight.”

      Alaric still looked uncertain, but he left her alone.

      Naomi shrugged into the ceremonial robes, taking a breath. During tonight’s ceremony, she’d have to recite from memory the wordy Oath that all members took, committing herself to the Alliance’s cause. After taking the Oath, she’d then have to perform a complex Binding spell that sealed her vow, which was required of all witches who joined the Alliance.

      A surge of uncertainty flowed through her at the thought of performing the spell in front of a crowd. She reminded herself that she had performed much stronger magic during the confrontation with the Order in Greece.

      But this didn’t quell her unease, and her nerves were still on edge when it was time to leave for the ceremony. During the brief drive to the Alliance’s headquarters, she struggled to keep her thoughts focused on the words of the spell she’d soon have to utter. Alaric’s presence at her side was calming, and when he murmured reassuring words in her ear, she met his eyes to give him a tremulous smile.

      Once inside the large home that served as the Alliance’s headquarters, Alaric, Madalena and the others trailed behind Naomi as she entered the same ceremonial room where the leaders had questioned her the day before.

      Naomi halted, her adrenaline spiking. Unlike yesterday, at least fifty vampires and witches now filled the room to the brim. They’d been talking amongst themselves, but as soon as she entered, they all fell silent.

      Naomi’s face heated as they surveyed her; she felt as if she were on display. She wondered if they thought Descendants were beautiful and powerful looking creatures; Naomi looked like an ordinary human as far as she was concerned.

      Zahara stepped forward with a polite but distant smile, gesturing for Naomi to approach a circular group of stones that were arranged in the center of the room. Naomi obliged, kneeling in the center of the stones.

      “We are all gathered to witness Naomi Feldman’s induction into the Alliance,” Zahara said, her gaze sweeping over the gathered witches and vampires. “There will be absolute silence until the conclusion of the ceremony.” Zahara turned back to face Naomi, giving her a nod.

      Naomi’s heartbeat thundered in her ears. Though she’d worked alongside the Alliance for weeks now, she still felt as if she were on the threshold of something novel. There would be no turning back; Madalena had told her that the penalty for violating the Oath was death, too much was at stake. Her life could never go back to being what it was.

      But she could never go back to her previous ignorance, nor could she pretend that magic or this whole other world didn’t exist. She looked up, meeting Alaric’s eyes across the room. His jaw was tight, his body rigid, but love and reassurance filled his eyes as he looked at her. Working with the Alliance would help destroy the Order, a group that wanted to kill creatures like Alaric, the vampire she loved. They had to be stopped.

      A rush of renewed determination flowed through her, and she closed her eyes.

      “I vow to protect creatures of blood and magic, vampire and witch. I vow to obey the laws inscribed by the Alliance.”

      She repeated the Oath in English and the ancient language before opening her eyes. Zahara gave her another nod, this one of approval, gesturing for her to continue.

      Naomi lifted her arms, silently reciting the Binding spell that would seal her vow. Ierina calieri. She waited, holding her breath. But she didn’t feel the telltale signs of her magic working; the current of electricity, the sense of heightened awareness. She felt . . . nothing.

      Cold humiliation flooded her. Zahara and the other leaders looked both disappointed and perturbed while the other members pinned her with looks of suspicion. Though no one spoke, she could guess their thoughts: Is she really a Descendant? She’s the one who destroyed the Incantation Stone?

      Forcing herself to calm down, she lowered her gaze to the stone floor. She silently repeated the spell. Ierina calieri.

      This time, her magic stirred beneath her skin, coming to life. Encouraged, she repeated the spell, until its force lifted her body from the floor, until she hovered in mid-air.

      Shards of pain began to stab at her palms like needles. She looked down. Madalena told her this would happen, but it was still startling to see; the spell had carved miniature jagged wounds into the flesh of her palms, sealing the Oath with blood and magic.

      The room around her dimmed and blurred. Her lips were moving, but she couldn’t understand the words she spoke, it was as if the spell had taken control of her; her body shook as its force roiled throughout her.

      Her lips soon stopped moving, and the sensation of her magic faded to a low hum. The wounds in her palm sealed shut on their own, and her body settled back to the ground.

      It took a moment for her to catch her breath, and when she looked up . . . everyone was looking at her in horror. Even Alaric.

      “W—what happened?” she asked, startled.

      Zahara approached her, fury tightening her expression.

      “Why would you say those things?” she demanded. “Why?!”

      “I—I spoke the words of the Binding spell,” Naomi said, blinking at her in confusion.

      “No,” Madalena said, stepping forward, her expression infused with worry. “At first you were. And then they changed.”

      “To what? What did I say?”

      There was a long silence. It was Alaric who broke it. He stepped forward, his tone grim. “You said, ‘Death to all inferiors, humans and Blood Beasts. Witches will have their rightful place.’”
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      “I don’t know how I could have said those things,” Naomi said.

      He stood at Naomi’s side as she faced the leaders of the Alliance; the other members had been dismissed. Alaric could see the telltale signs of her tension; her pale skin, rapid breathing, and trembling hands.

      “If you don’t want me to join—” Naomi continued, her voice wavering.

      “It’s done,” Blaize said curtly. “Once you utter the Oath, it’s binding. A magical contract. You’re now a member of the Alliance.”

      “We believe you didn’t intend to say those things,” Isobel said, and Naomi relaxed at his side. “But . . . it’s still concerning. Forcing a witch to utter words she didn’t intend requires a very specific spell—it had to come from someone in this room.”

      “Another Alliance member?” Alaric asked, his body stiffening with alarm.

      “This never leaves this room,” Zahara replied, “but, yes. If Naomi didn’t speak the words of her own accord—“

      “I didn’t,” Naomi interrupted.

      “Then the only way you could have been forced to speak those words is if another witch was close enough to make you do so.”

      Alaric clenched his fists at his side. Ever since the confrontation with Raphael, there were rumors of a traitor in the Alliance, but a cursory investigation hadn’t turned up anything conclusive.

      “We’ll investigate this matter further,” Isobel said, looking troubled.

      “What do I do in the meanwhile?” Naomi asked. “If some other witch is able to get into my mind, forcing me to say things—“

      “There are several spells you can use to block off your mind,” Madalena said, stepping forward to give Naomi a reassuring smile. “I already told you about some of them back at the estate when you were trying to keep Raphael out of your mind. We can go over them again.”

      “And remain observant,” Zahara said. “If there is any more foreign communication in your mind, notify us. Immediately.”

      Still looking tense, Naomi nodded her assent.

      “Try to enjoy the party as much as you can,” Madalena said, lifting her hand. The door swung open behind them. “We’ll be out shortly.”

      Alaric took Naomi’s hand and started to lead her out, but Blaize’s voice stopped them.

      “Naomi?”

      They turned. Blaize smiled, revealing his fangs. Alaric stilled; the smile might as well have been a threatening sneer. “Welcome to the Alliance.”

      Alaric heard Naomi’s heartbeat speed up as she gave Blaize a jerky nod of thanks. Alaric glared at him—what was that all about? But Blaize met his glare with a challenging look of his own.

      Naomi tugged on his hand, and they left the room together. As soon as the door swung shut behind them, he stopped, turning her to face him.

      “Naomi—“

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. “At least . . . not right now. Let me just get through this party.”

      She gave him a pleading look, and he softened. She must have been terrified by what just happened. He took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze, and they headed down the corridor towards the ballroom.

      All eyes settled on them as they entered. But to Alaric’s relief, most of the members acted as if the incident in the ceremonial room hadn’t happened; they were polite and warm to Naomi, approaching to congratulate her. A few even thanked her for killing Raphael and destroying the Stone.

      Not everyone displayed such cordialness. Though no one outwardly acknowledged the elephant in the room, there were looks of curiosity as they spoke to her, and in some cases, suspicion. It was those looks that Alaric found most difficult to tolerate. Don’t you know what she’s been through? he wanted to shout. Many of you would be dead if it weren’t for her.

      But he kept a polite smile pinned on his face; it would do no good to cause a scene. To her credit, Naomi hid her unease well. Her tight smile seemed almost genuine.

      He was about to suggest they move to the other part of the ballroom for some refreshments when he heard a familiar voice behind him.

      “Alaric.”

      Alaric tensed. He turned, trying to keep his expression neutral as a statuesque vampire with waist length chestnut blonde hair, wide blue eyes and gleaming ivory skin approached. She stood out, even in a room full of supernatural creatures. A ripple of jealousy flowed through the bond he shared with Naomi. He slipped his arm around her, wanting to assure her that the woman posed no threat to their relationship. But the vampire was dangerous . . . in other ways.

      “Elisabetta,” he said, past stiff lips. How was she a member of the Alliance? Had she crashed the induction ceremony? Naomi studied Elisabetta with curiosity, and a trace of jealousy. He needed to get her away. “We were just about to—“ he began.

      “At least allow me to offer my congratulations,” Elisabetta interrupted, her words shaped by a faint Italian accent. She moved forward to block their path, her blue eyes settling on Naomi’s golden ones. The vampire extended her manicured hand towards Naomi, and Alaric fought the instinct to snatch it away. “Welcome to the Alliance, Naomi.”

      “Thank you,” Naomi said, looking back and forth between Alaric and Elisabetta; she’d picked up on their tension.

      Alaric tried to steer Naomi away, but Elisabetta’s grip tightened on Naomi’s hand.

      “Get your hand off her,” he snarled, baring his fangs.

      “Alaric. Calm down,” Naomi hissed.

      But Elisabetta was unfazed; in fact, she looked amused. She dropped her hand, her red lips curving in a mischievous smile.

      “I see our Alaric still has that infamous temper,” she said, her voice dropping with seductive meaning. Naomi stiffened at his side. Damn you, Elisabetta. He didn’t want Naomi to find out about Elisabetta this way. Hell, he didn’t want her to know about Elisabetta at all.

      Glowering at Elisabetta, he took Naomi’s arm and used his speed to get them both away from her; within seconds they were on the opposite side of the ballroom.

      “Who was that?” Naomi demanded.

      “No one.”

      “Alaric,” Naomi repeated, firm. “Who. Was. That?”

      Alaric hesitated. How to describe Elisabetta in the simplest terms?

      “She was an old lover,” he said finally. “Things did not end well.” It was an understatement, but it would have to do.

      “That’s what I figured,” Naomi murmured; jealousy again flaring in her eyes. “She’s very beautiful.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if you knew her,” he said darkly. “I can’t believe they let her join the Alliance.”

      “Why? Is there something else you’re not telling me?”

      “She’s dangerous. Let’s leave it at that. If for whatever reason she approaches you on her own—get the hell away from her. Do you understand me?”

      “Not until you tell me why she’s so dangerous.”

      “Congratulations, Naomi.”

      A petite witch approached them with a kind smile, and Alaric was grateful for the intrusion. Naomi looked mildly irritated, but engaged in polite chatter with the witch. Alaric turned, scanning the ballroom. Elisabetta was nowhere to be seen, but this didn’t make him feel any better.

      Fortunately, Naomi remained busy with well wishers for the rest of the evening, and when there were lulls, she didn’t pepper him with questions about Elisabetta.

      He hoped she would drop the matter given the magnitude of what happened during her induction ceremony. But after the celebration came to an end, and they returned to their guest bedroom later that night, Naomi closed the door behind them and leaned against the door, crossing her arms.

      “Now,” she said, “tell me about this ex of yours. Are all your ex lovers that beautiful?”

      He frowned. Naomi seemed preoccupied with Elisabetta’s surface beauty. Alaric was so aware of her murderous ways that he barely noticed her beauty. To him, Elisabetta only represented darkness; a part of his past he wanted to forget. Now he only craved light. Naomi was his light.

      “Don’t you want to talk about what happened during the ceremony?” Alaric asked, hoping he could get her to drop this. “If another witch was in your mind, that’s—“

      “Not going to work,” Naomi interrupted. “I’m done with you being evasive. Now tell me more about her, or I’ll use a Truth Telling spell on you.”

      “There’s no such thing as a Truth Telling spell.”

      “Oh, really?” Naomi asked, arching an eyebrow. “Let’s test it out, shall we? Elerim oni—“

      “Elisabetta was the first lover I had after Ileana died,” Alaric said quickly. “I met her when I spent some time in Italy.”

      He still doubted a Truth Telling spell existed, but he didn’t want to take the risk of Naomi using magic to pry into his mind. He gritted his teeth. There were certain downsides to being in a relationship with a witch.

      Naomi smiled with triumph, gesturing for him to continue.

      “But she was dark; darker than I had ever been. I remember one incident in particular. She took me to her home after we saw an opera together; I thought she wanted to make love. Instead, there was a human couple tied up in her bedroom. She’d drained their blood almost to the point of death, but they were still alive. I’ve been in that state before; it’s more painful than you can imagine,” he said, his stomach twisting at the memory. “They could barely speak but they pleaded for their lives. Elisabetta wanted me to kill them; she insisted that giving into my bloodlust was the only way to pull me out of my grief. I refused—I was going to save them, even if it meant turning them. But before I could, she eviscerated them. Ripped out their throats as they screamed. She laughed at the sight of their destroyed bodies; it sickened me to my core.”

      Naomi went pale, as he continued, “She took pleasure in killing humans and witches. And she particularly hated witches,” he added, giving Naomi a meaningful look. “I was turned off by her cruelty; it reminded me of the part of myself I hated. Our affair only lasted weeks; I ended it after she killed those humans. She didn’t take it well after I ended things. She threatened my next two lovers; I had to leave Europe for a spell. When I returned, she’d focused her amorous attentions elsewhere. I didn’t know she was a member of the Alliance. Perhaps she’s no longer a killer and repented her old ways like me.”

      But I doubt it, he thought to himself. During their brief interaction in the ballroom, he could tell that Elisabetta still possessed that darkness, that innate cruelty. He recognized it because a part of him was still dark; he’d suppressed his murderous ways, but only barely. He could sometimes feel it lurking beneath every part of him, like a snake that hadn’t fully shed its skin.

      Naomi still looked pale, but she unfolded her arms and expelled a breath.

      “Thanks for telling me,” she said. “And there’s no such thing as a Truth Telling Spell,” she added, with a guilty look.

      “You little liar,” Alaric said, with an exaggerated groan. He stepped forward, wanting to clear Elisabetta from her mind. He wanted to prove to Naomi how much she meant to him. And only her.

      “You are the most beautiful woman in the world to me,” he whispered. “I desire you more than I’ve desired anyone; I crave you constantly.”

      In a quick move, he stripped off the ceremonial robe she still wore. Keeping his eyes locked on hers, he unzipped the black dress she wore beneath.

      Naomi gasped as he lifted her; she wrapped her legs around his waist as he slipped off his pants. Inhaling her sweet scent, he began to pepper kisses along her throat.

      “Alaric,” she whispered, her eyes hazy with desire. “Please . . .”

      “As you wish,” he whispered, before sinking into her. She moaned, and he leaned in to kiss her as he began to move. “You consume every part of me, Naomi Feldman,” he whispered against her mouth. “You and only you.”

      They moved in unison, their eyes locked, until their bodies quaked their mutual release.

      “I love you, Alaric,” she whispered, breathless.

      Warmth filled him at her words. He moved with her to the bed, and Naomi fell asleep cradled in his arms. He remained awake, his thoughts on Elisabetta and the traitor in the Alliance. Something was happening; he couldn’t pin exactly what it was, but he knew it only meant danger for Naomi. He needed every layer of protection he could grasp to keep her safe.

      It was just past dawn when Naomi stirred. Alaric stood by the window, looking out at the pale early morning sky.

      “Good morning, handsome,” she murmured, rubbing her eyes.

      Alaric didn’t reply. He moved to the side of the bed and knelt down.  He’d seen human men do this; he hoped he was in the right position. It seemed he was, because Naomi’s eyes widened.

      “I love you, Naomi. With every part of my being. We share a Blood Bond, but I want us to be mated in every way possible. Will you bind yourself to me in the way of witches? Will you marry me?”
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      As Naomi stared into Alaric’s eyes, for a brief shining moment she forgot all about the Stone, the Order, Elisabetta, or last night’s disastrous induction ceremony.

      “Yes,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes. “God, Alaric. Of course. Yes.”

      There was no other answer. She’d never thought Alaric would propose the traditional, human way; they already shared a Blood Bond, the most profound way you could be connected amongst vampires. But there was a part of her that had fantasized about marrying Alaric; she’d lived in the human world for most of her life, where marriage was the norm.

      Alaric beamed, and she glimpsed a sheen of blood tears in his eyes as he crawled onto the bed and enveloped her into his arms. His lips met hers in a searing kiss. Love and desire swirled through her, and he only released her when she was breathless.

      She leaned forward to rest her forehead against his, filled with elation. But a flicker of doubt crept into her thoughts. She leaned back, studying him.

      “Why now?” she asked.

      Something shifted in Alaric’s gaze, and his smile faltered. Naomi’s heart sank. He was hiding something.

      “Is this about Elisabetta?” she asked stiffly, extricating herself from his grasp to stand. “Are you just trying to prove—“

      “Absolutely not,” he said. “I love you and want us to be bonded in every way we can.”

      “But . . . with everything that’s happening,” she said, shaking her head. Her momentary bliss had faded; reality was settling in. “Another Stone, a possible traitor in the Alliance, the Order . . .”

      “The war with the Order could last for years. It’s already lasted for decades,” Alaric said, standing, eyes blazing. “I’m not going to wait to marry the love of my life while we fight them.”

      The love of my life. Joy exploded in her chest at his words; she had to blink back another wave of tears. Why couldn’t they have found each other under different circumstances? She’d been in constant danger from the Order since the moment they’d met.

      But she hadn’t let the events of the past few weeks stop her from falling in love with him. Why put their future on hold?

      “You’re right,” she said, her shoulders relaxing. “I want to marry you, Alaric Donatien.”

      She rarely used his last name; the name from his human years. She was showing him that she wanted to marry all of him. The man he had been; the vampire he was. It was something they’d struggled with during the early days of their relationship, Alaric holding himself back from her. It was only when they’d committed to each other that he shared his full history with her.

      Alaric seemed to recognize this, and the tension in his body vanished. He smiled, that beautiful smile that made him incandescent. He stepped forward, reaching up to cup the sides of her face with his cool hands.

      “I’ve lived a long time, but I’ve never been married before,” he confessed.

      “I’m glad,” Naomi said, with a playful grin. “I’d use a Hexing spell on anyone you married before me. I was tempted to use one one Elisabetta last night.”

      “I wouldn’t have stopped you,” Alaric said, before his expression turned serious.  “You need to know something, Naomi. Because we live longer, supernatural creatures take bonding vows more seriously than humans. We have many lovers, but our chosen mates are permanent.”

      “If you’re asking me if I have any doubts, you already know the answer,” Naomi said, narrowing her eyes. “I know what it means to be bonded to you—“

      “It means forever, Naomi,” Alaric interrupted. “It means there’s no going back.”

      “I want more than forever,” she whispered, reaching up to touch his face. “You know that. I nearly created an earthquake when I thought you died. Or have you already forgotten?”

      “No. I just wanted you to be aware—“

      “You have my answer. Now, if you’re done asking me questions you already know the answer to, how about we celebrate our engagement properly?”

      Grinning, she wrapped her arms around his neck. Alaric’s eyes glittered, and in a quick flash of movement, he lowered her to the bed.

      “This,” he murmured, peppering kisses along the bare flesh of her abdomen, “is a very important part of celebrating engagements in the supernatural world.”

      “Well, then,” Naomi said, her breath hitching in her throat, “you should teach me to properly—“

      But she didn’t finish her sentence, her words spiraling into a moan of pleasure.
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* * *

      “Congratulations,” Elias said, grinning. “For the record, I called this the moment Alaric brought you back from Athens.”

      When they’d finally emerged from their room, Naomi and Alaric found Madalena and Elias in the study, where they told them their news.

      Alaric flushed at Elias’s words. Beaming, Naomi turned to face Madalena, who remained oddly silent; there was something she couldn’t identify lurking in her gaze.

      “Congratulations,” Madalena said, but the word seemed forced. She stepped forward to embrace her. Naomi frowned. As far as she knew, Madalena approved of their relationship. Did she have some misgiving about their engagement?

      But Naomi didn’t have time to ponder this; Casimir entered the room.

      “Casimir, we have good—“ Naomi began, but stopped when she saw his troubled expression.

      “What’s wrong?” Alaric asked.

      “I took your advice about singling out individual members of the Order to track down,” he said, “and it worked. I found a group of five known Order members who’ve been traveling together for the past few weeks. They’re here. In London.”

      A tense silence filled the room. Naomi’s joy vanished; her heart picked up its pace.

      “We need to go after them,” she said.

      “No,” Alaric protested, glaring at her. “If they’re here in London, they’re after you. We need to get you out of here.”

      “This isn’t like last time,” Naomi said, “I’m not in hiding, I’m officially a part of the Alliance now. If they’re here, this is our chance to find the second Stone.”

      “She’s right,” Madalena said, “we need to tell the Alliance and—“

      “There’s no time,” Casimir interrupted. “They move to a different location every twenty-four hours—they must know how closely we’re monitoring them. Right now, they’re in an old warehouse in East London. The time it would take to meet and plan with the other members—“

      “Then let’s go now,” Naomi said, ignoring the anxiety and fear that pierced the base of her spine. She hadn’t forgotten how fiercely the Order members had fought in Greece.

      “We need to proceed with caution,” Madalena said. “I’ll alert the leaders once we get there for backup.”

      Naomi glanced over at Alaric. He looked away from her, his jaw tight, but he remained silent. She stifled an exasperated sigh. He needed to accept that she was a part of this now; their engagement changed nothing in terms of her involvement.

      They left minutes later, taking the car the Alliance had provided them to the outskirts of the bustling East London streets. Adrenaline coursed through her as she sat in the backseat between Alaric and Madalena; she couldn’t believe that only moments earlier she’d been celebrating her engagement. This is what you’ve chosen, she reminded herself. As a member of the Alliance, she’d constantly walk on a tightrope of danger, a tightrope she’d walked on ever since fleeing Athens with Alaric.

      She cleared her nervous thoughts by the time they arrived, parking on a quiet side street. They found an empty alley, from which they apparated into the warehouse.

      Naomi braced herself, ready to perform an array of defensive and offensive spells, but the warehouse was empty.

      Why would the Order members meet here? she wondered. Rubble was scattered over the dirty floors, graffiti decorated the concrete walls, and a foul smell permeated the entire space.

      “Goddamn it,” Elias cursed, “Casimir, are you sure they were here?”

      “Yes,” Casimir said, looking frustrated, “we probably just missed them.”

      Naomi went still, listening. She heard something in her mind; a faint whisper.

      “No,” Naomi said, “I don’t think we did.”

      The faint whispers increased. They were unintelligible, but she instinctively knew they weren’t coming from the Stone. Instead, the whispers were similar to what she’d heard in Regent’s Park. They were coming from another witch. And the witch was close.

      “Someone’s still here,” she said, scanning the warehouse.

      “Everyone spread out and search,” Madalena said, moving past them.

      Naomi turned towards a door at the rear of the warehouse. Someone was there.

      She darted towards it as the whispers in her mind rose.

      “Naomi!” Alaric shouted.

      But she ignored his cry, yanking open the door and scrambling into the alley. The door swung shut behind her, propelled by an invisible force. She heard Alaric on the other side struggling to open it, but it held despite his considerable strength.

      Shaking, she turned to face the far end of the alley . . . and froze. A woman stood there. She had black wavy hair shot through with strands of grey, and cat-like silver eyes that flashed with hostility. Though she appeared youthful, Naomi suspected the witch was much older. And she was certain she’d never seen her before, but there was something familiar about her.

      “Who are you?” Naomi demanded. “What are you—“

      Her words were cut off as a force of wind lifted her off the ground, and slammed her against the wall. In a flash, the witch stood before her, her hand tight around her throat.

      “Why do you betray your own kind?” the witch hissed. “Lying with a Blood Beast? Fighting against our cause?”

      The witch’s face contorted with fury, her hand constricting, robbing Naomi of air.

      Naomi pushed past her panic to conjure a Repelling spell, and the witch released her as the spell sent her hurling across the alley.

      Naomi took in gasps of air, stumbling to her feet. She turned to dart towards the witch, but as Alaric and the others broke down the door and charged into the alley, the witch vanished.
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      “Given today’s events, we want to put guards on your group,” Zahara said.

      Moments after the witch vanished from the alley, Alaric stood by the entrance to the warehouse with Zahara. Naomi and Madalena stood a few yards away, speaking in hushed tones, while Casimir and Elias were searching the surrounding neighborhood for any trace of the witch.

      The Alliance had arrived not long after Madalena called them; Blaize, Isobel and several other members now combed through the warehouse, trying to determine if the Order members had left anything of use behind.

      “No,” Alaric said. “No guards.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Zahara asked sharply.

      “You yourself said there may be a traitor in the Alliance. If one of the guards you assign is working for the Order—“

      “I would place people we trust to guard Naomi,” Zahara snapped. “ I don’t like your insinuation, Alaric.”

      “I just think it would be better to take my fiancée out of the city, to another safe house,” Alaric said, trying to keep his tone even.

      “Fiancée?” Zahara echoed.

      “I proposed to her this morning. I intend to mate with her in the way of witches. Brakij.” He wanted every witch he came into contact with to know this. Perhaps word would get to the traitor—or to anyone who wished Naomi harm—that she was bonded to a lethal and protective vampire.

      Zahara studied him for a long moment. Something unreadable flickered in her eyes, and she nodded.

      “Very well,” she said, “but keep us informed of your movements.”

      “Of course,” Alaric said. She gave him a curt nod and walked away.  Not bloody likely. He had no intention of telling the Alliance Naomi’s whereabouts once they left the city. Something about all this was suspect. As far as he knew, the witch who’d confronted Naomi in the alley could be working with the Alliance, and had lured them there on purpose.

      Alaric turned to approach Naomi and Madalena. Though he was glad Naomi was unharmed, he was furious with her. Why had she darted into the alley like that? He knew she’d followed whatever magical instinct that led her there, but her action was reckless. Her bravery, one of the traits that made him fall for her, was also the one he found the most infuriating.

      “We need to go to a safe house and leave the city,” he said, bracing himself for an argument, one he was determined to win.

      “I agree,” Madalena said, and to his relief, Naomi nodded. “I’d feel better if we were off the radar. We need to find out exactly who that witch was.”  She glanced over to where Zahara, Isobel and Blaize stood, lowering her voice. “And we should keep our location quiet from the leaders.”

      Alaric nodded, glad that she shared his suspicions.

      “I have a place we can go,” Elias said. Alaric turned as Elias approached them. “I have a farmhouse. About fifty miles north of the city.”

      “That should work,” Alaric said. “Were you able to find any sign of that witch?”

      “No,” Elias said, heaving a sigh. “Casimir’s still searching, but it looks like she’s gone.”

      Alaric closed his eyes. He didn’t like the thought of a rogue witch out there, one who seemed murderously furious with Naomi. Until they located her, he’d have to keep Naomi out of sight, her protests be damned.

      Naomi seemed to read his thoughts, and her body tensed. She looked away from him, turning to trail Madalena out of the warehouse. He watched her go, wary. There was an argument in their near future.
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* * *

      After collecting their things from the town home, they made the drive out of London to Elias’s farmhouse. Alaric and Naomi didn’t speak during the journey, not that there was a chance to, as Naomi remained locked in quiet conversation with Madalena, and he spoke to Casimir about his surveillance techniques. Still, the distance between them was palpable; he found it hard to believe that just this morning they’d celebrated their engagement.

      They arrived just as the sun sank beyond the horizon. Elias’ home was a rambling seventeenth century farmhouse, with two stories, multiple chimneys and an attached barn. He stood back with Elias as Naomi, Madalena and Casimir all worked together to surround it with a Cloaking spell.

      “I don’t think I knew about this one,” Alaric said, taking in the farmhouse. It was elegant and quaint at the same time. Elias had the most homes of any vampire he knew, and he’d told Alaric about most of them.

      “I bought it on a whim fifty years ago. I’ve never made proper use of it. Somehow I knew it’d come in handy.”

      “Are you certain no one knows about it?” Alaric asked, glancing around. It seemed isolated enough; the farmhouse was on the outskirts of a small town and surrounded by fields and forests in the near distance.

      “Yes,” Elias said, looking insulted. “I want to keep Naomi safe too. I’ve come to care about her.” He held up his hands as Alaric glared, baring his fangs. “As a friend, of course. Jesus. I don’t want to be murdered.”

      Alaric calmed, giving him a rueful smile, and Elias continued, “This reminds me of the farm I grew up on when I was human. My farm was much, much smaller, of course.”

      Alaric looked at him, surprised. Elias had shared very little of his background with the group, but every once in awhile he gave them a tidbit. When Alaric first met Elias, he’d thought he was a playboy who joined the Alliance for fun and adventure. When he’d accused Elias of not loving anyone a few weeks ago, they’d gotten into a physical fight, and Alaric caught a glimpse of pain—and depth—in the vampire that he’d never seen before. It proved there was more to Elias than he’d thought.

      He only knew several things about Elias. He was born as a human in America, he was two hundred years old, he owned a lot of homes, and something tragic happened that led him to join the Alliance. That last part was a guess, but it seemed to be a common thread amongst the witches and vampires who chose to join the Alliance, himself included.

      As Alaric studied him, Elias’s expression shadowed, and he looked lost in some dark memory. Alaric wanted to press, to ask him what happened in the intervening years to take him from a human who lived on a farm to a jet setting playboy vampire who risked his life to work for the Alliance, but he held his tongue. Alaric knew what if felt like to be reticent about ones past; it was up to Elias to share on his own, whenever he was ready.

      They filed into the house moments later. The interior of the house was sparse but surprisingly well-decorated, with textile rugs on the hardwood floors, paintings of natural landscapes on the walls, and matching beige furniture in each of the rooms.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Naomi said, perching on an armchair once they’d all gathered in the drawing room. “Those Order members in London—why didn’t they track me down like last time? Why did they flee? Usually they’d do everything in their power to abduct me. I’m this rare creature, right? Maybe they’re no longer focused on me.”

      Alaric stiffened, and his anger returned.

      “Of course they’re focused on you,” he bit out, “just because Raphael is dead doesn’t mean the Order is no longer after you. They have more than one leader, we just haven’t been able to determine—“

      “That witch who confronted me in the alley—she didn’t attempt to abduct me. If anything, she seemed intent on killing me. I think they’re after something else this time. I just don’t know what.”

      “You heard the whispers of another Stone,” Alaric protested, “and if there’s another Stone—“

      “They need a Descendant to activate it. I know. Which is why it’s baffling they didn’t try to abduct me.”

      Alaric had to admit that Naomi had a point, but bloody hell, that didn’t mean she was no longer in danger.

      “Naomi has a point, Alaric,” Madalena said. “I think we need to focus on finding that witch, and those Order members. I get the feeling that’s where our answers are.”

      “I’m on it,” Casimir said, getting to his feet. Madalena and Elias trailed him out of the room, and Alaric was left with Naomi.

      There was a brief moment of silence before Naomi stood, approaching him.

      “If you’re angry with me—” she began.

      “I am angry,” he interrupted. “What were you thinking, running into that alley alone?”

      “I sensed an Order witch out there, of course I was going to go after her.  Alaric, I love you. And I’m happy that we’re engaged. But you do not dictate what I do,” Naomi said sharply. “I won’t have deaths on my hands if the Order succeeds with—“

      “All of us are just as invested in stopping them!” he snapped. “This doesn’t just rest on your shoulders!”

      “How many times have I been told that I’m the only Descendant you’ve been able to find? This does rest on my shoulders. My parents died for me, Alaric. You don’t know what it’s like—to be told that I have all this power, that it’s up to me to stop the Order from killing millions!” Naomi cried. Her emotional state was affecting her magic; he could see it pulsing beneath her skin.

      “You’re not listening to me,” he said, trying to contain his anger. If Naomi got more upset, her magic would erupt. “I just want you to—“

      “Do what you say,” Naomi finished for him, her eyes flashing. “Well, I’m not. I won’t. I will take more risks, Alaric. It’s what I signed up for, and it’s what I expect to do.”

      They glared at each other, mutual frustration and anger climbing the walls of their silence. Alaric gritted his fangs; Naomi was infuriatingly stubborn. They were at a stalemate.

      He turned and used his speed to race out of the room, down the long hallway and out of the house. Night had fallen, and he inhaled the cool air. Blood; he needed blood, it was his drug of choice whenever anger seared his insides.

      Alaric raced to the edge of the nearby forest. He was no longer the cold-blooded killer he’d once been, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t fantasize. He pictured the witch who had attacked Naomi, imagining himself draining her dry. He tore off his shirt and bared his fangs, pushing away all thoughts of his infuriating, stubborn, brave fiancée, allowing the darker thoughts to consume him, as he darted into the forest to feed.
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      After Alaric sped from the room, Naomi had to take several deep breaths to calm herself. Sometimes she forgot how closely her emotions were linked to her magic. During the argument, ripples of her magic ran through her body like an electric current. Even now, bursts of energy coursed through her; it took several moments for them to die down.

      “Are you all right?”

      Naomi looked up as Madalena tentatively stepped into the room. She nodded, flushing with embarrassment. Even if Madalena and the others weren’t supernatural creatures, they would’ve been able to hear every word of their argument. She and Alaric hadn’t attempted to be quiet.

      “I know that none of this is my business, but I know Alaric well. Vampires are protective of their mates by nature. And given his past . . .”

      “I know. But he has no right to dictate what I do. I’m a member of the Alliance now; his equal. Not a possession he protects. He needs to accept that. He seems to think our engagement might have changed things.”

      She studied Madalena, remembering something.

      “You didn’t seem thrilled when we told you we’re engaged,” Naomi said slowly. “Was there something you wanted to tell me?”

      “I am thrilled,” Madalena said. But she was a terrible liar, and avoided Naomi’s gaze.

      “Is it the timing?” Naomi pressed. “Do you think it’s too dangerous? Or do you think its a mistake for other reasons?”

      She waited, tense, until Madalena finally met her eyes.

      “None of the above,” she said. “I’m happy for both of you. Yes, I’m a little nervous about the timing. But I don’t think you should put your lives on hold,” she added, at the look of disappointment in Naomi’s eyes. “Some of us should have a life.”

      Naomi’s unease shifted to sympathy. Madalena had joined the Alliance as a leader at her late father’s request. For such a young and beautiful witch, she didn’t seem to have much of a personal life.

      “You should take our lead, then,” Naomi said.

      “Being a leader is different,” Madalena said, shaking her head. “With you and Alaric, it’s organic. You met and just knew. I could see the connection you two had almost immediately. I haven’t had that type of connection with anyone.”

      “Really?” Naomi asked. She knew Casimir’s heart belonged to Fiona, whether he wanted to admit it or not, but what about Elias? “Not even Elias or anyone you’ve—“

      “God, no,” Madalena said, looking so genuinely horrified that Naomi laughed. “Casimir, Elias and Alaric are like the brothers I never had. Ever since my father’s death, the Alliance has been my life. And yes, it’s what my father wanted. But in the end . . . it’s what I’ve chosen,” she said, and Naomi wondered if she was trying to convince herself. Madalena turned to leave, but not before giving her a lingering look.

      “Believe it or not, Alaric is trying,” Madalena said. “He really is.”

      Madalena left her alone, and Naomi’s smile faded. Their conversation had temporarily distracted her from the memory of their argument. Now it all came rushing back, and her remnant anger rose.

      She closed her eyes, rubbing her temples. If he was trying, then why did he treat her like a weakling who couldn’t fend for herself? When would he trust her? Because you’re weak, her thoughts taunted her. That’s why another witch was able to get into your mind. That’s why you couldn’t stop her in that alley.

      Naomi shook away the negative thoughts, but she felt overwhelmed. She was fighting with her fiancé, the Order was up to something, there was a rogue witch out there working with them . . . and she was no closer to locating the second Stone.

      She headed up to her and Alaric’s guest room, finding a comfortable position on the floor. Her mind was teeming with anxious thoughts, but she wanted to at least attempt to locate the witch. If anything could take her mind off her argument with Alaric, it was this.

      She closed her eyes, clearing her mind and focusing on every single detail she could recall about the witch. The dark hair shot with grey, the cat-like silver eyes, the fury that contorted her features.

      With the image of the witch in her mind, she murmured a Locator spell. Mei ene si.

      Faint sparks of electricity prickled along her arms. Her magic was responding to the spell.

      She honed in on her memory of the witch’s rage, allowing it to coil around her entire body.

      Where are you? Naomi asked in her mind, before repeating the question in the ancient language. Geres il ere iy?

      An icy chill crawled around her body. Something was happening; she was getting closer. Trying to quell her excitement and maintain her calm, Naomi focused on her memory of the witch’s face, her sharp angular features infused with rage . . .

      Naomi.

      Naomi started. The voice was as clear as if it were in the room with her. Her pulse fluttered wildly at the base of her throat, but she kept her eyes closed.

      Geres il ere iy?

      You killed my beloved. He only wanted what was right. I will have my vengeance on you.

      Naomi repeated the spell, trying to maintain distance from the words spoken in her mind. But the witch’s voice continued, haughty and defiant.

      You won’t be able to stop us. And you know why, don’t you? Say the words.

      To Naomi’s horror, her mouth began to move of its own accord.

      “I’m too weak to stop you. I’ll never be able to control my magic.”

      Naomi tried to regain control of her mind, but the witch’s words continued, a battering ram against the inside of her skull.

      You will never wed your Blood Beast. I will kill him and make you watch. And then I will kill you.

      When the witch’s words finally stopped, Naomi came to. She had curled up into a fetal position on the floor, and she was shaking.

      The witch’s words didn’t seem like empty threats; they were promises.
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* * *

      Naomi was wide awake when Alaric returned around midnight. She sat curled up in an armchair by the window, flipping through a grimoire, trying to distract herself by reading about all the classes of defensive spells.

      She’d told Madalena and the others what happened. Casimir had immediately searched through his records for any intel on Raphael’s former lovers, but he’d come up empty so far. At Madalena’s insistence, Naomi had performed several Blocking spells to close off her mind from the witch.

      Now, she looked up as Alaric hovered by the doorway. With the witch’s threat still in her mind, she’d worried about his whereabouts. Her anger had faded; she only wanted to envelop herself in his arms.

      A wave of relief filled her when she saw that he looked contrite. He approached and knelt before her, taking her hands in his.

      “I’m sorry about what I said earlier. It’s just . . . this witch frightens me. More than Raphael frightened me. I fear for you,” he said, his voice wavering. “It’s hard for me, because I love you so much. The thought of losing you . . .”

      “I know,” she whispered, “because I feel the same about losing you.” She took a breath. “When you were gone, the witch got into my mind again. She said—“

      “I know,” Alaric said, his expression darkening. “Madalena told me downstairs. There’s only one thing to do.”

      “What?”

      “We prove her wrong. We wed,” he said simply. “There’s no need to delay. We can wed here at the farmhouse. This week.”

      Naomi stared at him in disbelief. She’d thought even a few months from now was too soon to get married.

      “Alaric, she just threatened us. What if she knows where we are?”

      “I’ll repeat what I said in London,” Alaric said. “The threats from our enemies will continue for God knows how long. Why put our lives on hold? We can wed before she—or the Order—can stop us. The more united we are, the stronger we are.”

      Naomi considered his words. She’d been fearful all evening over the witch’s threat, but now her defiance rose. Hadn’t she made a promise to herself to not live in fear? It was why she had joined the Alliance, why she’d allowed herself to fall in love with Alaric.

      “Let’s do it,” she said, but her smile faltered. “I wish Kat could be here. And my friend Emma . . . and Fiona.”

      “They can.”

      Alaric’s gaze was steady, calm. Her heart leapt with hope, but she hesitated.

      “Is that safe?” she pressed. “We are in hiding. If the Order finds us—“

      “I’m confident that Casimir will guard Fiona with his life; and I’ll protect Kat and Emma with my life; I know how important they are to you. They won’t be here for long, no longer than a night or two. I can fly them in and right back out. Don’t forget, we also have Elias and Madalena. We’re all capable of protecting humans from harm.”

      Joy chased away her fear, and her smile widened.

      “We defy the Order by continuing to love, to live. We won’t let them win, sweetheart. We will defeat them,” Alaric said, standing and pulling her up with him.

      He leaned in to kiss her. Naomi returned it, holding on to his words, desperate to believe them.
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      It was still dawn when Alaric slid out of bed the next morning. Naomi continued to sleep, curled into the empty spot he’d just occupied on the bed, her breaths soft and shallow. A wave of tenderness seized him and he reached down to stroke her hair, careful to avoid her skin; the frostiness of his touch might wake her.

      Alaric turned to slip from the room, relieved when he scented the others in their guest rooms. He didn’t want them to question him about where he was going. He had two personal stops to make in London, and he wasn’t in the mood for Madalena and the others’ prying. They might try to stop him.

      As he made the drive out of the countryside towards London, he dialed Fiona. She picked up on the first ring.

      “Alaric!” she said, delighted, and he smiled at the sound of his daughter’s voice. Her tone suddenly shifted to one of concern. “Is everything all right? Did something happen?”

      “Everything’s fine,” he said, still smiling. Usually it was the other way around; he was the one who worried about Fiona. Ever since he’d turned her a century ago, she had a case of wanderlust, traveling from country to country to explore the world, something she hadn’t been able to do during her human years, as a poor servant. She’d spent time with their group when they were at his estate weeks ago, but she’d left not long after their confrontation with the Order in Greece. He suspected she wanted to avoid Casimir, but hadn’t pressed the issue when she left.

      “I have good news,” he said. “Wonderful news, actually.”

      He told her about his and Naomi’s upcoming ceremony, and she let out an excited squeal.

      “Of course I’ll be there. I’m in Tokyo now, but I’ll hop on the next flight out,” she said. “I have to say, Alaric. It’s about time.”

      “I know.” After Ileana’s death, he never thought he’d love any woman again. Naomi had changed everything for him.

      “Is Casimir still with your group?” Fiona asked. Her tone was light but forced; she was trying to sound casual.

      “Yes,” he said, after a brief pause. “Is that going to be a—“

      “No. Not at all. I’m heading into the subway, so I have to run. I’ll see you tomorrow, I’ll text you my flight info,” Fiona said. “And Alaric?”

      “Yes?”

      “Hold on to Naomi. She’s perfect for you.”

      Alaric’s smile widened. “I know.”

      Joy continued to hum throughout him as he arrived in London, though he was dreading what he’d come here to do.

      When he arrived in Chelsea, driving past the affluent shops and homes, he had to quell his nerves. He found a residential street to park the car, getting out to make his way on foot to his final destination.

      He stopped across the street from a familiar Victorian townhouse; it looked exactly the way it had a century ago, with its golden brick facade and white rustic framed windows. The only difference was the trimmed hedges and cast iron gates that now surrounded it. He wondered if the residents of the neighboring homes had any idea that one of their neighbors was a deadly vampire.

      Alaric waited in the shadows of an empty side yard, training his gaze on the house. The early morning air prickled at his skin and he shivered, shoving his hands in his pockets. Vampires felt heat, cold and everything in between with more intensity than humans or witches.

      Ignoring the slight chill in the air, he settled into the stillness of the quiet morning. This had been his favorite part of being a Watcher, the relative peace and silence of observation. Being a Watcher had led him to Naomi. He’d enjoyed those days in Athens, watching her as she went about her routine, unaware he was slowly falling in love with her.

      Fury surged through him when he thought of the witch who confronted her in the alley. He was relieved that Naomi agreed to wed him so soon; the witch’s threats convinced him their enemies didn’t want them to be together. It could be out of their prejudiced views of vampires and witches mating, or they knew a witch bond between him and Naomi would add another layer of protection for her. He prayed it was the latter.

      Alaric stilled when the reason he had come to London appeared. Elisabetta stepped out of her front door, her eyes focused on her phone. To the average human, she looked like a beautiful woman out for a morning stroll, not the three-hundred-year-old lethal creature she actually was.

      He trailed her as she walked down the street, making her way to the bustling thoroughfare of Kings Road. He kept his pace slow, trailing her from a block behind, scanning the surroundings as he walked.

      He didn’t believe Elisabetta’s intentions were pure. He needed to find a quiet side street or alley where he could question her about why she really joined the Alliance. And if she was after Naomi . . .

      Rage simmered beneath his senses, and he expelled a tense breath. Elisabetta approached an alley, and he sped up. This was his chance.

      But before he could grab her, she whirled, and in a quick movement she dragged him off the street and into the alley, pinning him against the wall with one arm against his throat, her lips curled back to reveal her fangs.

      “You think I didn’t sense you watching me?” she asked. “I’m not some oblivious human, Alaric.”

      Alaric yanked himself out her grasp, baring his own fangs.

      “I’m here to tell you to stay away from Naomi,” he snarled.

      “If I wanted to harm your little witch, I never would have joined the Alliance,” she said, her blue eyes flashing.

      “Why did you join the Alliance?”

      An emotion he couldn’t discern flickered in her eyes. Regret? Hurt?

      “Perhaps like you I’ve changed. Perhaps I want to atone for my past deeds.”

      “That’s bollocks,” he snapped, “you’re a killer, Elisabetta. Always have been, always will be.”

      There was that flicker in her eyes again. She looked away, when her eyes again met his, they were filled with defiance.

      “If I’m still a killer, then so are you,” she said. “Has it crossed your mind that I want to protect Naomi as well? The only Descendant we’re aware of?”

      “I don’t believe you,” he said. He lowered his voice to a growl. “If you do anything to harm her . . . I will kill you.”

      “She really has lured you in, hasn’t she?” Elisabetta purred. “I suppose she is beautiful. In a wholesome American sort of way, I suppose.”

      “She’s the love of my life,” Alaric said.

      To his surprise, there was no jealousy in her expression at his words. Instead, she looked . . . relieved.

      “Then you should know something,” she said.

      “What?” he asked, bracing himself for a threat.

      “The Alliance can’t be trusted. A member—or more than one member—is working for the Order.”

      Alaric froze; it was what he and the others had suspected, but it was still startling to hear out loud.

      “How do you know?”

      “I’ve done some investigating on my own,” she said. “I want the Order stopped. I don’t care if you believe me or not. Even people who aren’t members of the Alliance want them stopped. If you’re so concerned about Naomi’s safety, stop looking at people like me, and look at people you supposedly trust. And,” she added, with a sharp look, “you were mine once, but I’m no longer infatuated with you. This is not about you; I genuinely want Naomi to stay safe and alive. Threaten me again . . .” her voice dropped, eyes darkening, “and I just may kill you. I may be younger than you, but I’m just as strong.”

      She sped out of the alley before he could stop her. He watched her go, conflicted. Elisabetta had been a consummate liar when he knew her, luring humans and witches to their deaths with seductive smiles and promises. She could be lying to keep him off her scent.

      But there was something different about her now. Perhaps she was telling the truth?

      He shook his head. He didn’t know what to believe. He would ask Casimir to keep her under surveillance . . . just in case.

      Alaric left Chelsea to head to Mayfair, parking on a street he hadn’t ventured to in years. He got out of the car, studying the elegant three-story Georgian town home before him. He’d once shared this house with Ileana, the vampire he’d loved a lifetime ago. Ever since Naomi came into his life, he’d thought little of Ileana, something which initially caused him guilt. But he now accepted that his feelings for Naomi eclipsed what he had ever felt for anyone else.

      Still, he hesitated to go inside. It was in this house where he’d found Ileana’s murdered body; nightmares of the discovery had plagued him for years afterwards. Despite the gruesome memory, he’d never been able to give up the house. Perhaps it was time.

      When he entered the house, only a faint trace of sadness filled him, rather than overwhelming grief. He’d long since removed the furniture and decorations Ileana had filled the house with, and it was mostly empty now. He made a beeline to the study in the rear of the house to unearth what he’d come for. He found it nestled in a small box at the base of the bookcase, one of the few pieces of furniture still in the house.

      He opened the box. Inside was an interlocking gimmel ring set with diamonds as the center stones. The yellow gold bands were inscribed with his human family name, Donatien. It was one of the few relics he’d kept from his human years; it had once belonged to his human mother. He hadn’t been particularly close to her, her act of giving him this ring had been one of her few acts of affection he could recall.

      He’d initially planned to buy Naomi one of those flashy engagement rings humans wore, but he suspected Naomi would appreciate this more. She wanted to know more about his human years, and he wanted to share a part of those years with her.

      Pocketing the rings, Alaric stood, taking one last look around the study before leaving. This time when he left, closing the door behind him, it felt as if he were officially shutting the door on his past to begin his future with Naomi.
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      Naomi panicked when she awoke to find Alaric gone, calming only when she found a text from him, informing her he’d gone to London to run an errand and would be back later that day.

      Naomi studied the text for a moment, puzzled. What kind of errand? She suspected he’d purposefully been vague. He was doing it again, retreating into a bubble of secrecy. She could only hope he wasn’t doing something dangerous. She debated following him into London, but decided against it. She’d have to trust he would be honest about what he was up to, and his secrecy was a thing of the past.

      After she got showered and dressed, she performed two Blocking spells to seal off her mind. She remained in their room to call Kat, biting her lip as she waited for her to answer. While Kat approved of their relationship, she didn’t know how she’d react to the news of them getting married so soon.

      When Kat answered, Naomi told her about their wedding plans right away, and waited tensely for Kat’s response. At first, there was a long pause, and Naomi braced herself for a tirade. Instead, she heard sniffling.

      “Kat? Are you . . . crying?”

      “I’m just so happy for you,” Kat whispered. “I’ve watched you struggle for so many years . . . you were isolated for so long. Your happiness is all I ever wanted for you. All your parents wanted for you.”

      A rush of relief and joy swept over her; she felt guilty for assuming Kat would be anything but happy for her. Naomi had been isolated for most of her life when she thought her locked magic was a troubled psyche; there was a time not too long ago when she thought she’d be alone forever. Now she’d found her soulmate, who came in the form of a devastatingly gorgeous four-hundred-year-old vampire.

      “I am happy,” Naomi said, beaming. “Very.”

      “Wait . . . why are you getting married so soon?” Kat asked, her tone sharpening. Naomi expelled a sigh. Maybe her original assumption hadn’t been wrong after all. “I thought you were searching for another Stone. Is there some sort of emergency? Are you pregnant?”

      “Kat. I am not pregnant. What is this—the Fifties? We’re not old fashioned humans. Vampire and a witch, remember? Alaric just thinks we shouldn’t put our life on hold. And I agree.”

      She decided to omit the part about the witch’s threat; it would only make her aunt worry more.

      “I suppose you’re right,” Kat said, after a brief pause. The excitement returned to her voice. “I can’t wait to see everyone again. And I’ll definitely take Alaric up on his offer to fly out first class.”

      Naomi called Emma next; she jumped as Emma screamed with delight when she told her the news. She shouldn’t have been surprised by her reaction. Emma had known Naomi as a secretive curator obsessed with her job and a nonexistent dating life. How things had changed.

      “I was only around you two briefly but I can tell you’re soulmates,” Emma gushed. “And I get to see that hunky vampire and witch. They’re going to be at the ceremony, I assume?”

      “Yes,” Naomi said, grinning at her description of Casimir and Elias as ‘hunky’. Their good looks hadn’t escaped her notice when she first met them, but Alaric’s beauty made every other creature pale in comparison.

      When she hung up with Emma, a slight pang pierced her. She was glad that she had Kat and Emma, yet she couldn’t help but wonder how it would’ve been if her parents were alive. They would have been the first call she made. Would they approve of her marrying a vampire? Or would they be cautious? Naomi could only imagine them being happy for her. Hadn’t they sacrificed their lives so she could live a full, happy life?

      She went downstairs to find the others; they were all gathered in the study.

      “I still didn’t find much about Raphael’s former lovers,” Casimir said. “Publicly, he only dated wealthy human heiresses. No witches. If the witch we’re looking for is a former lover, he kept her hidden well. And your description of her isn’t coming up in any of the Alliance databases, Naomi. It’s like she’s a ghost.”

      “We’ll just have to keep searching,” Madalena said. “No one is a ghost. We will find her.”

      A wave of frustration filled Naomi. If she was strong enough to prevent the witch from entering her mind and manipulating her, she’d have located her by now.

      “Why don’t you take a break from all this, Naomi?” Madalena asked. “We’ll come get you if we find anything.”

      Naomi hesitated. She wanted to try another Locator spell for the Stone, though she suspected searching for the witch was a better plan; her multiple attempts to locate the Stone had come up empty.

      But maybe a break was in order. Madalena and the others were searching, and Naomi did have something else to concentrate on—planning an impromptu witch bonding ceremony.

      Madalena loaned her a grimoire that detailed the intricacies of witch weddings; Naomi found a quiet room and sat down to read. She focused on one passage in particular:

      During a witch bonding ceremony, the coven typically stands around the marrying couple in a circle lined by enchanted stones. The couple then recites their vows in the ancient language before performing a hand fasting ceremony to seal their bond.

      As a historian, Naomi was well aware of hand fasting ceremonies; a practice common among the ancient Celts, a joining of hands along with a prayer. But a magical hand fasting was more intricate. It involved a spell that joined the couple’s hands with visible magical bonds, wrapping around their bodies and sealing the couple together for several minutes while the coven performed a group Bonding spell.

      She was practicing the words of the spell when she heard Alaric return. She put down her grimoire and found him in their guest bedroom. She got right to the point.

      “What were you doing in London?”

      He froze, avoiding her gaze, and Naomi’s stomach tightened. He was still keeping secrets from her.

      “I’ll tell you during dinner,” he said. “I promise. I asked the others to give us some alone time. I want to cook something for us.”

      Naomi relaxed, though her eyes widened in surprise.

      “Vampires . . . cook?”

      “You still have a lot to learn about my kind,” Alaric said, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Yes, we do. I regret that we never had a proper courtship. I’d like for us to have an official betrothal dinner, just the two of us.”

      “And then you’ll tell me what you were in London for?” she pressed. She wasn’t going to let him get off easy.

      There was a trace of hesitancy in his expression, but he nodded. “And then I’ll tell you what I was in London for.”

      “You have a date,” Naomi said, smiling.

      That evening, the others left them the dining room. True to his word, Alaric prepared a meal of roasted chicken with pomegranate citrus glaze along with generous sides of vegetables. He even set up candles in the center of the table.

      Naomi took it in, moved. This was one of her favorite meals; her mother often cooked these same dishes for her and her father.

      “How did you know?” Naomi asked.

      “Your aunt told me. We had many conversations about you back at the estate,” Alaric said, pushing back her chair so she could sit.

      “Oh no,” Naomi said, with mock horror. “What else did she tell you?”

      “Mostly good things. She did tell me about an unfortunate haircut you sported when you were seventeen. Showed me photos and everything.”

      Naomi groaned, and Alaric laughed.

      For the next half hour, Naomi pretended they were a regular couple enjoying a romantic meal together, and Alaric played along. They discussed everything but the Order, the witch and the Stone. She told him the details of what she’d learned about witch bonding ceremonies. Alaric told her he he had been to one witch bonding ceremony, fifty years ago, during which the two witches getting bonded had accidentally set the surrounding grounds on fire, which both horrified and amused Naomi. He then told her about Fiona and how he could tell that she missed Casimir, but he was determined not to meddle, which relieved Naomi.

      They spoke of how much they both missed Alaric’s estate, nestled in the northern English countryside, and how they’d settle in there once they had a break from all this.

      Naomi allowed herself to briefly fantasize about this; no threat from the Order or another Incantation Stone, just spending idyllic moments at the estate, reading the dozens of books in the library, enjoying moonlit dinners in the courtyard, long nights of making love . . .

      Intuiting her thoughts, Alaric reached out to cover her hand with his.

      “We will have a life together, Naomi,” he murmured.

      Keeping his hand over hers, Alaric knelt down next to her chair, taking out a velvet box from his pocket.

      She stilled, studying the ring he took out. It was a gimmel ring, a common wedding ring popular during the seventeenth century . . . the century when Alaric was human.

      “I was in London fetching this ring from one of my old homes,” he said, taking her hand and sliding it on to her finger. “It belonged to my mother. I want you to wear it as my bride, my mate,” he said, his blue eyes settling on hers, filling with quiet emotion. “I’ll wear the other half. When we wed, they—“

      “Link,” Naomi murmured, a rush of warmth sweeping over her as she looked down at the ring. It had only been on her finger for seconds, but it felt like it had always been there. Like it belonged. “Alaric, this is beautiful. Thank you.” A sudden thought occurred to her, temporarily dimming her joy. “Has—has anyone else worn this?”

      She lowered her eyes, thinking of Ileana. Alaric reached out to cup her chin with his hand, making her look at him.

      “I’ve never given this ring to anyone before you. I’ve never wanted to give this ring to anyone but you.”

      Naomi smiled, and her heart soared. A part of her selfishly hated that Alaric had loved another woman before her, while she had only ever loved him. The fact that no one else had worn his ring filled her with relief.

      “I love you,” he murmured, leaning in to kiss her. She returned it, desire and love flowing through her, until Alaric released her.

      Over the meal, Naomi told him about her conversations with Kat and Emma, and what she’d learned about witch wedding ceremonies. She avoided discussing the witch and the Order, though they were both in the back of her mind. Tonight, she just wanted to enjoy his company.

      Yet even after they finished their meal, retreating to their room to make love, their bodies entwined in heated passion, echoes of the witch’s threat reverberated in her mind. You will never wed your Blood Beast.
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      Kat, Fiona and Emma arrived throughout the next day; their arrivals were enough to temporarily distract Naomi from the witch’s threat.

      Fiona was the first to arrive. She embraced each of them, including Casimir, and Naomi could detect the heat between them as their eyes locked, and held. For a moment, they seemed unaware of everyone else in the room. Naomi exchanged a glance with Alaric, who looked back and forth between his daughter and Casimir with concern. Naomi had advised Alaric to stay out of their tenuous and unresolved relationship; she hoped he would still heed her advice.

      Casimir finally released Fiona, but his eyes remained trained on her. Flushing, Fiona approached Naomi to embrace her.

      “Thanks for making my stubborn father so happy,” Fiona said, when she pulled back.

      “Stubborn?” Alaric asked, innocently raising his eyebrows, before leaning down to peck his daughter on both cheeks.

      Alaric took her bag, and they walked her to her guest room. Fiona told them about her travels. After leaving Alaric’s estate, she’d spent some time in rural Japan before heading to Tokyo. She’d been on her way to Seoul when Alaric had called. Naomi could see the relief on Alaric’s face at the news that his daughter was traveling in Asia; the Order’s activities were limited there.

      “So,” Fiona said, her eyes darting back and forth between Naomi and Alaric. “I know it’s probably secret Alliance business, but I take it there’s a reason you’re holed up in a farmhouse outside of London. And why you’re getting married so soon.”

      “The Order doesn’t rest,” Alaric said simply, “we’re here for Naomi’s safety.”

      A rush of irritation went through Naomi at his words; she was tired of him thinking of her as the person the group constantly had to protect rather than an active member.

      “We’re here as a precaution,” she said, giving Alaric a sharp look. “As for why we’re getting married now . . . Alaric doesn’t believe we should put our life on hold, and I agree. And we already share a Blood Bond.”

      Fiona nodded, but a look of unease flickered across her face.

      “Is there another Incantation Stone out there?” she asked.

      “There is. We’re doing everything we can to find and destroy it,” Naomi said, hoping that she sounded more confident than she felt.

      “It never ends, does it?” Fiona breathed, shaking her head.

      “It will, one day,” Alaric said. “As long as we keep fighting.”

      Emma was the next to arrive. Joy flowed through her at the sight of her friend; she’d missed her almost as much as she missed Kat. Emma represented normalcy, something other than the supernatural battle she was now a part of. She grinned as Emma greeted Casimir, Elias and Alaric with a furious blush. Casimir didn’t seem to notice, Alaric was polite, while Elias flirted shamelessly with a wink. Of the three of them, Elias seemed to be the most aware of his good looks, and reveled in female attention.

      As Naomi led Emma to her guest room, she warned her about Elias’s indiscriminate flirtations, but Emma just shrugged.

      “I can tell he’s a flirt,” Emma said. “Most good looking men are. I suppose it’s more intense when you’re a vampire.” She set down her suitcase, taking in the spacious guest room. “What is it with vampires and their amazing homes? When you said it was a farmhouse, I expected something more ramshackle. This place looks like it belongs in Architectural Digest. How many homes does Elias have?”

      “A lot,” Naomi said dryly.

      “Makes sense. First thing I’d do if I were a vampire—buy stocks and become filthy rich. Then I’d use a thrall on my evil new boss, convince him to retire,” Emma said, her brown eyes dancing with mischief.

      Naomi grinned.

      “Is he worse than our boss in Athens?” she asked.

      “Worse. My life could really use a pick me up right now; I have to say I’m a tad jealous of you. You’re marrying a hot vampire. And you’re a witch. Have you gotten used to it yet? How often do you need to pinch yourself?”

      “Not as often anymore,” Naomi said. “I think I’ve gotten used to all this, believe it or not.”

      As an outsider, Emma only saw the perks of being a part of the supernatural world. Naomi thought of the second Stone and the witch, and her smile faded.

      “What’s going on?” Emma asked, noticing the change in her expression. “That’s not the look of a blushing bride on the eve of her wedding day.”

      Naomi bit her lip. How many times had she kept things from Emma when they worked together in Athens? Her days of secrecy were over.

      She sat Emma down and told her everything that had happened since they left the estate. When she finished, Emma had paled, but she looked at Naomi with resolve.

      “Alaric’s right. You still need to live your lives. Prove that psycho witch wrong. You can’t let fear hold you back.”

      “I won’t,” Naomi said. “But . . . I was nervous about having you and Kat come out here. If there’s any hint of danger, you need to—“

      “I know the drill. Get out of dodge and stay off the radar,” Emma said, waving her concerns aside. “Now. Back to the important stuff. What are you going to wear?”

      Naomi smiled, grateful that she was here. She needed some levity in her life.  Emma was the closest friend she’d ever had. During the time Naomi spent in Athens, Emma had been her confidant. They’d spent countless hours working late at the museum while mutually griping about their boss, enjoying the various taverns and restaurants Athens had to offer, spending time at each other’s apartments watching movies and trying out various Greek recipes. She’d thought Emma would abandon her when she told her the truth about who she was. But Emma had believed her, and stuck by her.

      “Madalena’s going into the city to grab a simple dress for me,” Naomi said, with a casual shrug. She’d given her dress little thought. The intricate Bonding spell she needed to perform for the hand fasting had concerned her more.

      “Actually . . . I think I can help with the dress.”

      Naomi turned at the sound of the familiar voice. Kat stood by the doorway, smiling.

      Naomi stood and rushed into her aunt’s arms. She didn’t realize how much she missed Kat until seeing her in the flesh.

      “I missed you too, honey,” Kat murmured, when Naomi pulled back.

      “When did you get here?”

      “Just now. Madalena already helped me to my guest room,” Kat replied. She turned to Emma with a warm smile. “Hi, Emma. Good to see you again. Come with me, both of you. I want to show you something.”

      In Kat’s guest room, she opened her suitcase, taking out a beautiful red silk dress with long flowing skirts and a finely laced bodice.

      “Your parents had a human ceremony but that was mostly for show, “ Kat said, handing Naomi the dress. “This is the dress your mother wore for their witch bonding ceremony.”

      “I thought my mother didn’t participate in the witch world,” Naomi said, surprised.

      “She spent ninety percent of her time in the human world, yes. But she did sometimes take part in local coven events. And it was important to her to have a witch bonding ceremony with your father,” Kat said. “I know it’s cliché to wear your mother’s wedding dress. If you want to wear something else, I’d under—“

      “No,” Naomi whispered, shaking her head, her eyes filling with tears as she held up the dress. This would be the one tangible connection she had to her mother during her ceremony. “I want to wear this. I’d be honored to.”

      Kat beamed at her before reaching down to unearth something else from her suitcase. It was a thin, ancient looking grimoire. Kat handed it to Naomi.

      “And there’s this. I found it with your mother’s things in my attic; I forgot it was even there.”

      Naomi studied the grimoire, intrigued. Her historian’s eye told her it was old; maybe even centuries old. She carefully flipped it open. The spells inside were all written in the ancient language, and Naomi recognized only a few phrases.

      She froze as she flipped to one page in particular. It was labeled with the words: Freeil greadem lengi. She didn’t know what the other two words meant, but she knew that Freeil meant ‘Destruction’. She made a mental note to ask Madalena about it later.

      “Thank you,” Naomi murmured, touching the delicate binding of the book. This grimoire had belonged to her mother; another connection to the side of her that had been a witch. Had the grimoire been passed down to her mother? By her biological family? Naomi couldn’t wait to delve into it.

      “I’m not done,” Kat said, her eyes twinkling. “I also brought photos of your parents’ witch bonding ceremony. I thought it was fitting.”

      She handed Naomi a small photo album. Naomi looked down at it with anticipation. She’d only seen photos of their traditional human wedding. This would be a glimpse into the world her parents had kept hidden from her.

      “Let’s give her some time alone,” Kat said to Emma.

      Naomi didn’t protest, and perched on the bed to open the album.

      The first photo was of her parents standing beneath an oak tree, surrounded by other members of what she assumed was the local coven, their hands locked as they gazed into each other’s eyes. The next photo was of them facing a petite witch, who Naomi guessed was the coven leader, as they recited their vows. Other photos showed them posing with members of the coven, beaming, pure joy shining from their eyes. Naomi’s heart clenched, and she closed her eyes. They had no idea what was to come, no idea that one day they’d sacrifice their lives for their daughter.

      She flipped to the final photo, and froze. Icy horror slithered through her veins. She let out a strangled cry, stumbling to her feet.

      Alaric was in the room in an instant.

      “Naomi? What’s wrong?”

      Trembling, she handed him the photo. He took it, and the color drained from the face.

      In the photograph, there was a group of smiling coven members. One of them was the same witch who attacked her in the alley. The same witch they were looking for.
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      “Are you sure you don’t remember her?” Alaric asked Kat.

      The others had all entered Kat’s guest room, passing around the photo of the witch. He sat next to Naomi on the bed, his hand resting at the base of her spine. She was pale and shaken, staring in a daze at the floor.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t,” Kat said, as Casimir handed her the photo. “But I hardly recognize any witch in those photos. My sister’s coven was always friendly, but it was closed off to humans, so I never really knew any of them. The wedding was one of the few coven ceremonies I was allowed to attend.”

      Alaric stood, taking the photo from Kat. In the photograph, the witch posed with Naomi’s parents, beaming at the camera. A jolt of rage went through him as he gazed down at her. Her connection to Naomi’s parents invited more questions. How far back did all this go? Had she been the one to betray Naomi’s parents to the Order?

      Calming himself, he knelt before Naomi and took her hands.

      “Sweetheart,” he murmured, “if you want to postpone tonight’s ceremony, I’ll—“

      “No.” She raised her eyes to meet his, taking a breath. “The past few weeks have been filled with revelations like these. If we keep putting things on hold every time something like this happens . . . “ She shook her head. “No. We get married tomorrow as planned.”

      “Let me see what I can find out about her,” Casimir said, stepping forward to take back the photo. “I’ll delve into the records of the Seattle coven Naomi’s parents were apart of.”

      “Wait,” Alaric said abruptly, as Casimir started to leave the room. “I don’t think an online investigation is going to do much. You’ve already tried that.”

      “But now we know who she is,” Casimir protested.

      “No, we don’t. This witch has been very careful to not leave traces of herself online. I . . . I think we need to go to Seattle, after tomorrow’s ceremony. I think we’ll have a better chance of getting answers from the coven in person.”

      “Covens tend to hate vampires,” Elias said wryly, ignoring the sharp look Madalena gave him. “I doubt they’d talk to me or you.”

      “They’ll talk to Naomi,” Alaric said, “especially when they learn she’s the daughter of former members. And once they learn we’re wed, I think they’ll be a bit more welcoming.”

      After a beat, everyone nodded in agreement, but Naomi still looked uneasy.

      “Can you leave us alone?” he asked the others.

      The others obliged, trailing out of the room, though Kat looked reluctant to leave. She cast one last concerned glance at her niece before heading out after the others.

      “We need to find this witch,” Alaric said gently. “Going to Seattle might be our best chance of doing so.”

      “I know,” Naomi said, “it’s not that. Going to Seattle is a good idea. It’s just . . . how could I have not sensed a connection from her? Shouldn’t I have somehow sensed that if I’m such a powerful witch? When I first saw her in the alley, I thought she looked familiar, but I couldn’t place why.”

      “Powerful doesn’t mean omnipotent,” he said, “the important thing is . . . we have a strong lead now.”

      Naomi nodded, though uncertainty still lurked in her eyes, replaced by a sudden flash of anger. “If she was the one who betrayed my parents to the Order, I’m going to kill her. But . . . “ she faltered, looking down at her hands, “I don’t know if I’m strong enough. I felt power from her, Alaric. Immense power.”

      “Raphael was powerful,” he reminded her.

      “This is different. She’s different. I don’t know how yet, but . . . what if I can’t take her on?”

      He stood, holding out his hand. She looked at him, puzzled.

      “What?”

      “Come with me.”

      He led Naomi outside, telling the others they were going for a walk. Naomi’s eyes widened in surprise when he led her to the car.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      He drove them away from the farmhouse, deeper into the remote countryside until they reached a patch of forest.

      Taking her hand, he led her into the forest until they reached a small clearing. Madalena once told him that a witch’s magic was strongest out in nature; magic was connected to the elements.

      “I’m going to prove how strong you are,” he said, moving close to her. Back in London, he’d thrown himself out a window to prove that she was capable of using magic. Now, he wanted to try a different tactic to show her the strength of her magic.

      “You’ve done this before. Back in Greece, and during your induction ceremony. Only this time, I want you to take us above the trees.”

      Naomi looked at him, startled.

      “You want me to fly?”

      Alaric nodded, holding her gaze. He also had a hidden agenda; he wanted to make sure she could get herself out of dangerous situations where she couldn’t apparate by flying.

      “Alaric . . .”

      “Clear your mind,” he murmured, touching the sides of her face. “You can do this, sweetheart. I know you can.”

      Uncertainty still shone in her eyes. After a moment, she closed them. He watched, fascinated. It was faint, barely detectable—a human wouldn’t notice—but he could see her skin begin to vibrate. Her magic was at work.

      She tightened her arms around him, pressing her body against his.

      It was slight at first, the rush of air at the base of his feet. But then it grew until a gust of wind propelled them upwards.

      He held onto Naomi as they soared into the air, watching as her lips mouthed the words of a silent spell. Her eyes were closed, and he could feel her vibrating skin against his as her magic flowed throughout her body. The wind around them picked up as they soared until they were above the trees.

      Alaric looked around, astounded. As a vampire, he could leap great distances into the air, but not this high. It was amazing what his witch could do.

      Naomi still had her eyes closed, and he wondered if she was afraid to open them.

      “Sweetheart,” he murmured, “open your eyes.”

      She did. Pleasure and delight filled them as she looked around. He’d seen her perform powerful feats of magic, yet she still seemed delighted every time she performed a new spell. He sometimes forgot how new this all was to her.

      “Tell me again how not powerful you are,” he said, grinning.

      “Flying is different than defeating a—“

      “I don’t want to hear it,” Alaric said firmly, his smile fading. “I need you to promise me you’ll use this ability to get out of any dangerous situation you find yourself in.”

      “And leave you behind?” she demanded, her eyes flashing.

      “Yes.”

      “No deal, husband-to-be,” she said, frowning. He wasn’t surprised by her response, but his frustration swelled. He told himself that if necessary, he could use the thrall to make her save herself if it came down to it, though he felt guilty at the thought.

      “All right,” he said, pretending he was fine with her response, “but at least you know how high you’re capable of flying now.”

      She tightened her grip on him and lifted them even higher into the air.

      “I know you better than you think, Alaric,” she said, “and I know you want to protect me. Thank you for bringing me out here. But I have to ask . . .” she hesitated, her eyes filling with vulnerability. “You are marrying me because you love me and you want us to move on with our lives, right? No other reason?”

      His chest tightened. Had she somehow surmised his true intentions? And if he confessed, would she refuse to go through with the ceremony? Even worse, would she tire of his protectiveness and want to end their relationship altogether? He recalled the argument they had when they first arrived at the farmhouse. He’d never seen her so furious.

      No. He couldn’t lose her. She had brought him out of his darkness, out of his isolation. And he did want to marry her for love. He told himself this as he cupped her face in his, meeting her eyes.

      “I’m marrying you because you are the love of my life, and I can’t imagine my life without you.”

      Naomi’s expression filled with joy. You told her the truth, he told himself. Even if it wasn’t the whole truth. Naomi pressed her lips to his, and he returned her kiss, pushing aside his sliver of guilt.

      When they returned, Naomi went to find Kat and Emma, wanting to spend as much time with them as she could; they were leaving after the ceremony tomorrow.

      Alaric searched for Casimir; he still hadn’t asked him to keep Elisabetta under surveillance. He scented his presence in the study and approached, but froze when he detected a second presence in the room. Fiona.

      He continued toward the entrance to the study, halting in his tracks. Casimir and Fiona stood in the center of the study, locked in a passionate kiss.

      Fiona immediately sensed his presence and backed away from Casimir, flushing. Casimir turned to face him, and his body went rigid.

      “I—I was just on my way,” Fiona stammered, hurrying past Alaric.

      Casimir remained still as Alaric approached, but his expression was defiant.

      “Fiona and I—“

      “I didn’t come in here to confront you and Fiona,” Alaric said. He was a little uneasy about what he’d witnessed; Casimir had hurt his daughter before. But he’d told himself he would stay out of their relationship, as much as he wanted to do the fatherly thing and threaten Casimir if he hurt her again.

      “I went to see Elisabetta in London yesterday,” he said, trying to focus on what he’d sought Casimir out for. “I want you to keep her under surveillance.”

      “Why?”

      “We all suspect there’s a traitor in the Alliance; I think it’s her,” Alaric said. “And . . . don’t mention this to Naomi,” he added. She didn’t need to know about his confrontation with Elisabetta. “Or anyone else, for that matter.”

      He braced himself for Casimir to protest, but he nodded his agreement. Perhaps he just wanted to stay on Alaric’s good side after what he’d witnessed.

      Alaric turned to leave, but Casimir stopped him.

      “About Fiona,” he began.

      “It’s none of my—“

      “I love her,” Casimir said, his voice filling with emotion. “I ended our relationship because I wanted to focus on my work for the Alliance. But I’ve regretted it ever since. I won’t hurt her again.”

      “I know you love her,” Alaric said. At Casimir’s look of surprise, he continued, “I once denied my feelings for Naomi. When you were doing the same, I could tell. Everyone else seemed to recognize how I felt about Naomi before I did.” Alaric studied him for a moment. “You could have told Fiona how you felt weeks ago when she was with our group. What changed?”

      Casimir reached into his pocket, taking out his phone. He tapped on the screen and handed it to Alaric. Alaric studied the screen. It was a photo of a woman in her fifties and another woman in her twenties; they both had Casimir’s blond hair and grey eyes.

      “My mother and my sister,” Casimir said. “Murdered by an Order witch when they stopped him from killing a human.”

      Casimir’s voice broke, and Alaric’s chest tightened with sympathy. He’d never spoken of this to Alaric.

      “It’s why I joined the Alliance. I wanted to focus on stopping the Order and only that. I didn’t have time for love. Sound familiar?”

      Alaric gave him a bitter smile. It was the same excuses he’d used to deny his feelings for Naomi.

      “And then I met a woman who changed everything,” Casimir continued. “I’ve been watching you and Naomi. I admire how you’re not putting your lives together on hold for the Alliance—or the Order. It’s why I told Fiona how I feel about her.”

      “Casimir, Naomi’s a part of the Alliance, and this fight. It’s different with my daughter, she’s not—“

      “I know,” Casimir interrupted. “I’ll keep her away from all this. I’ll protect her with my life.”

      Alaric saw love and determination in Casimir’s eyes, and he relaxed. His daughter was in good hands.

      He stepped forward, extending his hand. Casimir took it, giving it a firm squeeze. A silent understanding passed between them. Giving Casimir a final nod, Alaric left the room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning, Alaric stood in the barn, taking it in with awe. Madalena, Kat and Emma had transported it from blandness into a romantic space. Lights were strung along the walls, and white rose petals were scattered over the ground. A circle of stones enchanted by Madalena rested in the center of the barn; he stood there now, waiting for his bride-to-be, while the others stood in a circle around him.

      The barn doors opened, and Naomi entered with Kat, their arms linked. The only human wedding tradition carryover she’d wanted was the act of a relative giving her away, and she wanted Kat to do the honor.

      Alaric’s heart swelled as he took his mate in. He always found Naomi beautiful, but today she looked even more radiant. The red silk gown she wore accentuated the curves of her slender body, she wore her dark wavy hair loose around her shoulders, and her golden eyes sparkled with joy as they met his.

      When she arrived at his side, he took her hand, raising it to his lips. She smiled, and a rush of joy filled him at the love he saw in her eyes. He took both of her hands as they moved to the center of the circle.

      “We’re here to bond Naomi and Alaric in Brakij, the way of witches,” Madalena said.

      Alaric barely paid attention to her words; his entire focus was on Naomi. At this moment, all thoughts of the mysterious witch and the Order had vanished from his mind. All that mattered was him and Naomi, committing to each other in the ways of her kind. He wanted to pause this moment, to seal it into his memory forever.

      As Madalena began to recite the words of the hand fasting part of the ceremony, Alaric stiffened in alarm. Foreign scents he didn’t recognize drifted to his nostrils. Multiple creatures were approaching the barn. Witches.

      “Naomi, get down!” he cried.

      The barn disintegrated around them amidst an onslaught of spells.
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      It happened fast. One moment she was filled with joy, gazing into the blue eyes of the vampire she loved beyond reason, and the next she was dodging spells and issuing ones of her own.

      In the seconds after the barn exploded around them, a dozen witches had charged into the barn, hurling offensive spells at them. Elias and Alaric charged towards the witches, fangs bared, while Madalena shot back spells of her own. Casimir darted towards Fiona, shoving her behind him as he faced off with the witches.

      Amidst the chaos, Naomi whirled, searching for Kat and Emma. They were crouched in the back of the barn, shaking. Naomi dashed towards them, but a spell hit her in the back, and she fell to the ground.

      She looked up, panicked, as a wild-eyed witch crept towards her.

      “I’m not allowed to kill you,” he snarled, “but that doesn’t mean—“

      In a flash, Alaric yanked him back, snapping his neck. Alaric helped her to her feet.

      “I’m getting them out of here,” she said, gesturing towards Kat and Emma.

      Alaric gave her a quick nod, whirling to face another witch who charged at them.

      Naomi raced to Kat and Emma.

      “Grab my hands!” she shouted over the din, holding out her hands. She didn’t want to leave Alaric and the others behind, but they were at least capable of fighting off the witches. Kat and Emma could easily be killed.

      Kat and Emma obeyed, grabbing her hands. Naomi shouted the words of the Apparition spell, and with a tug of wind, they arrived in a remote field. It was just outside the patch of forest where Alaric had taken her the day before.

      “Oh my God,” Emma whispered, stumbling to her knees. “How—what just happened? Who were those—“

      “Stay here until we come back for you. If anyone suspicious approaches, hide in the forest,” Naomi interrupted. There was no time for explanations. “I need to help the others.”

      “Be careful,” Kat said, “please.”

      Naomi apparated herself back to the barn.

      The barn was still and quiet when she returned; three dead witches lay on the ground. The white petals strewn about the barn floor were now streaked with blood. Alaric stood over one of the dead witches, his breathing ragged, his bared fangs stained crimson.

      “What happened?” Naomi asked. “Where are the other witches?”

      “Gone,” Alaric said, looking up as he retracted his fangs. “We were in the midst of fighting them when they all just vanished. Madalena and the others went inside to make sure they’re gone.”

      She reached for his hand, and together they raced out of the barn and into the house. Alaric grabbed her arm before they could enter, inhaling.

      “There’s no trace of them,” he said, but still kept his hand on her arm as they entered the house.

      “The witches are gone,” Madalena confirmed, looking shaken and baffled, as they stepped into the front hallway.  Elias, Casimir and Fiona stood behind her. “Elias caught traces of their scents, so they did come inside the house.”

      “Were they with the Order?” Naomi asked. The mysterious witch wasn’t with them, but her instincts told her she was involved somehow.

      “I don’t know,” Madalena admitted, shaking her head. “But I don’t see who else they could have been.”

      “Whoever they were—they didn’t try to take me,” Naomi said slowly. This was proving her theory that the Order was up to something else this time. “But one of them told me he wasn’t allowed to kill me.”

      “Maybe they wanted to stop the ceremony?” Casimir asked, looking puzzled.

      “No. I don’t think so,” Madalena said.

      “What if they were here for something else?” Naomi asked, her heart picking up its pace as a sudden dark thought occurred to her. “What if the attack in the barn was just a distraction?”

      “Distraction? For what?” Elias asked.

      But she was already moving past them. She hurried up the stairs and to the guest bedroom she shared with Alaric.

      She halted in her tracks, filled with dread. The room had been torn apart.

      “Bloody hell,” Alaric muttered, entering the room behind her. She hurried to the overturned side table where she’d set her mother’s grimoire. It was gone.

      “My mother’s grimoire,” Naomi whispered, turning around to face him as the others entered the room. “I think that’s what they were after.”

      “Grimoire?” Madalena echoed.

      Naomi told her about the grimoire Kat had given her the day before. She’d been so distracted by the witch’s appearance in her parents’ wedding photos that she’d forgotten to ask her about it. When she told Madalena about the strange spell she saw in the grimoire—Freeil greadem leng. Madalena’s hand flew to her mouth. Even Casimir looked shaken.

      “What?” Naomi asked, another heavy sense of dread seeping into her bones. “What does it mean?”

      “It’s dark magic. The name for a series of Destruction spells, to be precise. Powerful destruction spells, capable of causing death, disease, you name it,” Madalena said. “On a massive scale.”

      A hushed silence fell over the room.

      “So instead of using the Incantation Stone—“ Naomi began, her mouth dry.

      “They can create a Destruction spell.”

      “Why?” Naomi asked. None of this made any sense. “Why not just use the Stone? Why create a Destruction spell?”

      “Maybe it’s a backup plan. Maybe they don’t have the Stone anymore,” Casimir said.

      “Why would they attack us just to steal a grimoire? And how the hell did they know it was here?” Elias asked, his brow furrowed.

      “It’s not just any grimoire. You said it looked old, Naomi?” Madalena asked. At Naomi’s nod, Madalena continued. “If it is what I’m thinking, it’s a Menal grimoire—a grimoire containing rare, powerful and complex spells. They’re usually kept in families for generations. And they’re rare. It’s fitting a Descendant like Naomi’s mother would have it. Destruction spells can easily backfire, which is why the Order hasn’t used one. It’s like trying to create a hydrogen bomb in your kitchen.  You need a very specific set of instructions. That grimoire contains those instructions.”

      “That grimoire has been sitting in my aunt’s attic for years,” Naomi whispered. “If it contained dark magic, why did my mother hold onto it?”

      “The grimoire also contains counter spells to the Destruction spell. That could be why. Or . . . if it’s a family heirloom, perhaps she kept it for sentimental reasons,” Madalena mused.

      Naomi closed her eyes, reeling. If she’d known how important the grimoire was, she’d never have let it out of her sight.

      “Elias brought up a fair point; they somehow knew the grimoire was here. We’re not safe here; perhaps we never were. We need to leave, immediately,” Alaric said. “And I think it’s best we split up. If we’re being tracked, it would be harder for them to locate us.”

      “Agreed,” Casimir said. “I’ll set up a private communications network. No one will know about it but us.”

      “Fiona,” Alaric said, turning to his daughter. “You need to—“

      “Hide. I know the drill,” Fiona said wryly, though there was a trace of unease in her eyes.

      “I’ll make sure she gets somewhere safe,” Casimir said, and Naomi could see the love in his expression as he pulled Fiona close to his side.

      “Alaric and I should head to Seattle,” Naomi said. The intruders had stolen her mother’s grimoire, tucked away in Seattle for years. The mysterious witch knew her parents and attended their wedding back in Seattle. Answers were there, she was certain of it.

      They moved quickly. Madalena would return to London, in case the Alliance was watching for them. Elias and Casimir would head to the States as well; Casimir to Portland, Elias to San Francisco, both close enough to Seattle to get there swiftly if necessary.

      Naomi fetched Kat and Emma, bringing them back to the house.

      “I’m sorry you got dragged into all this,” Naomi said, with a stab of guilt. Had she not invited Emma or Kat here, they would have never gotten involved. Now they both would have to put their lives on hold and stay off the radar for their own protection.

      But Emma waved off her apology.

      “Hey. I got to apparate,” she said, grinning. “And I’ve been meaning to take a vacation from the museum, so this is no big deal.”

      Naomi tried to smile, but she was worried. Emma knew about the Order, but she didn’t know the full extent of what they were capable of. Were they working with the witch who knew her parents? There was still so much that was unknown.

      They all agreed to not inform the Alliance of their departure. If there was a traitor in the Alliance, telling them of their whereabouts would be a mistake. Until they got to the bottom of the attack at the farmhouse—and the witch’s identity—they were on their own.

      They left Elias’s farmhouse at different times in case they were being watched. She, Alaric and Kat, who was coming with them to Seattle, left first. Naomi embraced everyone for a long time before they left; she didn’t realize how attached she’d become to their little group. While she agreed with Alaric about them all splitting up, it still made her nervous. What if something happened to them on their own?

      “We’ll be in touch,” Madalena said, seeming to read her mind, when she embraced her goodbye. “We’re all used to this, Naomi. It’s part of being in the Alliance. Just focus on staying safe.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Casimir had presented them with fake passports before they left. Naomi, Kat and Alaric were flying commercially to Seattle, as the Alliance would be on the lookout for Madalena’s private plane. They boarded their flight without incident, and it was only during the flight that Naomi had a chance to process everything that happened. The ceremony, the attack, the theft of the grimoire. Panic rose in her chest at the thought of what they were using the grimoire for, but a more persistent question raced through her mind.

      “What’s wrong?” Alaric asked, studying her; he must have sensed her anxiety through their bond.

      Naomi looked around at the other passengers. Kat was sleeping while the other passengers paid them no mind. Still, she murmured a Silencing spell before answering.

      “What if there’s no Stone?” she asked.

      “Of course there’s another Stone. You heard it in your mind,” Alaric said, frowning, “just like you heard the first Stone.”

      “But I haven’t been able to truly feel it since that night at your estate . . . if it was even the Stone to begin with. I’ve just heard whispers. I felt the first Incantation Stone constantly. Besides, if they already have the Stone, they wouldn’t need the grimoire.”

      “Or they need another way to activate the Stone. A way that doesn’t require the sacrifice of a Descendant,” Alaric said.

      “Maybe. But . . . what if that witch tricked me to think I was hearing the Stone?”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “I don’t know.” Naomi shook her head, rubbing her temples. The more questions she asked, the more questions seemed to arise. “I could be wrong. This isn’t like last time, Alaric. They’re doing something different.”

      “That I agree with,” Alaric said. He studied her, and his expression turned regretful. “Naomi . . . you will get a real ceremony one day. And there won’t be any interruptions. You have my word.”

      “I know,” she said, giving him a wistful smile. It had been a beautiful ceremony before the attack. Now it already seemed like it was ages ago. Her body tensed; she wondered if Alaric’s words would ever come true. She knew what she had signed up for by joining the Alliance. But would they ever get a moment of peace?

      At the airport in Seattle, Alaric rented a car. She and Kat watched as Alaric used a thrall on the reservationist; the human wouldn’t remember them if interrogated. He’d done the same thing to the ticket agent at the airport in London; Naomi found it morbidly fascinating every time. Alaric once told her the thrall was the closest vampires got to performing magic.

      Leaving the airport, they drove to one of Elias’s homes in Lake Washington; it was too risky to return to Kat’s home. Naomi glanced at Kat in the rearview mirror. In the immediate aftermath of the attack she’d been shaken, but she quickly bounced back to her old self, fussing over Naomi and making sure she ate on the long flight. Worry crawled through Naomi as she studied Kat; she’d have to convince her stubborn aunt to go to a safe house.

      She slid her gaze away from Kat, taking in the city as they drove. It was odd to be back in Seattle; she’d lived in Europe for years now, only coming back sporadically to visit Kat. When she’d last lived here, she’d been unaware of the hidden world of witches and vampires. And now, she had returned with her vampire mate, heading to the home of another vampire. How things have changed, she mused to herself.

      It was the dead of night when they arrived at Elias’s sprawling home on the banks of Lake Washington. Alaric made them wait while he went inside to ensure it was empty. When he gave them the okay, Naomi entered after Kat, who marveled at the bare bones but opulent interior; marble floors, high ceilings, minimalistic but expensive furniture.

      But Naomi could barely focus on anything about the home; the events that led them here swirled about in her mind. She took out the photo of the witch from her pocket, gazing down at it. The witch smiled at her from the photo, calm and serene, though her silver eyes remained cold. Who are you? Naomi wondered. How are you connected to my parents? To me?
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      Early the next morning, Alaric and Naomi left to head into the city to question Suzette, the leader of the coven her parents had been members of.

      She glanced over at Alaric’s tense profile. He hadn’t wanted to leave Elias’s home so soon; he wanted to make certain no one had followed them to Seattle. But Naomi had convinced him there was no time to wait. The witches who’d attacked the farmhouse had a grimoire that could instruct them how to perform a Destruction spell. They needed to track them down, and fast.

      They soon arrived in the old historic First Hill neighborhood of Seattle. The neighborhood was vaguely familiar; Naomi had gone trick or treating at many of the old revival houses here. She couldn’t help but smile at the irony: she’d been trick or treating at actual witch’s homes, unbeknownst to her. Her smile faded when they parked, and Alaric turned to face her, his expression grim.

      “Are you ready?”

      She nodded, though she didn’t feel ready. She had the feeling she wouldn’t like the answers they’d find here.

      They made their way to a rambling Victorian home at the far end of the quiet street. Naomi looked up, taking it in. It did seem like the home of a witch. It looked ancient, with a crumbling brick exterior, and there was a gnarled old oak tree in the front yard that seemed to watch them. She even sensed an undercurrent of magic from the house as they approached the front door.

      The witch who answered was a petite elderly woman; her straw blonde hair was almost entirely shot through with grey, and she had clear blue eyes that peered at them from behind miniscule spectacles. She looked like Naomi had always imagined a witch would appear; all she needed was a pointy hat and a broom.

      The witch studied them with polite puzzlement before she stiffened, her hands flying to her mouth as she gazed at Naomi.

      “Naomi Feldman. I never thought . . .” she breathed, shaking her head. “I take it . . . you know who you are?”

      How many people knew I was a witch before I did? Naomi wondered, with a trace of bitterness. But she forced a smile.

      “Yes,” Naomi said, “I know who I am.”

      “I’m Suzette Colier,” the witch said, not taking her eyes off Naomi as she moved to the side so they could enter. “Please, come in.”

      Moments later, she and Alaric were seated in a dusty old drawing room, stuffed to the brim with ancient looking grimoires and other books. Suzette kept casting suspicious looks at Alaric, though Naomi told her he was her mate and she trusted him with her life. Maybe Elias had been right about covens’ prejudice against vampires.

      “I was so sorry to hear about your parents,” Suzette said, sliding her gaze from Alaric to Naomi, her expression softening. “Everyone in the coven loved Liz and Sam. They were brilliant, and so kind. I never agreed with them hiding who you were, but I suppose they had their reasons. They forbid any of us to contact you—told us they would tell you who you really were on their own time.”

      Naomi nodded, though another stab of bitterness pierced her. She knew why her parents had kept her status a secret, but she’d paid dearly for her ignorance.

      Keeping a polite smile pinned on her face, Naomi handed Suzette the photo of the witch at her parents’ wedding.

      “Alaric and I work with the Alliance,” Naomi said. “We just need some information. Do you know who this witch is?”

      As Suzette studied it, Alaric stiffened at her side. She looked up, following his gaze. A woman in her forties stood by the doorway to the living room; she had the same straw blonde hair and clear blue eyes as Suzette, her eyes were wide as she took in Naomi.

      Suzette looked up and turned, frowning.

      “What are you doing, Camille? You need to be practicing,” she snapped.

      “I—I’m sorry,” Camille stammered, her eyes still on Naomi. She turned and darted from the room.

      “Sorry about that,” Suzette said, shaking her head. “My daughter’s had some trouble and she’s living with me for the time being.” She returned her focus to the photo, her brow furrowed. “I think I remember this woman. She looks familiar, but I can’t recall her name. Sometimes she would come to coven events, but she never stayed for long. She was never an official member. She did come to your parents’ wedding, which I thought was odd—I didn’t know they knew her. I think . . . I think they had some sort of argument after the wedding. After that, I never saw her again. I’m sorry I don’t have any more information for you,” she added, noting the disappointment in Naomi’s eyes. “Why are you looking for her?”

      “She has some information we need,” Alaric replied. “Thank you for your time. If you remember anything, please don’t hesitate to contact us.”

      Naomi gave her the number of the burner cell phone Casimir had given them before they left London. They started to rise, but Suzette stopped them.

      “Do you want to stay for breakfast? I can make you both—I mean you, a meal,” she said to Naomi.

      Naomi hesitated. They needed to keep searching, but Suzette had known her parents, and she was always eager to learn more about them. She looked up at Alaric; he gave her a small nod.

      “We’d love to,” she said.

      Suzette prepared their breakfast using magic; Naomi watched in amazement as Suzette flicked her hand, and the French toast dipped into a bowl of batter on its own, before landing on the griddle to cook, while bacon sizzled and flipped on the pan. Suzette sat down, and Naomi’s eyes widened as the French toast and bacon sailed onto plates, which flew towards them and settled on the table.

      At her side, Alaric looked mildly annoyed.

      “Show off,” he whispered into her ear. He must have seen magic like this before. But Naomi hadn’t, and she didn’t try to hide her amazement. Naomi hadn’t used her magic for many mundane tasks; even Madalena cooked the human way.

      “Benefits of being a witch,” Suzette said, looking amused by Naomi’s awe. “They’re simple spells, you can find them in any grimoire. A shame,” she added, shaking her head, her expression turning to one of pity. “You learn things like when you grow up as a witch.”

      Another pang of regret pierced Naomi; Suzette was right. Madalena had taught her basic spells, but most of the magic she used was for life or death feats. At this point, she couldn’t imagine living life as an ordinary witch.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have any—er—blood for you,” Suzette said, practically choking over the word blood, turning to Alaric.

      “I’ll survive,” Alaric said drily.

      As they ate, Suzette handed her several photos of her parents at various coven events.

      “They were usually so cheerful . . . until the months before they died,” Suzette said, shaking her head. “They were increasingly anxious . . .  and secretive. Soon they stopped attending coven events altogether.”

      Naomi and Alaric exchanged a glance. They both knew why. Her parents had known the Order was on their trail.

      “Will you be in Seattle long?” Suzette asked, walking them to the door after Naomi had finished her meal. “We’re having a coven event this weekend. I’m sure the other witches would love to meet you.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not,” Naomi said, though a sliver of regret went through her. Suzette seemed genuinely kind; if this was the type of community she could have grown up in, her formative years would have been a lot less traumatizing.

      Suzette embraced her a long time and awkwardly shook Alaric’s hand before closing the door behind them.

      “She was nice, but we’re no closer to where we were before,” Alaric grumbled.

      Before Naomi could reply, the sensation of eyes on the back of her neck made her go still. She turned. Camille was in the upstairs window, peering down at them, but she abruptly closed the curtains.

      “We need to talk to other coven members,” Alaric continued, “I find it hard to believe no one knows the identity of that witch.”

      Naomi remained silent as they got into the car and drove away. Alaric was halfway down the street when she reached out to grab his arm.

      “Pull over.”

      “Why?” Alaric asked, stiffening in alarm, his eyes scanning the rearview mirror.

      “I want to try something.”

      Alaric frowned, puzzlement in his eyes, but he pulled over.

      “This isn’t magic, just intuition. I think Camille knows something,” Naomi said, answering the question in his eyes. “The way she was looking at me . . .”

      “It could have just been surprise.”

      “I don’t think so,” Naomi said, shaking her head. “Just . . . give me a second.”

      She closed her eyes, focusing on the image of Camille’s pale face in the window, and murmured the words of a Summoning spell. Herel iy manato. She repeated the spell, and that familiar flow of electricity rippled beneath her skin.

      “Naomi,” Alaric whispered.

      Naomi looked up. A disoriented looking Camille headed down the street towards them, her movements jerky and robotic.

      Naomi opened the door, stepping out as Camille approached them. Camille halted at the sight of her and blinked.

      “You did this,” Camille snapped. “Performing a Summoning spell on another witch is—“

      “I’m sorry,” Naomi said, “but I need to talk to you. I get the feeling you don’t want us to talk around your mother.”

      “I—I don’t know anything,” Camille said, her face going ashen. She stumbled back and turned around.

      Naomi sighed. She hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but desperate times . . .

      She looked at Alaric. He understood her request in just her look, and shot forward to block Camille’s path. Camille’s eyes widened, and she jerked back as Alaric placed his hands on the side of her face, gazing into her eyes. Naomi stepped forward, watching as Camille’s eyes went hazy and unfocused. Alaric’s thrall was taking hold.

      “Do you know the identity of the witch in the photo?” Alaric asked.

      “Yes,” Camille whispered.

      “Who?” Alaric asked. His voice dropped an octave; it was soft, seductive. It was working; Camille’s eyes locked with his, as if hypnotized. “Who is she?” he pressed.

      “She’s gone by many names. I knew her as Genevieve,” Camille whispered. Naomi stiffened with anticipation.

      “Why didn’t you want to tell us?” Alaric asked.

      “Because I’m scared of her,” Camille replied, her eyes filling with tears. “Even though I loved her once. She’s powerful, more powerful than most witches. She’s like . . . you,” she said, her gaze sliding towards Naomi.

      The world around Naomi seemed to spin. Her mouth went dry, and her heart began to hammer against her ribs.

      “What do you mean?” Alaric asked, tensing.

      “The witch you’re looking for . . . she’s another Descendant.”
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      “I’d heard of Descendants before; most witches have,” Camille said, her eyes distant. “I thought they were myth. When Genevieve told me she was one, I just thought she meant she was a pureblood. But then she showed me the magic she was capable of. It was no ordinary magic.”

      Alaric had released Camille from the thrall, bracing himself for her fury. But instead, she told them she felt relieved to unburden herself with this knowledge, which she’d kept to herself for years.

      They were all seated in the car; Camille in the backseat with Naomi. After Alaric drove them to another side street, Naomi had surrounded the car with a Silencing spell.

      “Why did she tell you who she was?” Naomi asked, looking puzzled. “Your mother told us she barely participated in coven events.”

      “Genevieve is the type of witch who needs attention and adulation. I . . . I fell in love with her on sight. She knew how infatuated I was, that I would keep her secret. Looking back on it, she seemed to be looking for followers.”

      “Followers?” Alaric asked, a fissure of alarm flowing through him. “Followers of the Order, or followers of—“

      “Genevieve was dismissive of the Order, though she agreed with their mission. No, she wanted her own followers. But she didn’t find that with my coven. The other members were polite to her, but none of them were as taken with her as I was,” she said, flushing with embarrassment. “I emerged from my love induced fog when she began to get . . . dark. Or maybe she was always dark, and I just didn’t notice it.”

      “Dark?” Alaric pressed.

      “She would talk about how witches were superior to all other creatures; humans and vampires were abominations who shouldn’t even exist. I tried to excuse it at first, I was blinded by love. But I slowly began to see her for what she really was. Cruel. Manipulative. Evil.” Camille’s expression darkened, and she blinked back tears. “She could tell I was no longer under her spell, and she disappeared from my life. I’d never seen or heard anything about her until you two. I recognized your face, you look just like your mother,” she added, studying Naomi.

      “Did Genevieve tell you how she knew my mother?” Naomi asked.

      “No. She seemed to hate her, though she never revealed why.”

      Alaric closed his eyes, gripping the steering wheel so roughly that it began to collapse. He released it, frustrated. The Alliance had been looking for and tracking possible Descendants for years. Why hadn’t Genevieve ever crossed their radar?

      “You won’t find her,” Camille said, as if reading his mind. “Genevieve is very good at not being found.”

      “Thank you, Camille,” Naomi said, after a brief pause. “You’ve helped us a lot.”

      “Please—stop looking for her,” Camille said, a look of genuine fear clouding her expression. “She’s dangerous.”

      “That’s precisely why we need to find her,” Alaric replied.

      They dropped Camille off before heading back to Elias’s home. He glanced over at Naomi, who looked ashen. If he was reeling, he could only imagine how she felt.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “No,” Naomi whispered. “I mean . . . I suspected the witch—Genevieve—was more dangerous than Raphael. But I never could have guessed . . . “ She shook her head. “I feel like such an idiot. I assumed other Descendants out there are either like me—ignorant about who they are—or wanting to fight on the side of the Alliance.”

      “You’re not the idiot,” Alaric said, frustration spiraling through him. “This is the Alliance’s mistake. And what we’ve feared. To have someone with that much power on the wrong side. This adds to the theory that someone in the Alliance may be working against us. Perhaps they knew about her and hid it.”

      “I need to know her connection to my parents,” Naomi said, looking troubled.

      Alaric drummed his hands on the steering wheel, thinking. He’d thoroughly read over Naomi’s file when the Alliance had assigned him as her Watcher. They’d been academics, choosing to live in the human world, though they occasionally participated in coven events. They’d gone out of their way to not involve themselves in the ongoing war between the Alliance and the Order, most likely for Naomi’s sake. Why would Genevieve have been focused on them? Camille said Genevieve hated Naomi’s mother. No mention of her father. Did she have some connection to Naomi’s mother?

      “I want to go to Kat’s home,” Naomi said abruptly.

      “Why?” Alaric asked, tensing. “Your aunt already told us—“

      “Everything she knows, I know. But Kat’s home is the last place my mother was before she died. It’s a long shot, but what if she hid something there? My mother was a smart woman. She suspected danger was coming.”

      Alaric wanted to protest, but he had to concede that Naomi may be right. If her mother had some connection to Genevieve, perhaps they could find a clue to whatever it was in Kat’s home.

      But a trickle of unease filled him at the thought of taking Naomi there. They hadn’t even let Kat return to her home for fear of the Alliance or the Order watching her house. Once again, he felt torn between his duties to the Alliance and his desire to protect Naomi.

      “Alaric,” Naomi said, reaching for his hand. “We’re missing something. If the answer is hidden at Kat’s . . . “

      He gave her a reluctant nod. He would just have to be on sharp alert. If he scented any hint of another witch—or vampire—he’d speed them out of there.

      Twenty minutes later, they arrived at Kat’s home in the northeastern part of the city, a two story ranch style home on a quiet residential street. Alaric scanned the surroundings as they got out and approached. A lone human walked his dog, a neighbor mowed the lawn. The street was as mundane as they come, but he remained alert.

      “Naomi Feldman.”

      Alaric had to restrain himself from baring his fangs as a stout elderly man approached them. Instinctively, Alaric reached out to pull Naomi behind him, but she gave him a sharp look and moved out of his grasp.

      “Stanley,” she said, approaching the man and embracing him. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Are you visiting Katherine? I thought she was out of town.”

      “She is,” Naomi said, and hesitated only briefly before continuing, “but she left some things behind.”

      Alaric stood stiffly as Naomi made small talk with the neighbor. He scanned their surroundings. They were out in the open where any spy could see them. Luckily, her chit chat was brief, and she stepped away from Stanley with a wave.

      “This is my friend Alaric, by the way,” Naomi said, gesturing to Alaric. The man’s gaze shifted to Alaric, he took him in with mild interest.

      “It’s nice to meet—“ Stanley began.

      “You’re feeling fatigued,” Alaric interrupted, placing his hands on the sides of the man’s face and gazing into his eyes. “You’re going to go back inside your house and take a nap. When you wake up, you’ll have no recollection of seeing Naomi—or me.”

      The man’s eyes went hazy. He turned and shuffled back into his house. Naomi glared at him.

      “Was that necessary? I’ve known Stanley since I was a teenager. He’s harmless.”

      “I’m not taking any risks,” he said. “So. I’m your friend, am I?”

      Naomi’s glare faded, and she gave him an apologetic smile. “You know you’re so much more than that. But if I told him you’re my vampire mate with whom I share a Blood Bond, I think that would have invited questions.”

      Alaric’s lips twitched in a hint of a smile. He cast another look around at the street.

      “Let’s get this over with and get out of here.”

      The inside of Kat’s home was tidy and organized; nothing seemed out of place, and he didn’t scent any foreign presence.

      Naomi moved past the narrow entrance hall and into the living room, a haunted expression crossing her face.

      “I spent my teenaged years here; it’s strange being here knowing what I do now,” she said. “See that back door? It kept opening on its own whenever I was upset. I always thought it was the wind. Now I know it was my magic; trying to get out.”

      She studied the back door for a moment before turning to head up the stairs. He followed, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, allowing her to immerse herself in memories.

      She headed down the hall to a guest bedroom, stepping inside to look around.

      “This used to be my room,” she said. “I stayed in here for days after my parents died. I kept hoping that if I kept my eyes closed long enough, when I opened them, they’d be standing by the doorway, telling me it was time to go home.” Her golden eyes glistened with tears, and Alaric stepped forward to reach for her hand.

      “Sweetheart. If you want some time alone . . . “

      “No,” she said, hastily dashing away her tears. “We came here for a reason.”

      She looked around the room one last time before heading out, still holding his hand. She led him to an upstairs attic; every square inch was filled with old books and boxes.

      “If my mother hid anything, it would be in here,” Naomi murmured, looking around.

      She moved to the center of the attic and closed her eyes.

      “Herel iy manato. Mei ene si,” she whispered.

      Alaric watched, enchanted, as her skin pulsed and shimmered, her magic awakened by the spell.

      Alaric didn’t realize how much he enjoyed watching Naomi conduct her power until now. He loved seeing how her body reacted to her magic; how it had already become so attuned to it. This was who she was; a witch whose magic was an essential part of her.

      Naomi stilled. She opened her eyes and moved over to the far wall. She lifted her hand, and the boxes stacked against the wall slid back. Kneeling down next to the wall, she placed her hand against it.

      He watched in amazement as the section of wall disappeared, revealing a small hole. Two objects sailed out. One was a letter. The other a grimoire.

      He moved forward as Naomi unfurled the letter and scanned it, her eyes filling with tears. He knelt down next to her.

      “What does it say?” he asked.

      “It’s from my mother,” Naomi whispered, pressing her hand to her mouth. “Alaric . . .” her voice broke, and she looked at him, stricken. “Genevieve is her biological sister. My aunt.”
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      Naomi,

      It’s selfish of me to hope you never read this letter, but if you are, you know everything. I hope you understand why we never told you who you really are. The people after you will stop at nothing from getting to you and abusing your power. I’ve left one copy of the grimoire with your aunt, another hidden here as a safeguard. Keep close to Kat, she is your true family, I trust her with my life. You do have a biological aunt; my sister, another witch. I’m not sure what name she’ll be using when and if she ever finds you. But she isn’t to be trusted; stay far away from her. She’s dangerous.

      Naomi skimmed her mother’s hastily written words before closing her eyes. She took a breath, getting to her feet.

      “It all makes sense,” Naomi whispered. “Genevieve is also a Descendant; like my mother, like me. Maybe Genevieve wanted my mother to work with her . . . join their powers or something. And when she refused . . . “ Naomi didn’t want to finish the sentence; she now had no doubt that Genevieve had betrayed her parents’ whereabouts to the Order. “And I think this explains how those witches were able to find the grimoire at Elias’ house. Blood magic.”

      “Blood magic?”

      “I read about it in one of Madalena’s grimoires. Among witches, relatives share magical bonds. If an object is enchanted by one relative, other relatives can easily find it using a Locator spell. I’ve suspected Genevieve’s working with those witches who attacked the farmhouse; this proves it.”

      “Why didn’t she come for the grimoire herself?” Alaric asked, frowning.

      “I don’t know,” Naomi said, chilled. “She could be working on something else, and that scares me. It means she’s still ahead of us.”

      “Christ,” Alaric swore. “We need to tell the others.” He froze, looking down at the grimoire. “Why wasn’t Genevieve able to find this one?”

      “My mother put a special enchantment on this one. When I used the Locator spell . . . I heard it. Just like I heard the Stone. I think my mother enchanted it so no one else could find it but me.”

      Naomi picked up the grimoire, clutching it and the letter to her chest. These were direct connections to her mother, and she suddenly felt the enormity of her loss like a gaping wound. Her grief swelled, and she couldn’t hold back her tears. Alaric stepped forward, pulling her close, and she wept into his arms.
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* * *

      “Another Descendant?” Elias asked, his eyes wide. “Holy shit.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Casimir said, anger and frustration simmering in his eyes. “How the hell did we miss that?”

      “I’ve been asking myself the same thing,” Alaric grumbled.

      Naomi and Alaric were back at Elias’s home. They sat in front of Alaric’s laptop, on a video call with Elias, Casimir and Madalena over the private communications network Casimir had set up for them.

      “She claimed to be a former lover of Raphael’s when I confronted her in the alley,” Naomi said slowly, as the memory came back to her. “I don’t think that’s true. That had to be purposeful. Maybe to keep us from finding out who she really is.”

      “It worked,” Casimir said, “I’ve been focusing my search on former paramours of Raphael. I’ll have to see what I can dig up about her. It helps having a name, even if it is an alias. But she’s done a damn good job of hiding herself thus far.”

      “Just find out what you can,” Alaric said. “Please.”

      “Naomi,” Madalena said, looking at her with concern. “If Genevieve is related to you, she must have used Blood magic to get into your mind. This explains what happened during your induction ceremony—and when you tried to use the Locator spell to find her.”

      “I know,” Naomi replied, with a chill. “But . . . this also means I can get into her mind as well.”

      Madalena nodded.

      “You may be the best way of finding her.”

      “But you told Naomi to close her mind off to her,” Alaric said, frowning.

      “That was before I knew we were dealing with another Descendant.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Alaric said, his mouth tight. “If Genevieve can—“

      “We have no choice, Alaric,” Naomi said, giving him a hard look. Now was not the time for his overprotectiveness. “We’re dealing with another Descendant. She’s more dangerous than we thought.”

      “She’s more adept at getting into your mind, so it will take some practice for you,” Madalena continued, focusing on Naomi. “You’ll have to be careful to not let her manipulate you.”

      Naomi gripped the edge of the table, giving Madalena a jerky nod. She had tried to reach Genevieve before and failed, but now that she knew about her connection to her, she had to try.

      “The second grimoire your mother left you,” Madalena continued, “it contains the counter to the Destruction spell. Guard it with everything you have. Put as many Cloaking enchantments on it as you can.”

      When they ended the call, Alaric studied her for a long moment, his blue eyes stormy, before leaving the room without a word. Naomi watched him go, sighing. She understood why he was worried about her connecting with Genevieve, but it had to be done.

      But first, there was the matter of the grimoire her mother had left her. It rested next to the laptop, and she reached for it, running her fingers along its spine. She’d protect the grimoire as if it were the Incantation Stone itself; it was just as valuable. Just as dangerous.

      “Armarri ezku desare,” Naomi murmured, and the grimoire went warm with the words of her Cloaking spell. Thanks, Mom, she silently added, with a rush of gratitude. Her mother may have inadvertently saved millions by hiding away a copy of the grimoire.

      She opened it to the page which detailed the Destruction spell, a chill spreading throughout her body as she read the words. The spell was as dangerous as the spell inscribed in the Incantation Stone. She carefully flipped the page, where the words of counter spells were written out, and silently murmured them. She needed to commit them all to memory.

      Kat entered the room minutes later, balancing two mugs of tea on a tray. She handed one to Madalena, her face a little pale. They’d told her about her mother’s letter when they returned; Kat had reacted with shell-shocked silence. It looked like the news had finally settled in.

      “I can’t believe this,” Kat murmured. “Your mother never said anything about a biological sister.” She expelled a sigh, giving Naomi an apologetic look. “I feel so useless. I wish I’d known.”

      “I think she kept it from you for your safety. Genevieve is dangerous, Kat.” Naomi studied her aunt; she’d been dreading this conversation since she arrived, but it was now very necessary. “Thank you for coming here with us. But this isn’t like last time. We need to send you to a safe house until this is all over.”

      Kat opened her mouth to protest, but stopped herself.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but you’re right.” She expelled a sigh. “Is it selfish of me to wish you were still a museum curator back in Athens?”

      Naomi smiled. “It’s human,” she whispered. She reached out to place her hand over her aunt’s. “I’ll reach out to Madalena. She’ll know where you can go.”

      “And you’ll—“

      “Be safe,” Naomi said. “Always. I’ll feel better—and I’ll be able to concentrate on my magic—if I know you’re out of harm’s way.”

      Kat nodded, but her face was still taut with worry. Naomi decided to lighten the mood.

      “Alaric put a thrall on Stanley,” she said.

      “Stanley? He’s harmless!” Kat said, her lips twitching with amusement. “Hm. Maybe we can have Alaric put another thrall on him to keep him from running his lawnmower at five AM.”

      Naomi laughed. They sat in companionable silence for a few moments. Naomi sent off a brief message to Casimir and Madalena before moving to the kitchen to enjoy a late lunch with Kat. Naomi tried to concentrate on enjoying her aunt’s company, but her mother’s letter remained in the back of her mind.

      Madalena and Casimir moved fast; they’d just finished their meal when a cab arrived for Kat. Kat gave both her and Alaric a long embrace, and made her way out to the cab. Naomi stood by the front door, watching until it faded from view.

      “When will the people I love stop being in danger?” she asked softly, once it disappeared.

      “That’s what we’re fighting for,” he reminded her, squeezing her hand.

      With Alaric’s words in her mind, Naomi made her way out to the back deck, opening the sliding glass patio door. It was time to connect with Genevieve. Your biological aunt, she thought, with a shudder.

      A fence surrounded the property, but the forest encroached upon it just beyond, like a beast lurking towards its prey. She found a comfortable position on the deck and sat, closing her eyes.

      She focused on Genevieve in her mind’s eye. This time she focused on everything she knew about her. For her to have turned so dark, her childhood was most likely the opposite of her mother’s warm and loving one. She pictured a young Genevieve with power she didn’t know how to control. How isolating that must have been, how traumatizing.

      Naomi whispered the words of a Locator spell. Mei ene si. She thought of how Genevieve would have felt about her mother. Her mother had grown up in a loving home, met and fell in love with another witch, and had a family of her own. She’d turned her back on magic, choosing to live in the human world. She had even placed a Locking spell on her powerful daughter, a fellow Descendant. A sudden burst of rage exploded in her chest; Genevieve’s rage. The spell was working.

      “Mei ene si”, she whispered.

      There was a tug in her mind, something pulling her towards it. She followed it. She repeated the Locator spell, and the slight breeze around her picked up. Her magic was heeding her call.

      In her mind’s eye, the darkness faded, replaced by a forest clearing. It looked vaguely familiar. In the center stood a woman, her long dark hair flowing around her in the violent breeze, her hands held up to the heavens.

      Genevieve. She was seeing Genevieve.

      Naomi maintained her calm, though excitement mingled with fear coursed through her. Genevieve was in full concentration on an object in front of her, floating in mid air.

      Panic coursed through Naomi, shattering her calm. The object was an Incantation Stone; it looked exactly like the one she destroyed in Greece.

      Naomi forced herself to take in the familiar surroundings; it was a park. Seward Park, where Naomi had picnicked for many summers with her parents. The park was here in Seattle.

      Genevieve is here, Naomi realized, her panic spiraling into full-fledged terror. And she has the Stone.
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      Naomi sat next to Alaric as they sped to Seward Park, her hands clenched tightly in her lap. After she told Alaric what she’d seen, he’d contacted Madalena and the others; they would be on the first flights to Seattle. He’d wanted to wait for their arrival, but there was no time. If Genevieve was activating the Stone now, they had to stop her.

      “I don’t like this,” Alaric said. “We can at least wait for Casimir and Elias. They’ll get here tomorrow morning.”

      “We can’t risk waiting,” Naomi protested. “This is the first time we’ve been so close to her.”

      Alaric tensed, and he tightened his grip on the steering wheel. She knew he was wrestling with his instincts to protect her—and this time, Naomi could understand. How were they going to fight another Descendant who had decades of experience with using her power? But there was no choice; if Naomi’s vision was accurate, Genevieve was only moments away from activating the Stone.

      They arrived at Seward Park in record time. Alaric turned to her, gripping her hands.

      “If necessary, I will get in the way of any Killing spell she tries to direct at you,” he said. “I know you won’t leave me behind, but I will trade my life for yours if need be.”

      “Alaric—“ Naomi protested, fear coiling around her at the thought.

      But Alaric had already opened the door and stepped out. Naomi took a breath and scrambled out of the car. She wouldn’t let him die for her; when she thought he’d taken Raphael’s Killing spell for her in Greece, it shattered her. She would cast a Binding spell on him if she had to.

      Alaric kept close to her as they approached the main entrance of the park, where Naomi cast a Disguising spell; any human who approached would see a DO NOT ENTER sign.

      Naomi’s hands shook, and she had to force herself to keep her breathing steady as they moved forward. There was a strange energy in the air; magic. Genevieve was near.

      “Naomi . . .” Alaric whispered, abruptly. “Stop.”

      She froze, following his gaze to the path ahead. About a dozen yards in front of them lay two dead humans.

      She and Alaric rushed forward. They appeared to be hikers; their throats were cut, and they gazed up at the sky, their eyes wide and unseeing.

      “Oh my God,” Naomi whispered, horror and fury coursing through her. This was Genevieve’s doing. She was certain of it.

      Naomi knelt down by their bodies and closed their eyes with trembling fingers. It was the least she could do for them. Rest, now, she whispered.

      Alaric scanned their surroundings, his body braced as if preparing for attack. He was right to be alarmed; Genevieve had to be close. She didn’t know why Genevieve had killed the humans, but she was determined to stop her from hurting anyone else.

      “We’ll contact the authorities after this is done,” Alaric murmured, gesturing to the bodies. Naomi nodded in agreement, still shaken.

      They reached a forest clearing at the end of the path; the same clearing she’d seen in her vision. Naomi halted, her heart leaping into her throat. Alaric stilled at her side; she could feel his tension through their bond.

      Genevieve stood in the clearing, her back facing them. Her hands were outstretched, just as Naomi had seen in her mind, and the Stone floated before her.

      Naomi and Alaric exchanged a brief glance, moving quickly. Naomi whispered a Repelling spell beneath her breath, and the Stone was sent hurtling across the clearing. She then shouted a Summoning spell, adrenaline coursing through her.

      “Herel iy manato!”

      Genevieve turned towards them, her movements jerky, like a puppet guided by strings. She didn’t look surprised or upset to see them there. She looked . . . calm. Too calm.

      Naomi stepped forward, shaking with fury. This was the witch who betrayed her parents. She was responsible for their deaths. Alaric stayed close to her side, his fangs bared, as Naomi moved forward.

      “I know who you are,” Naomi spat. “My aunt. Another Descendant. Did you steal my mother’s grimoire? Did you betray her?”

      “She didn’t deserve that grimoire. And her power was wasted on her,” Genevieve said. Her voice was calm though her eyes flashed with fury. “As it’s wasted on you.”

      Genevieve raised her hands, and Naomi’s entire body went rigid. Panic filled her; Genevieve shouldn’t be able to move. Her Summoning spell hadn’t worked.  At her side, Alaric was frozen as well.

      “Your abilities are disappointing, niece,” Genevieve said, as she approached them. Naomi was helpless to watch as she stopped in front of Alaric, her eyes raking over his face with hatred.

      “So you are the Blood Beast who dared to lay his filthy hands on a pureblood witch,” she hissed.

      Dread flowed through Naomi’s frozen body. Genevieve vibrated with rage; she was going to kill Alaric, and there was nothing she could do to stop her. Genevieve glanced at Naomi before returning her focus to Alaric. “Your parents and that human aunt of yours didn’t raise you well. Witches don’t fuck Blood Beasts. This is what we do to Blood Beasts.”

      Genevieve flicked her wrist, and Alaric crumbled to the ground, clutching the sides of his head. Naomi could tell that he was trying to resist whatever Genevieve had done to him, but it was a losing battle. He began to writhe in agony; the sight shattered Naomi’s heart.

      “We torture and kill them, not mate with them,” Genevieve said, her silver eyes rising to meet Naomi’s.

      Naomi forced herself to concentrate. She ran through every single spell she could think of to free herself, uttering each one in her mind, but it was no use. None of them took hold.

      Genevieve lifted her hand, yanking it back, and Naomi was free. She immediately darted towards Genevieve, shouting a Repelling spell, but again, it didn’t take hold.

      Genevieve remained still, calmly surveying Naomi. Naomi reached towards her, furious. But her hand hit something solid though it looked like thin air. Genevieve had created some sort of invisible cage.

      “Are you really a Descendant?” Genevieve asked mockingly, shaking her head, her words muffled beyond the invisible barrier. “I have to say I’m disappointed. I thought this would be much more of a fight. It was so easy to fool you. To get into your mind, to make you think you were listening to the Stone. This is no Incantation Stone,” Genevieve continued, lifting her other hand to reveal the Stone Naomi had seen in her vision. Now Naomi could see that it was just a plain clay tablet; it looked nothing like the genuine, ancient Incantation Stone.

      All feeling drained from her, and Naomi sank to her knees. A great and heavy weight settled onto her shoulders as fury and horror seeped into her bones.  There was no second Stone. Genevieve played her well. They’d been on a false trail all along.

      “You could have been great, niece,” Genevieve said, looking regretful as she shook her head. “But you are weak and foolish. Just like my sister. You will die here with your Blood Beast.”

      Genevieve lifted her hand again, slowly drawing it back. From the haze of her shock, Naomi dimly realized that she was drawing the invisible boundary in around them . . . suffocating them. Naomi could feel her throat begin to close.

      And Genevieve vanished, leaving them alone. Fighting to breathe, Naomi crawled over to Alaric. He’d stopped writhing and now lay still on the ground, his breathing pained and ragged. Despair filled her as she reached his side. She opened her mouth to speak, but it was impossible, Genevieve’s spell sapped her remaining air. She met his blue eyes, trying to communicate with her own eyes how much she loved him, how sorry she was that she had failed, but everything was fading . . .
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* * *

      Geare isi . . .

      Naomi didn’t know where the whisper came from. It called to her in the darkness, pulling her towards it.

      You don’t have much time. Geare isi. Geare isi.

      Naomi heeded the whispers. She repeated the spell in her mind. Geare isi. Geare isi. Geare isi . . .

      The darkness lifted, and the pressure around her throat subsided. Air filled her lungs, and she inhaled, opening her eyes.

      She was lying next to Alaric in the clearing. It was night now; an array of stars blanketed the black sky.

      She sat up, continuing to take in great gulps of air. Alaric began to stir, gasping as he took in air.

      “Alaric . . .” she whispered, pulling him close, holding him. “Thank God.”

      “What did she do? What happened?”

      “She created a barrier around us—I’ve never heard of a spell like that. It took our air, suffocating us. I—I managed to use a counter spell.” She thought of the strange whisper in her mind. What had caused it? Who was it? She was certain they wouldn’t have survived had she not heard it.

      His grip tightened on her, and they held each other for a few breathless moments.

      But panic soon chased away her relief. Genevieve had just proven in spades how much more powerful she was; how far ahead of them she was. How were they going to defeat her?
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      Alaric drove out of the city; it was too risky to go back to Elias’s home. He was glad Naomi had the foresight to send her aunt away.

      They drove in silence. He tried to keep his calm for Naomi’s sake, but the images Genevieve put in his mind still haunted him. She’d made him see the witches he’d killed during his murderous past—and experience their emotions during their last moments of life. Shame, guilt and horror twisted his heart at the memory of what he’d seen. Somehow Genevieve had known that would affect him more than any physical torture she could induce.

      He quelled his disquietude when they arrived at a small bed-and-breakfast on the outskirts of Seattle. When they checked in, he used a thrall on the young woman who worked at the reception desk; she wouldn’t remember them if someone came looking.

      In their room, he dashed off quick messages over the private network to Casimir, Elias and Madalena telling them of the attack; he wanted to wait until they arrived to give them more details.

      Naomi remained quiet the entire time, and when he looked up, she was standing next to the window, her arms wrapped around herself, her expression troubled and far away.

      He closed his laptop and stood to approach, pulling her into his arms from behind.

      “Genevieve hurt you,” Naomi said, still gazing out the window.  “What did she do to you? Was it a Torture spell?”

      When he didn’t respond, she turned to face him.

      “Alaric?”

      “It’s not important.”

      “It is,” Naomi whispered. “What did she do to you?”

      “She made me feel the agony of every witch I’ve killed over the years,” he said, his stomach tightening at the memory. “But it was nothing less than what I deserve.”

      “You didn’t deserve that,” Naomi said, pain filling her eyes. “I should have stopped her. I should have protected you. I need to be stronger.”

      “You are the reason we’re standing here now,” Alaric said, cupping her face. “Don’t focus on your shortcomings, sweetheart. Focus on your strengths.”

      “But it wasn’t me,” she said, a look of shame darkening her expression.

      “What?”

      “I heard a whisper. It told me the words of the counter spell.”

      “Perhaps it was your subconscious.”

      “No. I’m getting used to hearing foreign whispers in my mind—and it felt foreign,” Naomi said, with a wry smile. But the smile was quickly gone, and she again looked troubled. “I’m not familiar with the spell Genevieve used on us. Without that whisper, we’d both be dead now.”

      “But we’re not,” he said, firm.

      “Alaric—“

      “Don’t focus on what could have happened. You need to rest—especially after the ordeal you went through today. We can discuss what happened with the others when they arrive.”

      She didn’t protest, and they moved to the bed, where he pulled Naomi into his arms. As she drifted off to sleep, his own worry consumed his thoughts. There was another Descendant out there with the ability to harm millions with her magic, and they had no idea where she was . . . or how to stop her.

      Instinctively, he pulled Naomi closer. His attempt to wed her for more protection had backfired. Genevieve seemed angrier about them being together than about Naomi working with the Alliance. He had no doubt that she would take pleasure in killing Naomi given another chance.

      I won’t let her, he thought fiercely. But how could he stop her? Genevieve was more powerful than any witch he’d encountered. Killing her wouldn’t be as simple as snapping her neck or draining her. He looked down at his sleeping mate. He feared it would ultimately fall on Naomi’s shoulders to kill her.

      His worries kept him awake all night; he didn’t realize it was morning until Casimir and Elias’s familiar scents hit his nostrils.

      He was up in an instant, stepping out of his and Naomi’s room, closing the door behind them. Elias and Casimir were approaching from the far end of the corridor; they halted at the sight of him.

      “You don’t look happy to see us,” Elias said.

      “I’m not happy about anything right now—other than the fact that Naomi and I survived that witch’s attack. Did you use a thrall on the front desk woman?” Alaric asked.

      “Yeah,” Elias said, looking annoyed. “Of course. If anyone comes looking for us, she’ll only remember me and Casimir as a married couple here for a weekend away from the kids,” he said, winking at Casimir.

      “You could have just made her forget us,” Casimir said, rolling his eyes at Elias. “We also booked all the rooms on this floor,” he added to Alaric. “Just in case.”

      “Good call,” Alaric said, relieved.

      Casimir unlocked the door to the room next to his and Naomi’s, and Alaric followed them inside.

      “It took a lot of sleuthing, but I was able to dig up a little more information about Genevieve’s background,” Casimir said, entering the room and setting down his bag. “She’s gone by several names—Domenica, Samantha, and Gabriella are just a few. She wasn’t as fortunate as Naomi’s mother; her adoptive parents were abusive humans who tried to exploit her power. She continually ran away from home, and she finally disappeared from the record when she was seventeen.”

      Seventeen. Genevieve appeared to be relatively young, late thirties at the most, but from what he knew of Naomi’s mother’s age, he guessed she was somewhere between fifty to fifty-five. That was a long time for her to have been wandering the world. What did she spend those years doing? Getting stronger? Recruiting followers?

      “Does she have any connection to the Order?” Alaric asked.

      “Not really. She never came up in any of our intel on known Order members,” Casimir said. “If she is working with them, they’ve done it off the radar.”

      Alaric told Elias and Casimir every detail of their encounter with Genevieve; from the discovery of the two dead humans, to the revelation that there was no Incantation Stone. She’d sent Naomi on a false trail.

      When he fell silent, Casimir went pale, while Elias’s shoulders slumped, and he closed his eyes.

      “Now you can see why I’m not in the greatest of moods,” Alaric said. He straightened when he scented his mate. He turned as Naomi entered the room, rubbing her eyes, still bleary eyed.

      Though Elias and Casimir looked shaken, they both got up to embrace her in greeting.

      “From your cheerful expressions I’m guessing you know all about our encounter with Genevieve,” Naomi said, expelling a sigh.

      “We need to find her as soon as possible,” Elias said.

      “That’s an understatement,” Casimir said. “The problem is—Genevieve is very good at evading detection. I don’t know where to start looking. I doubt she’s still in Seattle. She might not even be in the country.”

      “Why would she go through all the trouble of making it seem like there’s another Stone out there? Or that she’s Raphael’s former lover out for revenge?” Elias asked, shaking his head.

      “To throw us off the trail,” Alaric said.  “Or . . . to buy time.”

      “That has to be the reason,” Naomi mused. “It must take time to create a powerful Destruction spell.”

      “The two humans she killed may have something to do with that,” Casimir said slowly. “Blood and sacrifice are very important in magic. Spilling the blood of a living creature—human, witch, vampire—can make any dark spell more powerful. More potent.”

      Dread slithered through Alaric at his words; everyone fell silent, looking chilled.

      “I’m going to look for other unsolved murders with similar MOs,” Casimir said, his brow furrowed with worry as he took his laptop out of his bag.

      Naomi left to head to their room to get showered and dressed while Elias left to grab breakfast for Casimir and Naomi.

      “Did you find out anything about Elisabetta?” Alaric asked, once they were alone. If Elisabetta was the traitor, perhaps she was helping Genevieve. If so, Elisabetta was key to finding her.

      “Nothing suspicious,” Casimir said, his eyes focused on his laptop. “She has been working closely with the other Alliance leaders. They seem to trust her.”

      Alaric frowned, his suspicion spiking. What was she up to?

      “If she is helping Genevieve,” Casimir said, reading his mind, “she’s hiding it well. I just don’t see any evidence of her being the traitor. From what I’ve seen . . . it seems like she genuinely wants to help.”

      This didn’t reassure Alaric, but he didn’t press the matter.

      “How is Fiona?” Alaric asked, deciding to drop the issue of Elisabetta. For now. “Is she safe?”

      “Yes,” Casimir said, bristling. “She’s in a safe house in Prague. We’re going to meet up when this is all over.”

      “Sorry,” Alaric muttered, “I didn’t mean to imply—“

      “I know,” Casimir said, his expression softening. “I now know how it feels to worry about the safety of someone you love.”

      The tension dissipated from Alaric’s body, and he relaxed. Fiona was safe, in good hands, and loved. Casimir returned his attention to his laptop, and Alaric left him alone.
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* * *

      When Elias and Naomi returned, they sat down at the small round table in the center of the room for breakfast. He learned that Elias and Casimir had been lying low in their respective cities of San Francisco and Portland; no one had followed them and nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      “You two had all the excitement,” Elias said drily.

      They’d just finished eating when Madalena’s scent drifted into the room; he and Elias turned to the door. Relief filled Alaric at her scent; he knew Madalena’s flight was arriving after the others, but he’d started to get worried.

      When he opened the door, her green eyes were wide with panic.

      “I tried to lose them—but I was followed here,” she blurted, stumbling into the room. “You all need to leave. Now.”

      Panic coursed through him; he already scented other witches approaching. Alaric sped to Naomi, moving protectively in front of her as one of the Alliance leaders, Isobel, entered the room. Elisabetta trailed her inside, and Alaric stiffened, fury careening through him. His instincts about her had been right.

      “Madalena,” Isobel said, her eyes narrowed, “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you weren’t telling our members to run away from us.”

      “What are you doing here?” Alaric growled to Elisabetta.

      “Carrying out my duties,” Elisabetta coolly replied, her hard gaze sliding to Naomi.

      “Isobel,” Madalena said, past tight lips, “this is not—“

      “A local witch, Camille Colier, was just found dead,” Isobel interrupted. “The last person to have contact with her was Naomi and Alaric, according to her mother Suzette.”

      Alaric froze. He turned, meeting Naomi’s eyes. He knew they were thinking the same thing: Genevieve. She had killed Camille.

      “Killing another witch is ground for imprisonment—and death—if found guilty,” Isobel continued, her eyes cold as they settled on Naomi. “We’re taking you into custody.”
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      “You’re not taking my mate anywhere,” Alaric snarled, moving forward to again stand in front of Naomi. “I’ll come with you, not Naomi. I can answer whatever questions you—“

      “Camille was killed by a witch’s hand; a Killing spell. We need to question a witch,” Isobel said, her tone rigid. “If we find her answers satisfactory, we’ll release her.”

      “And if you don’t find her answers satisfactory?” he asked.

      “Then she’ll be sentenced to death.”

      Fueled by panic, he took a threatening step forward. But Naomi reached for his hand, holding him still.

      “Isobel, be reasonable!” Madalena cried. “We know the identity of the witch who attacked Naomi in London. She goes by the name of Genevieve. We believe she’s going to cast a Destruction spell.  We need to focus on stopping her, not on taking an innocent witch into custody.”

      “This is the first I’m hearing of a Destruction spell; our focus has been on locating a second Incantation Stone. Why wasn’t this brought to our attention?” Isobel asked, raising her eyebrows. “It’s against protocol to withhold information from the leaders.”

      “Because one of you is a traitor,” Alaric said, removing his hand from Naomi’s as he stepped forward. He bared his fangs, and there was a brief flicker of fear in Isobel’s eyes at the sight. Good.  “We don’t trust you,” he added, his gaze sliding to Elisabetta, who returned his look with a glare. “Now unless you’re going to help us find the witch responsible for—“

      Isobel lifted her hand, and he went flying back, slamming against the far wall. Invisible bonds coiled around his body, holding him still. Bloody witches and their damned magic.

      “Please—stop this,” Naomi pleaded. “Let him go.”

      “Threatening a leader is also against protocol. Now, unless Alaric wants us to take him into custody as well—“

      “I’d like to see you try,” Alaric bit out.

      “Again with the threats. You are on thin ice,” Isobel hissed.

      “You will not take—“

      “It’s all right,” Naomi interrupted, stepping forward, her hands up in a placating gesture. “I’ll come with you.”

      The fear that simmered beneath his emotions rose; he looked at her in disbelief. But Naomi’s focus was on Isobel.

      “Good,” Isobel said, relaxing. “This need not be difficult.”

      Isobel lifted her hand, giving Alaric a warning look before releasing him from her spell. He hurried forward to take Naomi’s hands.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he whispered. He could speed away with her and fight off Isobel and Elisabetta if he had to.

      “It’s all right,” Naomi repeated. “The longer we stand here arguing the more time we waste. Let me get this cleared up and I’ll come back.” But her light tone was forced, and fear lurked in her golden eyes.

      “Fine. Then I’m coming with you,” he said, straightening.

      “No,” Elisabetta said. He clenched his teeth; it took everything in his power to remain calm.  “No one can accompany a suspect we’re about to question. Remain here, and we’ll return Naomi after we’ve spoken to her.”

      Naomi stood on her tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his lips. She pulled back, and he could read her intent in her eyes. I need you to trust me. I’ll get out of this.

      She turned to leave, trailing Isobel and Elisabetta out of the room. Alaric had to force himself to stay still as they left.

      “I’m going to follow them,” Madalena said, after they left. “I’ll use a Cloaking spell to mask my presence.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Elias said, “I’m good at tracking.”

      “Let’s go,” Alaric said, relieved. He started for the door, but Madalena blocked his path.

      “I can disguise mine and Elias’s scents, but they’ll know you’re following because of your Blood Bond with Naomi. It’ll be hard for her to hide her awareness of you.”

      “You can’t expect me to stay here while my mate—“

      “We’ll get her back. You’ll only make things worse,” Elias interrupted, firm.

      Madalena took Elias’s hand, and with one last warning look at Alaric, they apparated from the room. Alaric glared at the spot where they’d just stood, debating whether to follow them anyway.

      “They’re right, and you know it,” Casimir said, “The best way to help Naomi for now is to find Genevieve. We all know she’s probably the one who killed Camille.”

      Alaric clenched his fists, frustrated. How was he supposed to concentrate on anything else while Naomi was in custody?

      “I told you I was right about Elisabetta,” he snapped, glaring at Casimir.

      “And I told you I found nothing suspicious. It looks to me like she’s doing her duty to the Alliance—“

      “Casimir, she—“

      “Whether we agree with it or not,” Casimir interrupted, firm. “Now do you want to argue or help me find Genevieve—which will help Naomi.”

      Alaric took a breath to quell his fury.

      “It’s like we were discussing. I wouldn’t know where to begin looking for Genevieve either,” he muttered.

      “Well, then we—Alaric!” Casimir snapped, as Alaric made his way to the door.

      “I can’t stay here while they have Naomi,” Alaric bit out. But he froze as a familiar scent hit his nostrils. He stepped out into the corridor, bracing himself for a fight.

      Elisabetta approached from the far end of the corridor, holding up her hands.

      “I’m not here to—“ she began.

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right now!” he snarled. “Where is Naomi? Did you—“

      “If you shut up and listen, I’ll explain!” Elisabetta snapped. He bared his fangs and stalked towards her, but she stood her ground, her blue eyes defiant. “Believe it or not, I’m on your side. I had to act like I agreed with Isobel; I had to play her game.”

      “Why?” Alaric asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “I think I know the identity of the traitor in the Alliance.”

      Some of Alaric’s rage subsided, replaced by disbelief.

      “And I believe the traitor is working directly with Genevieve. I can help you get Naomi back. But we have to work together.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Is this necessary?” Elisabetta asked, wary.

      Moments later, she was seated at the desk in Casimir’s room. At Alaric’s request, Casimir had placed a Binding spell on her; invisible bonds held her still.

      “I don’t trust you,” Alaric said shortly. “Now talk.”

      “I’ve suspected a leader of the Alliance is the traitor ever since I joined.”

      “Why?” Casimir asked.

      “Because confidential information that only they had access to was getting out about the Stone—and Genevieve. I narrowed it down to one of the witches, since this information could only benefit the Order. To me, Isobel and Zahara were the most suspicious—they’ve exhibited anti-vampire and anti-human sentiment in the past, and they’ve seemed unnecessarily hostile to Naomi. I tracked each of them, but Zahara did nothing out of the ordinary. A few days ago, I snapped a photo of Isobel meeting with a suspected Order member. You can look in my purse, the photo’s in my phone.”

      Alaric moved over to her purse and unearthed her cell phone. He tapped on the camera icon and studied the first photo that appeared. It was indeed a photo of Isobel meeting with a familiar looking man. A chill crept through him. He looked familiar because he was one of the witches who attacked them at Elias’s farmhouse. He handed the phone to Casimir, turning back to face Elisabetta.

      “Have you told anyone else about this?”

      “No. I’m not sure who else in the Alliance—besides your group—to trust. And I wanted more proof; Isobel can possibly explain away that meeting. I’ve been offering to stay close to the leaders, to take on extra duties. It’s why I accompanied Isobel to Seattle; she flew out here to meet with local Alliance members.  It’s a happy accident I was with her when we got the call about Camille.”

      Alaric studied her. So far her story panned out, but he was still reluctant to trust her. What if this was a trap?

      “Why are you doing this?” he asked.

      “I told you, I want to help. I’m not the vampire I once was.” She held his gaze, and he only saw truth there . . . but his hesitation lingered.

      “How about this?” she asked, expelling a sigh. “If I’m lying, you can kill me. I won’t put up a fight. Or you can keep these damn bonds on me. But do you want to risk Isobel killing your mate? I can help you get to her.”

      She’s right, he had to grudgingly admit. He looked at Casimir.

      “You’re right to be cautious, but I don’t think she’s lying,” Casimir said, his perceptive gaze still trained on her.

      Alaric didn’t want to risk Naomi’s life over his distrust. He leaned down to Elisabetta, baring his fangs.

      “If you are lying and this is a trap, I will take you up on your offer to kill you. And I can assure you, your death would not be quick and painless.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less,” Elisabetta said, holding his gaze. “Now let’s go rescue your mate.”
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      Naomi couldn’t see a thing, and the sounds around her were muffled; Isobel had cast a combination Cloaking and Binding spell around her. She felt movement around her; she suspected she was in a car going . . . somewhere. She could only hope they weren’t leaving Seattle.

      She was relieved that she’d concealed her mother’s grimoire amongst her things back at the bed and breakfast with several Cloaking spells; only she, Madalena or Casimir would be able to find it. She had already confined the counter to the Destruction spells to memory. Still, it was difficult to keep calm. Her instincts told her this was more than just a simple questioning; she was in danger. There was a traitor in the Alliance . . . and now she was at their mercy.

      The movement around her came to a stop, and there was a firm pressure on her arm, helping her up. Cool air prickled at her bare skin; she smelled forest and damp earth. Nature. Not the smoggy air of a city. Dread coiled around her body, and her panic rose. Where the hell had they taken her?

      Someone took her hand, and a tug of wind pulled her into a vortex of air, until she was again on solid ground. Someone had apparated her.

      She stood there, shaking, as her vision and hearing were gradually restored. Disoriented, she looked around.

      She stood in a nondescript windowless room; bare wooden floors, blank white walls, a round table and a few chairs. Isobel stood next to the table, her expression blank. They were the only ones in the room; Elisabetta was nowhere to be seen.

      “Please,” Isobel said, though her tone was anything but polite, “have a seat.”

      Naomi moved to one of the chairs, noticing that they were all bolted to the floor. Probably a protective measure. Was this some sort of detention center for witches?

      She sat down, forcing herself to keep her breathing steady. Isobel remained standing, surveying her.

      “Here’s something I don’t understand about you, Naomi. Descendants are the most powerful of witches. I’ve heard about how you’ve made the earth shake. Yet you went your whole life not knowing you were a witch. How is that possible?”

      Naomi blinked. This wasn’t the question she’d expected.

      “I thought witches and vampires were myth—like most humans. My parents placed a Locking spell on my magic. I’m sure this information is all in my file. I had nothing to do with Camille’s death,” she added, addressing the reason she was here. “Alaric and I questioned her, and then we left.”

      “And what is it about that vampire? Alaric?” Isobel asked, her gaze sliding to Naomi’s hand, to the gimmel ring Alaric had given her.

      “What?”

      “Your mate.” Isobel spat the word like it was a slur. “Why have you chosen to mate with a vampire and not someone of your own kind? Purebloods are rare; Descendants rarer still. There are many pureblood witches you could’ve mated with. Your vampire is beautiful, yes, but most vampires are. It’s by design; their beauty is meant to ensnare, then kill. I don’t understand—“ Isobel’s voice rose, shaking with anger, “why you would risk your pure bloodline by mating with a Blood Beast.”

      Naomi stared at her, icy fear spreading through her veins. Blood Beast. That was a slur the Order used for vampires.

      “We were excited to discover we’d finally found a Descendant,” Isobel continued, her eyes roving over Naomi’s face, “and then . . . you were such a disappointment. First, your struggles with magic. And then turning on your own kind.”

      Naomi gripped the edge of the table so tightly that her knuckles went white. This wasn’t at all about Camille’s murder. Either Isobel was simply prejudiced . . . or she was a member of the Order. The traitor in the Alliance. And Naomi was alone with her.

      Her panic spiked and her hands began to shake, it seemed as if the air had been sucked out of the room. Think. She suspected the room had an anti-magical barrier on it. She tested her theory, silently casting a Summoning spell on the necklace that Isobel wore around her neck. Nothing happened.

      Damn it. She couldn’t use her magic in here. She had to use her wits.

      “I’ve been having . . . doubts,” Naomi murmured, lowering her eyes.

      “Doubts?”

      “Doubts about working with the Alliance. About—about mating with Alaric,” she said, meeting Isobel’s eyes, praying that her lies came across as truth. “I don’t want to waste my power.”

      “What do you want?” Isobel asked, leaning down to grip the edge of the table.

      “I—I want to join you. And Genevieve. Genevieve is blood, after all,” Naomi said, studying her closely. If Isobel wasn’t a traitor, she would recoil from her words.

      But Isobel remained stoic, peering into her eyes. And then she threw her head back and laughed.

      “You are a terrible liar,” Isobel said, amused. “Genevieve told me your mother was also a terrible liar.”

      Naomi closed her eyes, shaking. She’d hoped she was being paranoid, that Isobel wasn’t the traitor. She was alone with her, and she had no idea where they were. How was she going to get out of this?

      “Why?” Naomi breathed, desperate to keep Isobel talking. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I wanted peace when I joined the Alliance. But then . . . I saw what was happening to our kind. Our numbers are dwindling; our bloodlines are being soiled by witches mating with humans and vampires. Do you think the vampires in the Alliance care that witches are dying out? No, they want to keep us close; they fear our magic. I hoped when we found a Descendant, things would be different. But you refused to sacrifice yourself for your kind; you chose to work against us. And then you—a rare pureblood—mated with a vampire,” Isobel hissed, shaking with rage.

      Revulsion filled Naomi at her words; Isobel was just as bad as Raphael. But she had to keep her preoccupied while she figured a way out of this.

      “Are there other members of the Alliance who feel the same way?”

      Isobel stilled, and her eyes narrowed.

      “I know what you’re doing. You’re not as clever as you think you are. There is no getting out of this, Naomi. Genevieve wanted to kill you herself, but I think she’ll forgive me if I do the honors.”

      Isobel raised her hand. Panicked, Naomi used the last weapon in her arsenal; raw, genuine emotion.

      “I don’t understand,” Naomi pleaded, “we don’t need to kill millions to survive. We can coexist with—“

      “How many witches have been killed by humans? By vampires? Do you think human history books have covered even a fraction of the actual numbers? Do you not know how we have all suffered at their hands? You are fighting on the wrong side, Naomi. The Order was formed for our survival; we will do what we must to survive.  We are the ones blessed with magic, but the Blood Beasts and humans rule the world! Raphael understood what needed to be done, and you killed him. Your own kind!” Isobel raged. “We don’t need you anymore; we have Genevieve. When she revealed herself as the true Descendant who will save us, I felt hope again. Our kind will rise above the—“

      “Witches are responsible for my parents’ deaths,” Naomi cried, tears stinging her eyes. “Witches have abducted me, and tortured me, and tried to kill me. They turned on their own kind. But I still fight for them—for all creatures!”

      “You’re naive, and you’re a fool!” Isobel snarled. Her eyes were wild, and she lifted her hand higher, on the verge of casting a spell. “You’ve lived in the human world all your life; you know nothing of the ways of true witches. It’s a shame such power has been wasted on you. I wanted to kill you the moment you first stepped into Alliance headquarters. I’m glad I finally have the chance. Itolaar!”

      An invisible pressure coiled around Naomi’s throat. Her hands flew to her neck, and she struggled to breathe.

      “I can use magic in here,” Isobel said calmly, answering the question in Naomi’s panicked eyes. “We will find other purebloods and deserving Descendants, we will rid the world of lesser creatures.”

      Naomi fought for air; in seconds she would pass out. There had to be some way to use her magic, or—

      The door crashed open. Naomi immediately recognized Blaize, one of the other leaders of the Alliance, the copper-eyed vampire who’d questioned her back in London. He halted at the sight of Naomi struggling to breathe, looking genuinely horrified.

      “Isobel!” he shouted. “What are you doing? Release her!“

      Isobel whirled towards him, releasing Naomi from her hold. She shouted the Killing spell, and Naomi watched in horror as Blaize slumped to the ground, dead.

      Naomi stumbled to her feet, clutching her throat as she drew in much needed air. Terror nearly consumed her at the sight of Blaize’s dead body. Oh my God.

      “Look at what you’ve done,” Isobel said, whirling back to face Naomi, fire in her eyes. “Killed a leader of the Alliance when he was just trying to question you. It’s a good thing I came in here to stop you before you could kill again.”

      Isobel raised her hand. Naomi’s eyes darted to the door. It was open, which hopefully meant the magical barrier was no longer in place.

      “Erel here sleri!” Naomi shouted. There was that familiar tug of wind, and she found herself in a long corridor outside the room Isobel had held her captive in.

      She darted forward, too terrified to feel relieved. Isobel would soon be on her, and she still didn’t know where the hell she was. She needed to find an exit, and fast.

      Up ahead, there was a door, a door she prayed led to an exit. She heard a crash on the other side, and then cries and shouts. She froze, hope filtering in through her panic. One of the voices belonged to Alaric.

      “Cantair se yerel!”

      Naomi turned, barely evading Isobel’s spell as she charged at her from the far end of the corridor.

      “Cantair se yerel!” Naomi shouted, and Isobel went flying back.

      Naomi turned and scrambled forward, throwing open the door, and she collided with a tall muscular vampire. She looked up, her fear shifting to relief.

      It was Alaric.

      “Naomi,” he whispered, his blue eyes filled with emotion as they roved over her face, as if he didn’t quite believe she was real.

      Naomi heard Isobel’s cry of fury behind them. There was no time for celebration. She gripped Alaric’s arms, and they apparated from the hall.
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      Alaric never thought he’d rely on Elisabetta to save their lives, but she expertly evaded the two Alliance cars that chased after them. He held Naomi close to his side; she was tense and silent, like Madalena, Elias and Casimir, who all sat in the back seats of Elisabetta’s Range Rover.

      Elisabetta had been true to her word. She’d led them to the rundown mansion on the outskirts of the city where the Alliance had Naomi in custody. They’d met up with Madalena and Elias, holed up in a car a few blocks away. The Alliance guards trusted Elisabetta, and she used their trust to get them all inside. While the others fought the guards, Alaric had raced up the stairs to find Naomi.

      He pulled Naomi closer, filled with relief that he’d found her safe and alive. In the breathless few moments they had as they raced from the mansion to the car, Naomi confirmed that Isobel was indeed the traitor.

      “I’m going to take a wild guess and say we’re on the Alliance’s shit list,” Elias said, breaking the tense silence, as soon as they were some distance away from the mansion.

      “Maybe that’s for the best,” Madalena said, looking troubled. “I don’t know who in the Alliance we can trust now.”

      “This is just what Genevieve wanted,” Naomi said, shaking her head. “It looks like I murdered Camille, then Blaize, and fled. Now the Alliance will focus on looking for us, not Genevieve.”

      “We can make this right,” Alaric assured her, though he had no idea how. Naomi was right; they were now guilty fugitives in the Alliance’s eyes.

      “We should stay in the city for now. They’ll be on the lookout at airports.”

      “There are cabins in a town called Skykomish, about two hours from here,” Naomi said. “They’re not in use this time of year. It’s a good place to hide for now.”

      When they arrived in Skykomish, a town nestled within a massive national forest, they found a cluster of cabins on the edge of town, all empty. They chose the most isolated one, and after the witches surrounded it with several Cloaking spells, their group filed in.

      But Alaric lingered behind, taking Naomi’s hand. She stepped into the circle of his arms, and they just held each other. There hadn’t been time for a proper reunion back at the mansion; this was their chance. They didn’t need words. He could feel the emotions that flowed between their bond as he held her; love, lingering fear, and relief.

      “Did Isobel hurt you?” he asked, as they broke apart. He’d noticed the slight bruising on her throat during the drive, and a renewed surge of anger filled him.

      “A little,” Naomi admitted. “Ironically, it was Blaize who saved my life. If he hadn’t come in when he did . . . “ she trailed off, her expression shadowing.

      Fear seized him at the thought of what could have been, and his chest tightened.

      He kept her close to his side as they entered the cabin. The human owner had left it nearly empty, there was only a couch, a table and a few chairs. Casimir and Madalena settled down on the couch in front of the fireplace, while Elias and Elisabetta headed out to scour the surrounding cabins and forest to ensure they were alone, and to grab food for the witches. It was odd to see Elisabetta with their group, he had to remind himself that she’d helped them save Naomi’s life.

      Alaric and Naomi settled into chairs opposite Madalena and Casimir.

      “I hate to say this,” Naomi said, “but I don’t think I should use a Locator spell to locate Genevieve. It’s too risky.”

      “You may be right,” Madalena said, “we’ll have to use what we can find through other methods.”

      “All I know for sure is that Genevieve’s murders aren’t connected to the Order murders,” Casimir said. “I’ve found similar murders in London, Paris, New York, and here. Her victims appear to be random targets. All human. It’s what I suspected. She’s using their deaths as sacrifices to make the Destruction spell stronger.”

      Naomi lifted her hand, silently summoning her bag. It sailed to her from the back of the cabin. She dug into it, unearthing her mother’s grimoire. She opened it to a bookmarked page and handed it to Madalena.

      “What does the Destruction spell do? You said they cause disease and death.”

      “It depends on which ones she uses,” Madalena said. “There are several spells to choose from. One begins with a quake, and in its aftermath unleashes a plague that will only affect humans and vampires. Another causes plagues, another causes an earthquake. Regardless of which spell is used, the effects are the same; millions will be left dead in its wake.”

      “And to stop it?” Naomi pressed.

      “The counter spells you’ve memorized. Casimir and I have them memorized as well. But the spells will react better to you performing them, you’re stronger than both of us. And you’d have to cast them almost immediately after Genevieve performs the Destruction spell—hours at the latest. Otherwise . . . its effects will be permanent.”

      Alaric studied Naomi as she stilled. She was aware it would ultimately fall on her shoulders to stop it, and a rush of worry and sympathy filled him. He hated that so much had to fall on her.

      “We have to find Genevieve before we can stop anything. I’m going to work on tracking Isobel,” Casimir said. “If she meets up with Genevieve, or contacts her, that could be our best way of getting to her.”

      Casimir stood, taking his laptop with him into one of the bedrooms, leaving him alone with Naomi and Madalena.

      “I still can’t believe Isobel’s working against us,” Madalena murmured. “She seemed so committed to witches and vampires living in peace. I trusted her. Now . . . I feel like a fool.”

      “You couldn’t have known. What’s important is that we know now who the traitor is,” Naomi assured her. She hesitated, before continuing, “Isobel told me that witches are dying out. Raphael said something similar. Is that true?”

      “Less pureblood witches are being born, but that doesn’t mean we’re dying out,” Madalena said, with a look of  annoyance. “It’s a prejudiced way of thinking. Many witches are born every day—to witch and human parents, or to vampire and witch parents.”

      Naomi met his eyes, and Alaric knew they were thinking about the same thing: the look of fury in Genevieve’s expression as she castigated Naomi for mating with him. A surge of fury rose in his gut; he was even more determined to destroy her, and the Order, and anyone else determined to keep them apart.

      “I keep thinking about my father; how devastated he’d be,” Madalena continued, blinking back tears. “He always told me the Alliance was the one link witches and vampires had to peace. I hope we’re not on the precipice of something.”

      “Like what?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

      “Another war,” Madalena said, after a long pause.

      At his side, Naomi went still. Living in the human world her whole life, she’d been unaware of the long and torrid history of witches and vampires, how much they’d fought prior to the formation of the Alliance, and the uneasy tension that still existed between the two. Things had been relatively peaceful until the birth of the Order. Now, with the addition of rogue witches like Genevieve, it did seem like peace was precarious.

      “The majority of witches and vampires do want peace,” he said, mostly to reassure himself. “I doubt most of the Alliance has turned like Isobel, otherwise Naomi wouldn’t be sitting here with us now. We just need to focus on stopping Genevieve.”

      He reached out to give Madalena’s shoulder a brief squeeze before getting to his feet. He was reluctant to leave Naomi’s side for even a moment, but he needed to hunt. He hadn’t fed for some time and he needed his optimal strength; danger was ever present these days.

      Leaving through the back patio door, he used his speed to race into the forest, letting his worries melt away as he receded to the most primal part of himself; the hunter seeking its prey.
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* * *

      A couple of hours later he returned to the cabin, his face flushed and body warm from his intake of animal blood. As he approached the back door, he saw Elisabetta standing just outside it, looking deep in thought as she gazed out at the forest. He hesitated before approaching.

      She stiffened as he drew near. He couldn’t blame her; he’d been nothing but hostile. Alaric held up his hands to show he came in peace.

      “I wanted to thank you,” he said grudgingly. “For helping us rescue Naomi. And apologize.”

      “For threatening to kill me after I offered my help?” Elisabetta asked, arching a brow.  “Or accosting me in London just to threaten me?”

      “You can’t blame me for being suspicious,” he said. “When I knew you before, you were—“

      “I know what I was,” Elisabetta said, and he saw a flicker of regret dart across her face.

      “And you’ve never told me why you’re helping us. Don’t just say because you want to help, and it’s the right thing to do,” he said.

      Elisabetta expelled a sigh, closing her eyes.

      “I fell in love with a witch; his name was Sebastian.” Her entire face lit up when she spoke his name, and she smiled. “He saw beyond my darkness; something I didn’t even believe myself.”

      “But . . . you hate witches,” Alaric said, frowning.

      “Hated,” Elisabetta corrected, “and humans. At least I thought I did, before Sebastian. He made me see the error of my ways. We—we only had a few years together,” she added, her voice wavering. “A few months ago, members of the Order killed him; they’d tortured him for days. They left their mark on him, and inscribed words into his flesh. ‘Blood Beast Prey’.” Elisabetta looked away, a blood tear coursed down her cheek at the memory. “He didn’t deserve such a death. The old me would have craved revenge and killed every witch I could find. But my love for him changed me. Joining the Alliance was my way of atoning . . . and my way of stopping the Order. I loved him the way you love Naomi. I wanted to protect him, the way you want to protect her. But I failed. That’s why you want to marry her, isn’t it? For another form of protection?” she asked suddenly, a look of realization dawning on her face. “You’ve heard about some Order witches honoring those types of bonds, haven’t you? I’ve heard the same. I was planning to wed Sebastian for similar reasons. But now . . . I think nothing would have stopped them from killing him.”

      Alaric stiffened. Was his true intention that transparent?

      “I married Naomi because she’s the love of my life,” he said stiffly.

      “Well, there’s someone I loved just as much. The Order took him from me. I want them stopped. That’s all there is to it.”

      She sped away from him into the forest. Alaric stared after her, stunned. The pain written in her expression had been real. He’d never imagined Elisabetta capable of love; real love. Their stories were eerily similar; losing Ileana compelled him to join the Alliance. Elisabetta had changed after all.

      He turned and froze. Naomi stood behind the patio door, staring at him, her eyes filled with fury. She was shaking, trying to keep her magic contained.

      How had he not scented her? He was always aware of Naomi’s presence.  And what was she so furious about?

      He stepped towards her, but she stumbled back, glaring at him. Panic spiraled through him. She must have overheard his conversation with Elisabetta; about him threatening her in London, which he hadn’t told Naomi about. And, most importantly, she’d overheard his true reason for wanting to marry her. Bloody hell.

      “Naomi,” he began, stepping forward, “let me—“

      But in a flash she was gone, apparating from his sight.
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      Naomi apparated to a forest clearing just beyond the cabin. She knew she’d worry the others with her temporary disappearance, but at the moment she couldn’t care less.

      She had to admit that jealousy played a part in her listening in on Elisabetta and Alaric’s conversation. She’d used a Disguising spell to mask her scent so she could listen in without Alaric scenting her. Naomi trusted Alaric and didn’t doubt his love for her, but her petty human side didn’t like her fiancé having an intimate conversation with his beautiful ex. She’d felt guilty about her eavesdropping, and had every intention of dropping the Disguising spell and making her presence known, when Elisabetta had mentioned him approaching her in London . . . and ascertained his reason for marrying her.

      Heartbreak and disbelief collided in her chest. Not only had he lied to her about seeing Elisabetta in London, he’d repeatedly insisted that he wanted to marry her for no other reason than love. She could tell by the way he’d reacted to Elisabetta’s question that he did have an ulterior motive. Protection.

      Tears blinded her eyes. She loved Alaric with everything she had—as her equal, as her partner. Did he still see her as the quarry the Alliance assigned him to protect? A weak damsel unable to fend for herself?

      He has his reasons, a phantom voice reminded her. He’d already lost someone he loved; he’d seen so much death in his long life. It made sense for him to be protective of her. But hiding things from her? Marrying her just to protect her? Tendrils of pain encircled her heart, and her feet lifted off the ground as her emotions whirled through her. But she didn’t try to calm herself, allowing her emotions and her magic to entwine. Naomi closed her eyes as her body soared into the air, hot tears coursing down her cheeks.

      She didn’t know how long she hovered in the air, but when she finally allowed her body to sink to the ground, she sensed Alaric’s presence. She turned to face him. The remorse and pain in his expression was so raw she averted her gaze. How had he found her?

      “Our bond,” he said, answering her silent question, “and your scent. I was worried. Naomi, if you’ll just let me—“

      “You lied to me, Alaric,” she said. Her voice was flat, barren; her searing anger had cooled to a dull ache. At first, she’d fought him to love her, now she fought him to see her. As his equal. Wasn’t he the one who told her how powerful she was? Did he really believe that, or were they just words?

      She closed her eyes, expelling a breath. At the moment, her heartbreak didn’t matter. There was still a task at hand; a monumental one. They were on the run from their former allies, and another Descendant was out there, intent on wreaking havoc. She’d have to shutter her pain away.

      “I need time,” she whispered.

      The look of torment on Alaric’s face twisted at her heart. But she had to stand firm; he needed to understand that she wouldn’t let him treat her as anything less than his equal partner, not someone he couldn’t trust to fend for herself, someone he hid things from.

      “Vampire bonds are usually unbreakable,” he bit out, and she saw a sheen of blood tears form in his eyes. “But I I could talk to Madalena about the spells we could take to undo it.”

      Panic hit her, and she blinked back another wave of tears. She was furious with him, but breaking their bond hadn’t crossed her mind.  Would he give up on them so easily? She recalled how reluctant he’d been to get involved with her in the first place, and her pain intensified. But she kept her expression stoic.

      “We need to focus on finding Genevieve and stopping her,” she said, her voice firm and steady, though she wanted to scream. “And then—“ she faltered; her heart was breaking. “And then we can decide.”

      “You need to know this,” Alaric said, stepping forward. “And then I—I’ll give you your space. But everything I’ve done has been out of love. You—“ his voice broke. “You are my entire world, Naomi. Everything ends without you. I will do whatever it takes to make you forgive me.”

      “Trust me as your equal. See me as the powerful witch you keep telling me I am and not a child you need to protect,” Naomi said, eyes blazing. Her voice broke, as she continued, “Marry me because you love me, not—“

      “I do. I do, Naomi—”

      “No. Your words are one thing,” she said. “Your actions another.”

      She closed her eyes to block out his heartbroken face, and apparated back to the cabin.
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* * *

      Naomi barely slept that night. Alaric had given her their bedroom to sleep in alone, and the bed was cold and empty without him. When she did drift off to sleep, images of Genevieve, Isobel, Camille, and the dead humans they’d found in Seward Park filled her dreams. She even saw her parents, smiling and happy on their wedding day. And finally, images of Alaric. Alaric making love to her, proposing to her, taking that Killing spell for her back in Greece.

      She woke up with tears in her eyes, and blinked them away. Now is not the time to focus on your heartbreak, she reminded herself, for the millionth time. Genevieve. She needed to focus on finding Genevieve.

      She allowed her thoughts to drift to someone else who’d dominated her dreams: her mother. How could her kind, self-sacrificing mother be related to Genevieve?

      She went still. Her mother. Genevieve seemed to hate her mother, according to Camille. And Suzette had seen them arguing. Why?

      Scrambling out of bed, she moved towards her bag in the corner of the room. She unearthed her mother’s wedding dress, grateful she’d decided to hold onto it when they fled Elias’s farmhouse. She also grabbed the grimoire.

      Naomi got dressed and opened the bedroom window, climbing out. She felt silly leaving the cabin this way, but she didn’t want to face Alaric and the others right now.

      Stepping away from the cabin, Naomi took in her surrounding. The leaves on the trees turning for fall, the damp earth, the bright early morning sky, and she relaxed. She found a tucked away spot in the shadow of two large cedar trees, and sat, setting the grimoire down in her lap, and clutching her mother’s wedding dress in her hands.

      She’d have to use a Memory spell, which was different—and trickier—than a Locator spell. Her Locator spell to track Genevieve had backfired. But a Memory spell could provide her with valuable insight to Genevieve’s emotions and motivations . . . and maybe help lead Naomi to her current location. Given her mother and Genevieve’s past connection, she prayed the spell would work using her mother’s wedding dress, and the grimoire.

      Tightening her grip on the dress, she filled her mind with every memory she could of her mother. Her mother’s soft voice as she read her bedtime stories. Her mother scolding her when she stayed out too late with friends. The softness of her mother’s hand on hers as she walked with her into a science museum in New York. Her mother bringing her chicken noodle soup, with a warm and sympathetic smile, when she was sick in bed.

      As the memories of her mother consumed her mind, she whispered the words of the spell.

      “Yere it ore menal. Yere it ore menal. Yere it ore menal . . .”

      Joy began to fill every part of her. Pure, unadulterated joy. It was her wedding day; she was celebrating with the witches of the Seattle coven. Her hands were entwined with her husband-to-be as she recited her vows in the ancient language. And then . . . the joy faded.

      Genevieve stood before her, her expression both desperate and furious.

      “He’s not pure, you’ll taint our line! Come with me, sister. With our power, we—“

      “Leave. Leave now! I don’t know what happened to you, but your soul is twisted.”

      “Any child you have will be hunted, Elizabeth. You know this. I’m going to get stronger. Come with me, and together—“

      “Leave now! I don’t want you here! We may be related, but you are not family!”

      Naomi came back to herself as the spell receded. She looked down at her mother’s dress, now twisted in her grasp. Your soul is twisted, her mother had said. The memory was a step in the right direction, but it wasn’t enough to find Genevieve in the present. She was close, but she needed more.
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      Naomi went inside to find Madalena and the others, bracing herself to face Alaric. To her relief—and disappointment—he wasn’t there. Madalena and Casimir were the only ones seated at the table; Madalena told her the others had left to again scout the surroundings and grab more food.

      In a rush, Naomi told them about the Memory spell she performed and what she’d seen.

      “You said you weren’t going to use your magic to find her,” Casimir said, looking confused.

      “A Memory spell is different from a Locator spell. You can dig up information on the person without them being aware,” Madalena said, giving Naomi a look of approval.

      Naomi studied her, biting her lip. Casting the Memory spell had reminded her of the whisper that saved her and Alaric after Genevieve left them for dead. She hadn’t told Madalena about it yet.

      “Madalena . . .” she said, perching on the edge of the couch. She told her about the mysterious whispered counter spell.

      “Goddess,” Madalena murmured, shaking her head. “That’s amazing.”

      “Given all the ways I’ve been magically connecting to my mother; the enchanted letter, the Memory spell . . .  is it possible the whisper was my mother?” Naomi asked, hope surging through her.

      Casimir tactfully cleared his throat and stood with his laptop.

      “I’ll be in the other room,” he said.

      Naomi knew why he left; it was a personal question, and she wasn’t as close to him as she was to Madalena. She was glad they were alone to discuss this.

      She searched Madalena’s eyes, eager. It was what she’d hoped deep down, that the whisper was her mother’s voice, calling to her from beyond the grave. If magic was real, couldn’t ghosts be as well? Would it be possible to talk to her parents again?

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Madalena said, dashing her hopes. “Even in the supernatural world, death is permanent. Believe me, there have been many witches who’ve tried to breach the boundary of death. But it’s the one thing we all share with living creatures. We die, and that’s the end. The closest we can get to life after death is to enchant an object that can carry traces of our magic after we’re gone. That’s what the Incantation Stone was. That’s what your mother’s letter was. But it’s akin to a tape recorder, not the actual person.”

      “Then where did that whisper come from?” Naomi pressed. “I’ve never seen that type of spell before. How could I have known the counter spell?”

      “Despite what you think, you’ve taken to magic well. As a Descendant, you absorb spells more readily than most witches. The spell Genevieve used is not a common spell, but it’s not unheard of, either. You’ve been buried in my grimoires since London; I think the spell and counter spell was tucked away in your brain somewhere. As you were fading, your magic came to life, trying to save you. Humans have a survival instinct. So do witches.”

      Naomi nodded. This should have filled her with relief, but she only felt disappointed, and a little silly. Of course her mother couldn’t speak to her; she was dead and gone. Madalena reached out to place her hand over hers.

      “I’ll tell you a little secret,” Madalena said. “After my father died, I spent weeks trying to reach him using magic. Of course it didn’t work, but . . . as we both know, grief isn’t logical.”

      Naomi gave her a sad smile, and they sat in silence. After a moment, Madalena cleared her throat.

      “I couldn’t help but notice the tension between you and Alaric.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Naomi said, tensing.

      “OK, I understand. But if it’s what I think it’s about—I have a confession to make. Remember how I seemed hesitant about your engagement? Back in London?”

      Naomi frowned; she did remember.

      “Yeah,” Naomi said slowly.

      “Well . . . it’s because I’m the one who put the idea of the bonding ceremony in his head,” Madalena said, with a guilty look. “He seemed intrigued, and I warned him to propose for the right reasons, but—“

      “It’s not your fault, Madalena,” Naomi interrupted. “It was Alaric’s decision to make. I gave him every chance to be honest with me, but he chose not to come clean about his true intentions.”

      Madalena opened her mouth to say something, but Naomi held up her hand.

      “I know he’s your close friend, but don’t make excuses for him. And we need to get to the matter at hand,” she said, forcing Alaric from her mind and changing the subject. “If I can do another Memory spell, one that’s more directly connected to Genevieve . . . I think I’d be able to find her in the present. But I need something more tangible to perform the spell.”

      “I think we might be in luck,” Madalena said. “Casimir just found one of the homes Genevieve lived in before disappearing from the record. It’s not too far from here, a town called Halsford.”

      A small burst of relief filled Naomi. This was what she’d been hoping for.  It could possibly turn up nothing . . . or it could be monumental.

      Alaric entered just then with the others, carrying several bags of food. She froze at the sight of him. He was as beautiful as always; only his eyes were tinged with sadness. Everyone else in the room faded away as her eyes locked with his, and a multitude of emotions washed over her—remnant anger, love, heartbreak. It was a good thing she hadn’t seen him before performing the Memory spell; she wouldn’t have been able to concentrate. Just the sight of him was a splintering distraction.

      “Naomi was just telling us about a Memory spell she performed,” Madalena said, looking back and forth between the two of them. Their tension must have been obvious; everyone in the room looked uncomfortable.

      Madalena filled him in on what they had learned. Alaric gave her a brusque nod.

      “When do we leave?”

      Naomi considered protesting; how was she going to concentrate with him so near? His eyes met hers as if daring her to challenge him. She held her tongue; now was not the time to argue and delay their departure. Alaric was stubborn and would insist on coming with them. She’d just have to force herself to concentrate with him there.

      They determined that the vampires would come with Naomi while Madalena and Casimir would stay behind. Madalena gave her a reassuring smile before she left, mouthing the words: You can do this. Madalena had been her mentor in magic since day one, and despite her setbacks, she seemed to trust that Naomi could perform spells on her own with little guidance. If only Alaric felt the same, Naomi thought bitterly.

      She sensed his gaze on her during the entire drive, but she forced herself to not meet his gaze. Elisabetta and Elias looked back and forth between them, sensing their tension.

      Elisabetta’s presence didn’t bother her as much as she thought it would; from the conversation she’d overheard between her and Alaric, she knew there was nothing between them. And she owed the vampire her gratitude for helping rescue her from Isobel. Hell, she should thank her for revealing Alaric’s lie.

      Naomi gave Elisabetta a quick smile to show her she bore her no ill will. Elisabetta blinked in surprise, and quickly returned it.

      Thankfully, the drive was quick, and they soon arrived at a small craftsman-style house on the edge of town in a rundown neighborhood.

      “There’s someone inside,” Elias said, sighing. “It must be the current owner. I’ll take care of it.”

      They watched as Elias went to the front door. He spoke to the petite woman who answered; she immediately moved past him, heading down the street.

      Grinning, Elias turned to face them, gesturing for them to come inside.

      “What did you tell her?” Elisabetta asked, as they approached.

      “Something convincing,” Elias said, with a mischievous wink.

      Naomi moved past him to enter the cluttered living room, looking around. Where would a young Genevieve have spent most of her time?

      Instinctively, she moved to the bedroom in the back of the house. She didn’t know how she knew, but she sensed that this room had once belonged to her.

      The bedroom was simply furnished; a twin bed, a desk, a large bookshelf. She stepped inside, looking around, and stiffened when Alaric appeared behind her at the doorway. It took every part of her to remain stoic as she said, “I need to be alone to perform the spell.”

      Alaric hesitated, but he obliged.

      Naomi moved to one of the walls and sat down, leaning back against it. Conjuring her scant memories of Genevieve in her mind, she whispered the words of the Memory spell.

      For several moments, there was no reaction to her spell. Naomi’s shoulders slumped, but she repeated the words of the spell, until she saw a young Genevieve in her mind, crouched in the corner of this same room. Bruises marred both her arms, and she was weeping. A woman stood above her, shouting.

      “Do it!”

      “I can’t anymore! I’m drained! Please!”

      Naomi could feel Genevieve’s pain, her rage, her sense of inferiority. It was the strongest connection she’d ever felt to the witch. Her heart picked up its pace, a steady drumbeat against her ribcage. She knew this was a massive risk, but she had to take a chance, now that she was so close to Genevieve, without her being aware. For the first time, Naomi had the advantage.

      She whispered the words of a Locator spell, and a space opened up in her mind. She saw a quick flash of something—Genevieve kneeling over a someone in an alley, a knife in her hands—before the image was gone again.

      Naomi closed off her mind, her eyes flying open. What she had seen was an image from the present, an image from now.
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      Alaric hoped that after spending the night apart, Naomi would have calmed and allowed him to explain. But when she locked eyes on him this morning, he could still detect her smoldering anger.

      A surge of his own anger rose. What was so terrible about his need to protect her? Hadn’t he warned her when they became lovers that he would give his life for her? Hadn’t he nearly given his life for her in Greece?

      That doesn’t mean hiding things from her, he thought, with a small stab of guilt. Not being truthful to her. He recalled the pain in her eyes the night before. See me, she’d pleaded. I do see her. I know she is capable, he told himself. He just wanted to do everything in his power to keep her safe.

      Now, he hovered in the cluttered living room of Genevieve’s childhood home while Naomi performed the Memory spell in the bedroom. Elias and Elisabetta were standing guard outside.

      He looked down at the gimmel ring he wore on his left hand, reaching down to stroke it. He’d noticed that Naomi still wore hers. It gave him hope that she hadn’t given up on them completely.

      Elisabetta stepped back inside. Alaric didn’t look up, still focused on his ring.

      “Naomi’s still performing the spell,” he said absently. But Elisabetta lingered.

      “Your witch is angry with you,” she said. “It’s not because of me, is it?”

      “No,” he said, short. He didn’t want to discuss his relationship problems with Elisabetta, but she waited for him to continue. “She overheard our discussion last night.”

      He didn’t offer her any more detail than that. Elisabetta’s blue eyes widened with understanding.

      “Ah. After centuries of existence, you still don’t understand women, do you?” she asked, shaking her head. “Hiding things from us never works out well.”

      “I wasn’t—“ he began, but stopped himself. “Our relationship isn’t your business.”

      “I know,” Elisabetta said, “but If I were you, I would do whatever it takes to earn her forgiveness. Even among our kind, life is precarious.”

      Her expression shadowed, and she looked away. Before he could respond, Naomi rushed out of the bedroom.

      “New York,” she said, breathless. “Genevieve is in New York.”
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* * *

      “How do we know Genevieve hasn’t fooled you again? How do you know what you saw is real?” Elias asked Naomi, tense.

      They had raced back to the cabin to tell the others what Naomi had seen.  She’d recognized the alley where Genevieve had been in her vision; it was only blocks away from the archeology museum where she’d worked during her brief residence in New York.

      At Elias’s words, Alaric bristled, on the verge of defending her, but Naomi spoke up.

      “Unlike the other times, Genevieve wasn’t aware of me. I was intruding in her mind, not the other way around. The Memory spell helped me connect with her, the Locator spell just gave me a flash of her location. I didn’t linger in her mind the way I have in the past,” Naomi said, leveling Elias with a hard look.

      “And,” Casimir added, looking up from his laptop screen, “there’s an APB that just went out for a murder at the same address Naomi saw in her vision.”

      “I stand corrected,” Elias said, expelling a sigh. “But we can’t take Genevieve on alone. We had Alliance backup when we fought Raphael. And let’s not forget, Genevieve isn’t Raphael. She’s a Descendant.”

      “Who’s very in control of her power,” Madalena added. “Think of what she’s capable of . . . how many people she’s murdered to make the Destruction spell more potent. In a city like New York, with a population that great . . . “

      They all fell silent, reeling at the dark possibility. Alaric expelled a sigh. He didn’t like it, but he knew what they had to do.

      “We have no choice,” Alaric said, “we need to go to the Alliance.”

      “Have you forgotten we’re fugitives?” Elias asked, glaring at him. “We can’t just—“

      “I don’t think we have a choice,” Naomi said. His heart leapt at her agreement; it was a step in the right direction, though she avoided his gaze.  “We don’t know how many other witches she’s working with. We need reinforcements.”

      “And I’d argue that most witches on the Alliance aren’t working with the Order. Isobel is the exception. I trailed quite a few of them, and she was the only suspicious one,” Elisabetta said.

      “Who do we reach out to?” Casimir asked. “Who do we know to trust?”

      “I would say . . . Zahara,” Madalena said cautiously.

      “Zahara?” Alaric bit out. “She’s tight with Isobel. And she’s been especially harsh to Naomi. What if she—“

      “Remember—I trailed Zahara, and she never did anything suspicious,” Elisabetta interrupted. “Her being curt to Naomi doesn’t make her a traitor.”

      “And it would help to have another leader on our side,” Madalena said. “She could talk to the other members on our behalf.”

      “If you’re wrong about her—“ Alaric began.

      “We have to take the risk,” Naomi said, still not looking at him. “And we need to move quickly. We don’t know how long Genevieve will be in New York.”

      Alaric reminded himself that attempting to take on Genevieve alone would be foolish. As the only Descendant on their side, Naomi would bear the brunt of fighting her. Fear skittered through him at the thought; more backup meant more safety for Naomi. There was no other choice.

      “Then . . . let me be the one to talk to Zahara,” he said. “If anyone’s going to risk their arse, let it be me.”

      “They’re after me,” Naomi said, finally looking up at him, her golden eyes flashing with defiance. “It makes more sense if I talk to her.”

      “No,” Alaric said, firm. He didn’t care how furious she was with him; he wouldn’t allow it.

      Naomi straightened; pain and fury in her expression as she glared at him.

      “It’s not up to you, Alaric,” she returned. “I’ll talk to Zahara. Genevieve is my blood, for crying out loud, and I’m a Descendant. She’ll want to hear from me.”

      “If Zahara is the traitor, the moment she sees you—“ he bit out.

      “Enough!” Madalena barked. She stepped forward, looking back and forth between them like they were disobedient children. “We don’t have time for a lovers’ quarrel. I’ll make it easy. Both of you will go. Casimir, can you send a private message to Zahara?”

      Alaric and Naomi glared at each other in a silent face off before Naomi turned away from him. He had to concede that on practical terms, Naomi was right. She was the one Zahara would want to talk to. But he wasn’t dealing in practicalities at the moment; he was operating out of instinct, to shield his mate from harm.

      But the decision had been made; Madalena remained the de facto leader of their group, and there was no time to persuade her to change her mind. If Genevieve was in New York, on the verge of unleashing a deadly spell on innocents, he had to put his own concerns aside.

      They huddled around Casimir as he used a private network only used by senior members of the Alliance to send a coded message to Zahara. They waited, nervous, until Casimir received a response only seconds later.

      “I’m in Seattle,” Casimir read aloud. “I can meet in two hours at the entrance of the Skykomish Hiking Trail. I’ll be alone, you have my word.”

      “Her word,” Alaric echoed skeptically. “How do we know we can trust her word?”

      “We don’t,” Madalena said, with a sigh. “But it’s like what you’ve said; we don’t have much of a choice.”

      Madalena and Casimir briefed him and Naomi on what to say to Zahara when they met up with her. If they could convince her they were telling the truth, they could leave for New York right after their meeting.

      “What if she doesn’t believe us? And we’re apprehended?” he asked, silently thinking of ways to speed Naomi away if that were the case.

      “We’ll do our best to free you,” Madalena replied, but she looked uncertain.

      Everyone scattered, including Naomi, but Alaric remained by Madalena’s side. He lowered his voice.

      “If that happens, I’ll find a way to get Naomi out of there. The rest of you should get to New York and do whatever you can to kill Genevieve. I can handle the Alliance,” he said.

      “Alaric—“

      “Please,” he said urgently, holding her gaze. Madalena relented, giving him an abrupt nod.
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* * *

      Alaric and Naomi drove to the meeting spot in Elisabetta’s car; the others were trailing them from a distance in a separate car, one of the few they’d found parked by the cabins. Alaric could no longer bear the tense silence that stretched between them.

      “I shouldn’t have hid things from you,” he said.

      “Now’s not the time, Alaric. We have—“

      “But I won’t apologize for wanting to protect the woman I love,” he interrupted. “Not for one second.”

      “It’s not you wanting to protect me I have the issue with,” Naomi said, turning to look at him. “It’s the trust, Alaric. You seem to not trust that I’m capable of—“

      “That’s not it, Naomi! You think risking your life is the only way to—“

      “We’re arguing in circles,” Naomi said, closing her eyes and expelling a breath. “I repeat—now is not the time. We need to focus.”

      He gripped the steering wheel; he hated them being in this state of disconnect, especially when they were on the verge of a risky meeting. But Naomi looked determined not to discuss things further, her mouth set in a firm line, her shoulders rigid; she was like a stone wall.

      When they arrived at the entrance to the hiking trails, he killed the engine and turned to face her. She started to get out, but he reached for her hand.

      “Whatever happens,” he said. “I want you to know how much I love you.”

      Raw emotion flared in her eyes, and they glistened with tears. He wanted her to say the words back, needed her assurance that there was a way back to each other. But she turned away from him, opening the door and climbing out.

      They made their way to the clearing in silence. He kept his focus trained on the path ahead, keeping his pain shuttered away, and used all of his senses to detect any foreign presence. But there was nothing, until several moments later, when he scented Zahara.

      He whirled, facing her as she approached. He scanned around her to make sure she was alone.

      “I keep my word,” Zahara said, looking affronted. “I’m alone.”

      She stopped opposite them, folding her arms across her chest. He noticed that she looked exhausted; the usually pristine witch had shadows beneath her eyes.

      “You have five minutes,” she said, her gaze flicking from him to Naomi.  “And then I’ll put you both under a Binding spell and send you to the Alliance.”

      Naomi told her everything; Genevieve, her blood relation to her, the murders Genevieve had committed, the stolen grimoire with the Destruction spell, Isobel’s betrayal, and Naomi’s vision of her in New York.

      “She’s planning a Destruction spell, and she’s going to kill a lot of innocent people,” Alaric said, when Naomi finished. “We have to stop her before she does. We need whoever you trust on the Alliance—and they must be trustworthy—to come with us to New York. We’ll need as much backup as we can.”

      Zahara was still reeling from all that Naomi told her; her eyes had gone wide, her jaw slack, her lips parted. He’d never seen her look so discombobulated. She believes us, he realized with relief.

      “I flew in from London after Blaize was killed. Isobel’s story about you killing him—and Camille—it didn’t add up,” Zahara said, looking at Naomi. “I—I didn’t want to believe Isobel was the traitor. We’ve been friends a long time. What you’re telling me is what I’ve susp—“

      She stopped abruptly, and Alaric stiffened. Bloody hell. He could scent the multiple witches and vampires nearby. The Alliance. Panicked, he turned to Naomi.

      “Apparate,” he hissed.

      But it was too late. In an instant, a group of witches and vampires surrounded them. He grabbed Naomi, intending to speed away, but his limbs were frozen. A witch had cast a Binding spell on him.

      He froze as Isobel approached, her dark eyes filled with rage. Zahara turned to face her, shaken.

      “I didn’t authorize this!” she shouted. She turned to the other Alliance members who surrounded them. “Take Isobel into custody. We need to question her.”

      But no one moved. Isobel smiled, shaking her head.

      “It’s sad,” Isobel purred. “We’ve suspected you of being a traitor for some time, Zahara. Take them all into custody.”
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      Panic swirled through Naomi’s veins as two witches stepped forward to grab her arms. She turned towards Alaric, but a witch had already apparated away with them. Her panic increased; Isobel would kill him as soon as she had the chance. She would kill them both the moment she had the chance. And it looked like she had the full weight of the Alliance behind her. Naomi prayed the Alliance hadn’t captured the rest of their group as well; they might be their only chance of getting out of this alive.

      Isobel stepped towards Naomi with a triumphant smile.

      “You should have stayed hidden.”

      Fury propelled Naomi forward; she lurched out of the witches’ grasps towards Isobel. She managed to grab a few strands of Isobel’s silvery blonde hair before they dragged her back.

      “It looks like your true colors are coming out, murderer,” Isobel hissed. She nodded at the two witches who held her, and a gust of wind tugged on Naomi’s body as they apparated away.

      When she was again on solid ground, she found herself in yet another nondescript room. Naomi leaned back against the wall, shuddering, the hot sting of tears searing her eyes. Her gut twisted as she thought of Alaric and the last words he’d spoken to her. I want you to know how much I love you. In her stubbornness, she hadn’t said the words back. She looked down at the gimmel ring she still wore, taking it off and clutching it to her chest, as if it were Alaric himself. What if that was the last time she saw him? Alaric wouldn’t let himself be taken into custody so easily. Had Isobel killed him already?

      Anguish consumed her, and she buried her face in her hands. She didn’t know if Alaric was alive, and Genevieve was in New York, on the verge of unleashing the Destruction spell, while she was trapped in this room. How was she going to get out of this? Her despair settled in on her like a crushing weight.

      You have a choice, Naomi. She could give in to her sense of hopelessness, to her despair. Or she could fight back. She was a Descendant, just as powerful as Genevieve. If anyone could stop her, it was Naomi. She needed to push aside the self-doubt that had plagued her since learning she was a Descendant, and concentrate on her successes instead of her failures. Hadn’t she killed Raphael and destroyed the first Incantation Stone? Hadn’t she located Genevieve in New York?

      Naomi took a breath, opening her eyes and dashing away her tears. She remembered something she’d done before the despair had claimed her. She reached into her pocket and took out the stray hairs she’d pulled from Isobel. Her attack had been purposeful, her last ditch effort to save them all was dependent on having something that belonged to Isobel. This has to work, she prayed. It has to.

      The door soon opened, and two witches she didn’t recognize entered. The looks they gave her were full of hatred as they grabbed her. Isobel had poisoned their minds against her; they probably thought she was a power hungry murderer of fellow witches.

      They took her out of the room, leading her down a long dark corridor to what appeared to be a ceremonial room; it was a carbon copy of the Alliance’s ceremonial room in London.

      They dragged her to the center of the room, and her limbs froze as they cast a Binding spell on her.

      Seated before her at a long table with Isobel was a female vampire and a male witch, neither of whom she recognized. Zahara, her only potential ally, was nowhere to be seen. A dozen other Alliance members stood scattered around the room, their cold gazes trained on her.

      Naomi’s eyes strayed to the far left side of the room; both horror and relief filled her at what she saw. Alaric stood there, chained to the wall, his face bloodied and bruised. Around him, Madalena, Elisabetta, Casimir, and Elias were also chained to the wall; all held still by Binding spells. Anguish filled Alaric’s blue eyes as they met hers. She could feel his love and his fear through their bond.

      Her throat went dry; the room seemed like it was closing in on her. She willed herself to calm. She was the only one who could get them out of this.

      “Eyes on us,” Isobel snapped.

      Naomi’s focus returned to the leaders who sat before her. Isobel stood.

      “This is Katarin and Noah,” Isobel said, gesturing to the vampire and witch seated at the table. “Local leaders of the Seattle branch of the Alliance. You have been accused of the murder of a fellow witch, Camille Colier, and Alliance leader Blaize Durand.”

      Isobel was an excellent liar; she was the one who had killed Blaize, and possibly even Camille, but she looked genuinely disgusted as she looked at Naomi, as if she were indeed a murderer. It was no wonder she’d been able to fool the other Alliance leaders.

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” Naomi said, focusing her attention of Katarin and Noah, hoping she could reason with them. “I had no reason to kill either of them. But there is another Descendant out there, on the verge of unleashing a powerful Destruction spell, while we sit here—“

      “You’ve been mentally unstable your entire life, Naomi. We’ve all read your file. Not long after your magic was unleashed, you performed powerful spells, spells that would zap the energy of most witches—and affect their mental states. And many heard what you said at your induction ceremony. It’s understandable that you’ve had a breakdown.”

      Alarm twisted in Naomi’s stomach, undoing her attempt at calm. She’d wondered if the Alliance would ever use the tumult of her human years against her. Isobel had cleverly twisted it; she could see the condemnation in the other members’ expressions. Reason wouldn’t work with them. It was time for Plan B; her final plan.

      “Your allies have already been sentenced to death,” Isobel continued, “for aiding and abetting you. Because of your special bloodline, your life may be spared, but only if we’re satisfied by your answers to our questions.”

      Calm, Naomi, she told herself. Isobel wanted her to panic; it almost worked. She drew in a deep breath and expelled it.  Keeping her gaze trained on Isobel, she silently issued a spell. Eserem.

      The invisible binds that were holding her slipped away. Naomi remained still, and summoned Isobel’s strands of hair from her pockets into her palms. Herel iy manato.

      “Will you answer our questions honestly?” asked Noah.

      “Yes,” Naomi said, as she trained her gaze on Isobel’s dark eyes. Keeping her hands behind her back, she twirled the strands of Isobel’s hair between her fingers, silently issuing a combination spell. Mei ene si, yere it ore menal, minzatu Genevieve.

      The current of Naomi’s magic flowed through her, reacting to the spell. Isobel suddenly froze, her eyes widening in surprise, as her mouth began to move of its own accord. When she spoke, her words came quickly, and at a high pitch, but everyone in the room could understand every word.

      “Yes, Genevieve. I will kill your niece and her Blood Beast. I want to be at your side when you unleash the Destruction spell. The Alliance leaders in New York meet at the old Karener building at half past midnight. I will kill them all to make sure there is no interference. And I will help you begin a new world, one for the witches.”

      Isobel stopped speaking and came back to herself, drawing in great gasps of air. But Naomi was now focused on everyone else in the room. Katarin and Noah got to their feet, looking at Isobel in horror. The other members gave her accusatory looks.

      “She—she made me say those things!” Isobel cried, pointing a shaky finger at Naomi. “She’s a Descendant—they have special powers! She did something to me!”

      “She couldn’t have known about the meeting at the Karener building in New York,” Noah snapped. “That’s something only a select few know.”

      “She00she must have found out somehow!” Isobel shouted. “Don’t let her fool—“

      Noah raised his hand, and Isobel went still. He’d cast a Binding spell on her.

      “Isobel is your traitor,” Naomi said. She took a tentative step forward, holding up her hands to show she meant no harm. “There’s no time to waste.  We have to stop Genevieve.”

      Noah met her gaze for a beat, before turning to the two guards who stepped forward.

      “Take Isobel into custody,” he said.

      Isobel let out a cry of fury as the two witches grabbed her, glaring at Naomi across the room.

      “You’re too late,” she snarled. “Genevieve is already unleashing the spell. Our new world begins tonight.”
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      During the chaos that ensued after the guards dragged Isobel out of the room, Alaric’s gaze remained trained on Naomi, pride and relief coursing through him.

      Ever since the Alliance surrounded them in the forest, he’d been terrified for her. Even as his two witch guards used painful spells to try and force him to turn on her, his worries had only been for her. It was her last-minute thinking that had saved her—that had saved them all.

      Even as several guards rushed forward to release him and the others from their chains, his eyes never left her. Naomi met his eyes through the hubbub around her. He braced himself for some trace of remnant anger in her expression, but he only saw the relief that matched his own. As soon as he was freed, she rushed towards him, wrapping her arms around him and burying her face in the crook of his neck. He pulled her close, never wanting to let her go.

      It was only Zahara’s panicked voice that pulled them apart.

      “There’s been an earthquake in New York. It was minor, most humans didn’t detect it,” she said, rushing into the room, trailed by two Alliance guards. “My contacts there are telling me it wasn’t a natural occurrence—it was caused by magic.”

      Alarm rippled through the room; Alaric went rigid with panic, looking down at Naomi, who went pale. He’d hoped that Isobel’s scornful words to Naomi were a bluff, but it looked like she was telling the truth.

      Alaric, Naomi and the rest of their group rushed towards Zahara as she approached the other leaders.

      “Zahara, I must apologize for taking you into custody,” Noah said, looking ashamed. “Isobel had us all fooled. We—“

      “Now isn’t the time,” Zahara said, waving away his apology. “It’s ultimately Naomi and her group we all owe an apology to. They’ve been trying to warn us.” She turned to give them a brief nod, before turning back to Noah. “Do you trust everyone in this room?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Isobel brought two witches with her. They’re the guards who tortured you, something the Alliance forbids,” he added, turning to give Alaric’s bruises an angry and regretful look. “We’ve taken them into custody as well.”

      “Then we’re going to need everyone you trust,” Alaric said, stepping forward. “We need them all to come with us to stop Genevieve.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fear like Alaric had never known flowed through him as he sat in the back of one of the Alliance’s cars with Naomi and the others, racing to the airport where they would take a private plane to New York.

      He and Naomi barely had a chance to speak as they’d left the Alliance’s compound, but he could tell how tense and anxious she was by the rigid way she held her shoulders, her ashen skin, and her thundering heartbeat. He wanted to reassure her, to comfort her, but something made him hesitate. Or do you want to persuade her not to fight? an inner voice taunted him. As the only one in their group with powers on the same level as Genevieve, Naomi would be front and center during the confrontation. And that’s what frightened him the most—not the prospect of Genevieve succeeding, which was what should concern him.

      But Naomi was more than the woman he loved; she was a witch, a Descendant, and she’d chosen to use her powers to help them. And he couldn’t deny every brave thing that Naomi had done since he’d met her. She’d saved both their lives before she even knew she was a witch when two Order witches attempted to abduct her in Athens. She’d survived torture at Raphael’s hands. She’d destroyed the Incantation Stone and killed Raphael. She’d saved both their lives, again, when Genevieve nearly killed them in Seward Park. And just now, she’d cleverly exposed Isobel’s true nature to the Alliance, right when they were on the verge of defeat. Countless times she’d displayed her capabilities, her strengths.

      And what had he done, time and time again? Insisted that she not fight, that she let him fight her battles, out of his selfish—and proprietary—fear of losing her. Guilt skittered through him. See me, Naomi had pleaded. He’d insisted that he did; he had continually told her how powerful she was when she doubted herself. But had he really seen her capabilities? Or had he only seen a distorted view of her through the filter of his fear?

      He slid a glance at Naomi, who clenched her hands in her lap, her focus trained straight ahead. Though they sat close together, she might as well have been miles away. The irony suddenly struck him; it was his fear of losing her that was pushing her away, not some outside enemy. And if he didn’t overcome his fear, he would lose her.

      Didn’t he owe it to her to embrace who she really was? Not just the intelligent and brave woman he’d fallen in love with, but the powerful witch she’d become.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When they landed at the airport in New York, he stopped her before she could leave the plane, reaching for her hand. She turned to face him, and her expression broke his heart. It was tense, wary; she expected him to discourage her from fighting, to express his fear, to somehow tell her he didn’t believe in her. And could he blame her? He’d done so repeatedly in the past.

      “I see you, Naomi,” he whispered. Her eyes widened, as he continued, “I’ll shadow you—but only until we get to Genevieve’s final location. And then you’ll face her on your own. I know you can defeat her.”
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      Alaric’s words were like music to Naomi. Though fear lurked in his eyes, there was also undeniable faith. He was telling her he believed in her. It was what she needed, now that she was about to confront Genevieve.

      She pulled him close, pressing her lips to his. Their kiss was brief, passionate, and intense, conveying everything they didn’t have time to say in words.

      “Come on, lovebirds,” Elias said, stepping around them. “We’ve got ourselves an evil Descendant to kill.”

      Naomi pulled back from Alaric, and he smiled.

      “He’s right,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

      Moments later, their car sped down the freeway. They had split up into groups, and were heading to Roosevelt Island, where Zahara’s trusted contacts determined was Genevieve’s current location. As Elisabetta raced down the freeway, Naomi noticed how crowded the streets were; the mini earthquake hadn’t dissuaded the humans from coming out to enjoy their night. She dimly realized it was Saturday night. Right now, humans were going to bars, parties, clubs and restaurants, unaware of the supernatural battle that was about to play out in their midst. It was hard to believe she’d been one of them, going about the monotony of her days when she had no idea who—what—she really was.

      The ground lurched, and their car swerved, pulling her abruptly back to the present. Her heart began to thud in a frantic staccato rhythm, and Alaric’s hand tightened over hers. These mini quakes were just a prelude of what was to come. Genevieve’s spell was already working.

      “Speed up, Elisabetta!” Madalena cried. Elisabetta, who was proving to be an expert driver, obeyed, pressing her foot down on the accelerator, whizzing past cars that had stopped during the mini quake. Naomi looked outside her window; panicked drivers were stepping out of their cars. If Genevieve’s spell continued, the blissful ignorance of humans would fade.

      By the time they arrived in Roosevelt Island, Naomi’s adrenaline was at an all time high. Her magic was feeding off her rising energy; it rippled beneath her skin, as if trying to get out. Silentium, she murmured, to calm her magic. Soon.

      “Everyone, listen!” Zahara shouted, as their group stepped out of the car. Seven other Alliance cars had also arrived at the stretch of lonely road on the island; fifty witches and vampires were now gathered around. It was as many as they’d been able to call on for backup on such short notice; Naomi hoped it would be enough. “Focus on Genevieve’s allies—she won’t be alone! Protect Naomi at all cost . . . she may be the only one who can destroy her.”

      Naomi clenched her fists at her sides, taking a deep breath to calm herself as all eyes fell on her.

      “You can do this.”

      The voice was faint, for her ears only. She looked up at Alaric, who gave her a reassuring nod, his expression filled with the utmost faith. He took her hand, kissing it briefly, before they stepped forward to join Madalena and the others.

      With a tug of wind, Madalena apparated them, and they arrived with the other groups at the ruins of a smallpox hospital. Naomi suspected that Genevieve had chosen this spot on purpose; the site of a plague that had once killed masses of humans while she unleashed another one.

      They wasted no time, and Alaric’s hand remained over hers as they dashed towards the hospital with the others. Naomi could detect magic as they drew near, like faint notes of a song humming in the air. Genevieve. I’m coming for you.

      Naomi and Alaric halted as a group of witches suddenly surrounded them; Naomi recognized some as the witches who attacked them at Elias’s farmhouse. The witches began to hurl offensive spells at their group; Naomi managed to dodge them while hurling a series of Repelling spells of her own. Alaric and the other vampires used their speed to attack, launching themselves at the witches with bared fangs.

      More ripples of awareness prickled at Naomi’s skin, and she looked up. A faint glow emanated from the roof of the hospital; spells of an immense magnitude left visible streaks behind. Genevieve was up there.

      Alaric raced to her side, a witch’s blood staining his fangs, as he followed her gaze.

      “Genevieve,” Naomi said, and Alaric nodded.

      “Let’s go,” Alaric said. “I’ll cover you.”

      Naomi took his hand.

      “Eilion,” she commanded, and they soared into the air. Two of Genevieve’s witches tried to follow them, soaring into the air alongside them, but Madalena and Zahara hurled spells at them, and they plummeted back to the ground.

      Once Naomi and Alaric settled on the roof, Naomi froze. Genevieve was at the opposite end, hovering in mid air, her eyes closed and skin vibrating as her magic coursed through her, her mouth moving rapidly as she uttered the words of the Destruction spell.  Naomi knew what it felt like, to be so consumed by magic you weren’t aware of your surroundings. She could use this to her advantage.

      The ground lurched again; there was no time to waste. Naomi and Alaric started forward, but a dozen of Genevieve’s witches apparated in front of them, charging forward.

      “Go,” Alaric said, “I’ll hold them off!”

      Naomi hesitated; even Alaric couldn’t hold off that many witches on his own. She lifted her hand, casting a Shielding spell around him. It was temporary, but it could help.

      “Go!” Alaric repeated.

      Naomi turned and apparated to Genevieve just as the witches got to them, praying that the other Alliance members would get to the roof to help him ward them off.

      Genevieve’s eyes remained closed, consumed by her spell as Naomi approached.

      “Cantair se yerel eshem!” Naomi shouted, and Genevieve plummeted to the ground.

      Genevieve looked up, startled, as Naomi shouted a Binding spell. Genevieve evaded it, hurling a Killing spell towards her. Naomi darted out of the way, casting another Repelling spell.

      Vibrating with fury, Genevieve began to hurl rapid-fire spells her way; Naomi dodged them all and created another shield around herself, the same magical barrier she’d placed around Alaric. Genevieve’s eyes narrowed, and she raised her hand to shatter the barrier, but Naomi darted around it and lifted her hand, on the verge of casting another Repelling spell.

      But she wasn’t fast enough; one of Genevieve’s spells finally struck her. A Binding spell. She could feel it closing in on her, it was similar to the spell Genevieve had cast on her and Alaric back in Seward Park. The Binding spell held Naomi still, and she could feel her throat begin to compress, as Genevieve approached.

      “It was foolish of you to try to stop me, niece,” Genevieve spat. “The Destruction spell has already begun to take hold. You could have been a part of this. You and your mother. Now, you’ll die as I create a new world.”

      Keeping her focus on Naomi, Genevieve again soared into the air. Desperate, Naomi silently issued the counter spell she’d used in Seward Park. Geare isi.

      But nothing happened. The air around her closed in; it was getting harder to breathe.

      Genevieve’s skin began to glow, and her silver eyes looked electric as she again uttered the words of the Destruction spell.

      “Freeil greadem lengi . . .”

      The earth began to tremble. This time, it wasn’t a simple lurch or a jolt, and the trembling didn’t subside. It continued, turning into a full-fledged quake. The Binding spell held Naomi still as the building beneath her feet began to shake. She could hear the startled cries of the Alliance members. In the distance, she heard the frightened and panicked shouts of humans.

      Panic and despair spiraled through her. Soon, she would lose consciousness. She would die . . . along with Alaric, and millions of other humans and vampires as the Destruction spell took hold and spread.

      Naomi fought for calm. If she gave in to panic, she couldn’t fight back. And she needed to use her last moments of consciousness to fight with everything she had.

      Darkness was forming on the edges of her vision; she only had seconds of consciousness left.

      She and Genevieve were connected by blood; Genevieve had already burrowed into her mind. That worked both ways.

      She concentrated on everything she knew about Genevieve. The abused and isolated young witch who’d fled from her adoptive parents. The years of loneliness. The overwhelming power. The envy she harbored towards Naomi’s mother, who had been surrounded by love; envy which turned into hatred.

      “Herel iy manato,” Naomi whispered.

      Camille told her and Alaric that Genevieve needed adulation. Followers. Why? Because of her loneliness and isolation. It had nothing to do with her belief in the superiority of witches; not really. It had everything to do with providing a panacea to an empty life, a life without love.

      “Herel iy manato.”

      Naomi held on to that sense of isolation and loneliness, recalling the young Genevieve she had seen in her mind, as she repeated the Summoning spell in her mind. Herel iy manato. Herel iy manato.

      The earth’s rumbling began to subside. Herel iy manato.

      Genevieve’s skin returned to normal, and she floated to the ground. She looked disoriented . . . vulnerable.

      Herel iy manato.

      The barrier around Naomi dissolved, and she could breathe again. She drew in air to her lungs, but never took her eyes off Genevieve.

      “Herel iy manato.”

      Genevieve moved towards her, her movements uneven and jerky. Naomi knew the effects of her spell wouldn’t last; she needed to act quickly.

      “Eilion.”

      Both she and Genevieve soared into the air. Now was the time to issue the Killing spell, but Naomi hesitated. Hadn’t she also been isolated once, struggling with contained magic? She recalled her years of turmoil and anxiety. It was her parents’ love that kept her from succumbing to darkness, and then Kat’s love. Now, she had Alaric. Genevieve had no one. Would Naomi have turned dark with a similar background?

      “We’re blood, so I’m giving you a chance,” Naomi shouted, over the swirling wind she’d created that held them both afloat. “Atone for what you’ve done. It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      But the vulnerability vanished from Genevieve’s eyes, replaced by hatred.

      “Never!” Genevieve shouted, lifting her hand.

      Despair filled Naomi; she had no choice. The Killing spell was past her lips before Genevieve could cast her own Killing spell.

      As the spell struck her, Genevieve’s eyes locked with hers. There was pain, rage, and for a split second Naomi saw that troubled, lost witch Genevieve had once been, before her eyes went blank and lifeless. Genevieve plummeted to the ground, dead.

      But it wasn’t over. Naomi still needed to counter the Destruction spell; Genevieve had been working on it for hours, remnants of it could still be at work. She had to make certain it didn’t take hold.

      The force of her spell kept her in the air as she whispered the words of the counter spells.

      “Cantair yerel eserem . . . “

      The remnant rumbles of the earth ceased. Naomi continued to utter the counter spells, feeling it drain her power and energy, but she forced herself to keep speaking.

      “Finnum ileum hesheli . . .”

      Her vision began to dim, and her body settled to the ground; her magic was fading. From somewhere far away, she heard Alaric shouting; she could feel his panic through their bond, his grief. But she had to complete the spells.

      “Herel ese miuma.”

      The final strands of her magic—her life—faded to blackness.
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      “Will she survive?” Alaric whispered.

      He sat at Naomi’s bedside; Madalena stood next to him. They were in one of the bedrooms of the Manhattan penthouse that served as the Alliance’s New York headquarters. Naomi lay in the center of the large bed, her skin pale, her breathing faint. It was a week after their confrontation with Genevieve, and Naomi had hovered in a coma ever since.

      He looked up through a sheen of blood tears when Madalena didn’t answer right away. She looked just as stricken as he did, her green eyes shadowed with grief.

      “I don’t know,” Madalena said quietly. “Fighting another powerful witch had already taken much of her strength; when she issued the counter spells, she was already weak. It not only zapped her magic, it zapped her physical strength. Naomi is a strong witch, but what she did is akin to a strong man who can lift three hundred pounds on a regular basis suddenly lifting five thousand pounds.”

      Alaric closed his eyes. He recalled how Naomi’s body twisted and vibrated as she uttered the counter spells; he’d been able to tell right away it was too much for her. By the time he’d gotten to her side, she’d fallen to the ground, pale and still. If he hadn’t felt her presence through their bond, he would have thought she was dead. He’d held her in his arms, weeping; it had taken several vampires to drag him away so the witches could tend to her.

      He reached for Naomi’s hand, relishing in its warmth; it meant she was still alive. He didn’t regret believing in her for a second, of letting go of his fear of losing her so that she could fight; it had to be done. But he would do anything in the world to take Naomi’s place; he would have taken the force of the spell for her if he could have.

      “We’ve done every Healing spell we possibly can,” Madalena said, her voice wavering as her gaze strayed to Naomi’s still form. “Now . . . all we can do is wait, and pray to whatever gods you believe in.”

      Madalena left him alone, closing the door behind her. Alaric hadn’t left Naomi’s side all week, and he didn’t intend to. Not until she opened her eyes. And she would. She had to. The other alternative was unbearable to him, and he wouldn’t entertain it.

      “Have you fed?”

      Alaric turned. He was so focused on Naomi that his usually astute senses had dulled; he didn’t notice the visitors who came into the room until they made their presence known.

      Kat stepped into the room, her face paler than Naomi’s, heavy bags under her eyes. She’d spent almost as much time by Naomi’s side as Alaric.

      He blinked in surprise, not sure if he’d heard her correctly.

      “Yes,” Kat said. Her lips twitched in a shadow of a smile. “I just asked my almost vampire nephew-in-law if he’s had any blood. Naomi’s not the only one who cares about you, you know. The others have wondered about your nourishment as well.”

      Alaric returned his focus to Naomi. He hadn’t fed in days; he felt weak as a result, but he had no desire for blood. Not until Naomi came back to him.

      “Alaric—“

      “I can’t focus on anything else right now,” he said, his voice breaking. “But I will try to feed . . . soon. I just—I can’t leave her side. I won’t.”

      Kat didn’t push back, only giving him an understanding nod. She sat down at Naomi’s opposite side, and they sat in silence. He and Kat had spoken little since she’d arrived. She’d wept into his arms when she first saw how weak Naomi looked, but their conversation had been kept to a minimum.

      “I don’t know how vampires do it,” Kat said, reaching out to stroke a stray hair behind Naomi’s ear. “Deal with so much loss. Losing Naomi’s mother nearly destroyed me; I held it together for Naomi’s sake.”

      “You accept it,” he said quietly. “And you move on. But . . . I won’t move on from Naomi. I can’t.”

      “I know,” Kat said swiftly, “and I’m not even thinking that. I just . . . given that you’ve seen so much loss—“

      “What? That would make me immune to losing Naomi?”

      “I’m not saying that, Alaric,” Kat said gently. ”I know with you, it’s the opposite of that. You seem to feel so much. And that’s a good thing. I don’t know if I would cope as well in your shoes.”

      “I’m barely coping now,” he admitted, trying to keep his voice steady. “It’s only feeling Naomi through our bond that’s keeping me sane. And . . . before this . . . my overprotectiveness almost drove her away. I was forced to accept who she is.”

      Kat gave him a rueful smile. “You’re not the only one who’s overprotective. I hated that she moved to Europe. I worried all the time, and that was when she was just a museum curator. I’m surprised I haven’t had ten heart attacks since she got involved with the Alliance.” Her gaze drifted back to Naomi, and pride shone in her eyes. “But she proved us wrong, hasn’t she? She stopped the Destruction spell. My niece is a badass.”

      Alaric smiled; his first genuine smile in a week. He squeezed Naomi’s still hand.

      “I agree,” he murmured, training his gaze on Naomi’s pale face. Come back to me, sweetheart.
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* * *

      Elias entered the room later that night with a packet of blood.

      “Drink,” he ordered, handing Alaric the blood. “You look like shit.”

      “I don’t care,” Alaric said, scowling.

      “Do it for Naomi. You think she’ll appreciate coming to only to find you’ve died of starvation? Drink, you idiot,” Elias repeated, forcing the packet into Alaric’s hands.

      Glaring at him, Alaric took it, tore open the packet, and drank. He could feel his strength returning as he did so, pulling him from the grief induced lethargy that had plagued him the past few days. The bastard was right; he did feel better.

      “Thanks,” he grumbled, when he was finished.

      Elias remained where he was, his gaze straying to Naomi, and his expression softened. A long moment of silence passed before he spoke again.

      “Remember back at your estate—how I got pissed when you told me women were playthings to me?”

      Alaric stiffened, wondering why he was bringing this up now.

      “How can I forget,” he said drily. “I then proceeded to kick your arse.”

      “It was the other way around,” Elias returned, his lips twitching in a smile, before he turned serious again. “I got upset because . . .  it’s true. Women have been like playthings, because I didn’t want anyone to mean anything to me. The vampire who turned me . . . I was a plaything for her, even though I loved her deeply. She left me on my own to cope with being a newborn vampire.”

      Alaric studied him in disbelief. Newborn vampires struggled with coming to terms with their awakened senses and burgeoning blood lust. Alaric’s own early days as a vampire had been torture; if it wasn’t for his maker, Lysander, he would have gone mad. Newborn vampires left to fend for themselves rarely survived; or they turned dark.

      “I know. Believe me, I know,” Elias said, taking in Alaric’s stunned expression. “It took decades, but I eventually adjusted. But I closed myself off to any sort of true romantic relationship; I was traumatized, I didn’t want to risk anyone else having that type of power over me.” He paused a moment, before continuing, “I know it may not seem like it, but I liked you when I met you. Not for your winning personality,” he added, with a wink. “But because . . . you were like me. Closed off to love, even if it was for different reasons. I remember thinking, ‘Good. I’m not the only one.’ But that changed the moment I saw you with Naomi.”

      Alaric turned back to Naomi, his chest tightening with anguish.

      “I can’t lose her.”

      “You won’t,” Elias said swiftly. “I wanted to remind you how strong your bond is with her—even before you made it official and gave her your blood. Reach out to her. She’ll feel you—and come back to you.”

      Elias stepped forward, placing his hand on Alaric’s shoulder. He left it there for a moment before turning to leave them alone.

      Zahara came to visit hours later, as the sun began its ascent, and Alaric sat in the same position Elias had left him in.

      Zahara entered the room, her dark eyes filling with tears as she whispered a sincere apology, her expression tinged with sorrow. But Alaric waved off her apology, now was not the time for anger. In the end Zahara had believed them, and helped them stop Genevieve.

      “I also wanted to say . . . if Naomi pulls through—“

      “When,” he corrected sharply.

      “When,” Zahara amended. “We’d like to offer her a role as a leader of the Alliance. And you as well . . . if you’re willing.”

      Alaric looked at her, surprised.

      “As you know, we’ve culled the membership since Naomi revealed Isobel’s betrayal,” Zahara said. “And Blaize’s death leaves an absence. With two leadership spots now open, the other leaders and I thought who better to fill them than the witch and vampire who’ve helped save millions. I know you can’t answer for Naomi, but please consider it. You both have dealt with so much danger; leaders have more peaceful roles. And the Order has scattered even more than they did after Raphael’s defeat. They remain a threat, but it’s decreased since Naomi came into the picture. Their morale is at a low with this new defeat.”

      Alaric mulled over her words, but one jumped out at him the most: peaceful. He and Naomi had been on a non-stop rollercoaster of danger during the past few weeks. If he and Naomi were both leaders, they could still work to stop future threats, but they could live in relative peace.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll go along with whatever decision Naomi makes.”

      Zahara seemed satisfied with that response, and left them alone.

      Alaric looked down at Naomi; hope filling him at this possible new view of their future. This time, it wasn’t fear that made him want to take up Zahara’s offer; it was the longing to have an actual life with Naomi. The longing for Naomi to have a life.

      “Naomi,” he whispered, “if you can hear me . . . I could do the selfish thing and beg you to come back to me . . . for me. And I do. More than anything. But I also want you to come back for you. To live in the world you’ve helped save, to live a life without the tumult you’ve suffered through for so long. You’re needed here to fill the world with your presence, your light.” He lifted her hand to his, pressing a kiss to her palm. “And I want to marry you, Naomi. The right way this time.  As my equal, my partner.”

      He closed his eyes, blood tears streaking down his cheeks. But he stilled when he sensed something stirring beneath his consciousness. Love; overwhelming love.

      He looked up, breathless. Naomi’s golden eyes opened and settled on him. She still looked pale and weak, but her lips curved into a smile; it was the most beautiful sight Alaric had ever seen.

      “How can I say no to that?” Naomi whispered, and his heart expanded with joy.
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      Naomi stood by the back doors of Alaric’s English estate, taking a deep breath. She looked down at the crimson wedding gown she wore; a brand new one she’d picked up from a boutique one in London. She had stored her mother’s wedding dress in the closet of the bedroom she shared with Alaric, along with the grimoire. Wearing her own wedding dress was a symbolic gesture, she was shedding her past and embracing her future. Her mother’s wedding dress was now tied to the dark memories of Genevieve. She did want some connection to her parents on her wedding day, so she wore a silver necklace that had belonged to her mother, along with a titanium ring that had been a favorite of her father’s.

      She peered out the clear glass doors. From where she stood, she could see Alaric, looking devastatingly handsome in his suit, standing in the center of enchanted stones with Madalena and their group of familiar faces: Casimir, Elias, Elisabetta, Fiona and Emma. Even Zahara and several other leaders of the Alliance stood with them.

      “Here we go,” Kat said, moving forward to stand next to Naomi. She reached out to link her arm with hers. “Second time’s a charm, right?”

      Naomi smiled. “Right.”

      She had returned to Alaric’s estate from New York nearly a month ago. It was a place she now considered home, and where they decided to have their bonding ceremony. Unlike last time, there were no pressing concerns about Genevieve, and Incantation Stone, or anything else. Her focus was only on Alaric and their future.

      She’d spent the past few weeks recovering her strength. Madalena had cast several Restorative spells to help her recovery along, advising her to take an extended break from magic. Today was the first day in weeks she’d perform a spell.

      During her recovery, she’d learned what happened in the aftermath of Genevieve’s death. The members of the Order had scattered even more and gone quiet—for now. The Alliance had restructured; she and Alaric had taken the vacant leadership spots, and dozens of members had been culled as a safety measure to ensure there were no more traitors lurking. It had taken little thought for her to accept the leadership role; they could live more peaceful lives while still fighting threats to the Alliance, and they’d have more influence as leaders.

      Zahara had told them what little information they’d been able to dig up about Genevieve. Her missing years from the record still remained a mystery, though it was assumed she lived in relative isolation to increase her power, periodically coming out of hiding in multiple failed attempts to gather followers to her side. It wasn’t until after Raphael’s death that she succeeded, gaining rogue members of the Order frustrated by its progress, and disillusioned by Raphael’s defeat.

      Naomi turned her thoughts away from Genevieve and the Order. Today was for her and Alaric, to celebrate their future. Alaric had surprised her with an extended honeymoon to Bali; one of the few places Alaric hadn’t visited during his long life. It would be strange to take an actual vacation; but Naomi couldn’t wait.

      She nodded at Kat, and together they made their way out to the garden to join the others.

      Alaric didn’t take his eyes off her from the moment she stepped out the back doors, or during the entire ceremony. And Naomi kept her eyes on his, even during the hand fasting part of the ceremony. She reached out to envelop his hands with her own, and she murmured the words to the Binding spell. She watched as the bonds formed around her and Alaric’s hand, and together their feet lifted off the ground, the power of the spell holding them there as the witches below them spoke the words of a group Binding spell. The bonds around them extended, temporarily binding their bodies together. The bonds faded away as they settled back to the ground.

      “The Brakij is complete; you are now bonded in the way of witches,” Madalena said, beaming, and their guests cheered.

      A shining and all encompassing joy swept over Naomi, and she leaned forward to press her lips to Alaric’s, sealing their future with a kiss.
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      Elias hovered behind the other guests as Naomi and Alaric kissed, a pang of envy piercing him as they gazed into each other’s eyes, as if the world only existed for the two of them. He’d felt that way only once in his life, and he’d accepted long ago that he would never feel that way again. Still, he couldn’t help his envy; Alaric and Naomi’s pull toward each other had been clear since the moment he first saw them together.

      As the ceremony came to an end, Naomi, Alaric, and the guests filed inside, heading to the drawing room, which Madalena, Fiona and Kat had converted into a reception space.  Elias lingered behind, closing his eyes, taking a moment to revel in the fragrant scent of the garden’s flowers. These gardens were his favorite part of Alaric’s estate. He didn’t spend enough time at any of his homes to have proper gardens, which he’d always found peaceful. And he needed a final moment of peace before heading off to his next assignment. He’d already said his goodbyes to Alaric and Naomi; he was heading directly to the airport once he left here.

      He sensed eyes on him, and opened his to see Madalena lingering behind, studying him. She was one of the few people who knew the details of his assignment. She approached with a sad smile.

      “You’re leaving now, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “I want to get settled in,” he said. He had history in the city he was going to, New Orleans, and he wanted to make sure his head was clear before he got to the meat of why he was there. Reaching down into his pocket, he took out a photo. Madalena took the photo, studying it.

      “This is the first photo I’ve seen of her,” Madalena mused.

      “It’s one of the few we have,” Elias said. “She’s been elusive.”

      In the photo, a golden haired witch walked down the street, sunglasses shielding her face, her hair tucked back in a bun. It was clear she was trying to be incognito; the Alliance had actually found her by accident. They’d gotten a glimpse of her in Chicago before she went missing again.

      Unlike Naomi, Bianca Ibano knew she was a Descendant, and went out of her way to avoid detection. The Alliance had only recently discovered her. She was a member of the powerful Ibano family, and a relative of the now deceased Order leader Raphael. But she seemed to want no part of the war between the Alliance and the Order. She had reappeared in New Orleans only days ago, and the Alliance needed someone to get to her before she vanished from the radar again.

      “I can’t blame her for staying hidden,” Madalena said, shaking her head. “Look at what Naomi’s gone through.”

      “Naomi chose to help us,” Elias reminded her. “And this time, we’re not asking for help. We’re offering our protection.”

      The Alliance had kept the news quiet from Naomi and Alaric during her recovery, but there was another group threatening the relative peace of witches and vampires. This time, it was a group of vampires. Elias’s chest tightened at the thought of them; they were particularly vicious, and centered in New Orleans. A Descendant would be a prime target.

      “Are you sure you’re up for it?” Madalena asked. “We could always find—“

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve been in England for awhile now on this assignment. I think Naomi and Alaric can take it from here. And I’m glad they’re both leaders, they deserve it, but Alaric’s going to be a really annoying boss,” he said, with an exaggerated groan.

      “Naomi will keep him in check,” Madalena said, smiling. “And so will I.  We’ll miss you. A lot. Who’s going to be the wisecracker of our group?”

      “Casimir can be trained. And Naomi can be sharp tongued when she wants,” Elias said, grinning.

      “Stay in touch, OK?” Madalena asked. At his nod, she continued, “And . . . you’re going into uncharted territory. Unlike the Order, there’s still a lot we don’t know about these vampires. Be careful.”

      “I will,” he promised.

      He and Madalena shared a long embrace, and he watched as she headed inside to join the others. It was only when she faded from view that he turned to make his way off the estate grounds and towards the circular driveway, where a car waited for him.

      He studied the photo once more before returning it to his pocket, a question circling through his mind as he stepped into the car.

      Who are you, Bianca Ibano?

      
        THE END
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        MARKED DESCENDANT
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* * *

      Elias’ story continues in Book 3, DARK DESCENDANT. Want to be notified of its release? Join L.D. Goffigan’s newsletter HERE.
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      Have you read The First Witches? It’s a brief prequel short about the First Witches and the creation of the Incantation Stone.
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      To receive The First Witches for free:

      1) Consider reviewing Book 1, Shadow Descendant on Amazon. Leave your review here.

      2) Click HERE to provide me with the e-mail address where I can send your free short story. This will add you to my Readers’ Group, where you’ll be notified about upcoming releases. I’ll never spam you, and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      Thank you for reading Marked Descendant. I hope you enjoyed it! The story continues with Elias in Book 3, Dark Descendant, coming soon.
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