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        Book Four in the 'Serenity Series':


        Since meeting Serenity eight years ago, vampire Sebastian Bandores’ whole existence has been about protecting his family. But when an unexpected question causes a rift between the unlikely couple, Sebastian finds himself with a dead body and no recollection of killing him.


        Serenity sees something dark in Sebastian’s face and feels as though she’s being haunted, both by her inability to let go of her past and by things happening in the house. When Sebastian’s strengths start to fail him, the couple seek help from a friend they’re unsure they can trust.


        As Sebastian loses his grip on the real world, Serenity fears they may be too late.


        And after everything they’d been through during the past eight years, Sebastian never imagined he’d be the one who’d need saving.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the restaurant table, their champagne flutes clinked together, bubbles bursting within the delicate glass. 
 
   Around them sat other couples or small groups of well-dressed men and women, all talking and laughing with the sort of self-conscious awareness that came with sitting in an expensive establishment.
 
   Serenity lifted her glass to her lips and took a sip, enjoying the dry, tart taste of the wine and the way the bubbles tickled her nose. She maintained eye contact with her date, his green-eyed gaze never leaving hers. He wore his dark, wavy hair swept back from his face, though the slightly too-long length still curled around his broad neck. The style highlighted his strong bone structure, his square jaw and high cheekbones. His beauty never lost any of its impact for her.
 
   “Eight years. Can you believe it?” she said. 
 
   Sebastian smiled. “Eight years since I first chased you down on the street.”
 
   “Eight years since you saved me,” she corrected.
 
   He gave her his lopsided smile. “Hmm... I thought you saved yourself?”
 
   “Maybe I did, but I had a little help.”
 
   Serenity grinned and leaned across the table, her fork held in one hand. She speared a piece of his uneaten steak—cooked rare, naturally—and popped it in her mouth.
 
   Though Sebastian had mastered the art of appearing as though he were eating by cutting up his steak and occasionally chewing, he couldn’t make food vanish. The waiter appeared beside them and cast an anxious glance at the still-full plate.
 
   “Is everything all right with your meals?” the young man asked.
 
   Sebastian flashed him a smile. “Perfect, thank you.”
 
   The waiter’s eyes flicked to Sebastian’s plate again. He obviously decided not to push his luck, not wanting a complaint, and instead gave them a small nod and hurried away.
 
   Serenity put down her fork and reached back across the table to loop her fingers through Sebastian’s. His skin was cool to touch, but, to Serenity, the sensation now felt normal. She thought it would almost be strange to have a warm body lie against hers.
 
   “Do you think she’s okay?” she asked, referring to their daughter, Elizabeth, who was away on a Girl Scout camping trip for the weekend. It was Elizabeth’s first real time away from home, apart from the occasional sleepover, and Serenity couldn’t help but worry. She’d not wanted Elizabeth to go at first, but her daughter had pleaded, stating that all her friends were going and, apparently, Serenity was about to ruin her life by not letting her go. She’d made a call to the mom of one of Elizabeth’s best friends and discovered she was going as chaperone, which put her mind at rest.
 
   But, in the end, it had been Sebastian who had talked her around, reminding her about the significance and convenience of the date Elizabeth would be away for—something Serenity felt sure had bought him plenty of brownie points in their daughter’s eyes.
 
   Sebastian gave her hand a squeeze. “Are you kidding? She’ll be having the time of her life. She’s hardly a nervous, withdrawn type.”
 
   Serenity’s shoulders relaxed. He was right. Elizabeth had shown no nerves at the prospect of being away from her family. She acted far older than her seven years and, where most girls may have gone through the sorts of things she had and come out more nervous on the other side, Elizabeth had emerged seemingly unaffected. But then Elizabeth wasn’t like other girls. She was a Dhampyre—half vampire, half human—so she was never going to experience things in the way a normal child did. Even so, Serenity was a fully human mother, despite the drops of vampire blood she took once a month, and she worried as much as any other parent. Almost losing her daughter a little over a year ago had made her crazily paranoid at first, but then something surprising had happened. Any of the small accidents the child had—falling off her bike, cutting herself on a piece of glass left in the park, getting carpet burns while sliding down stairs—revealed something new about her. These injuries healed with some of a vampire’s speed, knitting before Serenity’s eyes. Also, all of the usual illnesses that plagued children, such as colds and tummy bugs, seemed to bypass her.
 
   Serenity knew the new ability was the result of Elizabeth taking her father’s blood to heal her after the fall in Demitri’s club. Her old nanny, Bridget, had been wrong. The blood hadn’t made Elizabeth a vampire, but it had certainly enhanced her vampiric abilities. This made Serenity a little less nervous, slightly quelling her twenty-four-seven overprotective instincts where her daughter was concerned.
 
   She offered Sebastian a smile. “I must admit, though I miss her like hell, I have enjoyed having the house to ourselves.”
 
   Even though they’d first met a long time ago, they’d not spent much of that time together. Their relationship had been the ultimate extreme of long distance, with Sebastian enforcing their separation when they first met, and then Serenity’s dead husband, Jackson, ensuring the second. But now, they’d managed over a year together, happy and undisturbed, and they were still very much in the honeymoon period.
 
   She glanced down at the table and pressed her lips together in a coy smile. With Elizabeth away, they’d been making the most of having the house to themselves, making use of all the spaces in their big home—the stairs ... the kitchen counter ... the living room floor...
 
   Serenity was suddenly no longer interested in her meal. And as for the dessert, well, she thought she could do better at home.
 
   She looked up and tilted her head, her long, dark hair falling to one side. Why don’t we get out—?”
 
   A gasp of shock escaped her lips, her fingers digging hard into the edge of the table. 
 
   A dark shadow flitted across Sebastian’s features. A cloud across the sun. Black melted into his green eyes, flooding across his pale cheekbones. His chiseled, straight nose seemed to blend with the rest of his face as the darkness took over. It rippled to his right eye, a flood of black tar, and then, just as quickly, vanished.
 
   His face was back to normal.              
 
   The moment had happened so fast she wondered if she’d imagined the whole thing. But, from the way her heart beat so hard she thought the organ might burst from her chest and her whole body trembled, she knew she hadn’t.
 
   Sebastian pushed his plate to one side and leaned forward, a crease appearing between his dark brows. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She opened her mouth, but only managed a stammer. “I ... I ...”
 
   “What?” he asked again, his eyes widening in alarm. “What’s happened?”
 
   “I ... I saw something.”
 
   He threw a glance over his shoulder as if expecting to find someone standing behind him and turned back to her. “Like what?”
 
   “Something happened to your face. Like a shadow moved under your skin.” Serenity raised her hand to her own face, running her fingers across her eyes and nose, mimicking the direction she’d seen the shadow pass in.
 
   He lifted his hand and touched his own face. “I don’t feel anything. Is it still there?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Are you sure you didn’t imagine it?” He smiled and nodded at her now half-empty glass of champagne. “The wine hasn’t gone to your head?”
 
   “Sebastian! Don’t tease me. I’m not hallucinating things.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but you must have seen a trick of the light or something. It’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, not convinced. She looked down at her chicken breast wrapped in Parma ham and the little bundles of julienne vegetables. She suddenly didn’t want her meal anymore, but for an entirely different reason than before.
 
   She pushed her food around with her fork and snuck glances at Sebastian who sat across the table watching her with an amused expression on his face.
 
   “Stop looking at me like that!” He laughed.
 
   She gave her head a slight shake. “Sorry. I can’t help myself. It was just so ...” She sought for the right word and failed. “Weird.” 
 
   The smiled melted from his lips and he studied her face, his thoughts seeming to turn to something else. He moved quickly, his hand no more than a blur, and pushed a small, square, robin’s egg blue box with the words ‘Tiffany & Co’ written on top across the table towards her.
 
   “Serenity, I want to ask you something ...”
 
   For the second time in only minutes, she felt as though someone had snatched the air from her lungs. Her mouth dropped open and the world seemed to swim away, as though the floor had vanished and she found herself suspended above a vast drop.
 
   “Please, Sebastian. Don’t ...”
 
   His deft fingers flipped open the lid, and a platinum band set with a row of six diamonds stared back at her. The jewels cast a pattern of colored beams across the table—a rainbow of fractured light.
 
   Serenity lowered her gaze and shook her head. “I don’t need a ring.”
 
   Hurt flickered across his handsome features. “Okay,” he said, slowly. “No ring, but I still want to ask you to marry me.”
 
   “I was married before, Sebastian. Look how well that turned out.”
 
   “This isn’t the same. We live together, we have a child together. Surely, getting married is the next natural step?”
 
   Her forehead creased in a frown and she leaned forward and lowered her voice. “It’s not like we’re a natural setup, are we?”
 
   “We love each other. We have a child together,” he repeated as though trying to drum these facts into her head.
 
   She pressed her lips together. “I meant because of what you are ...” She trailed off, wanting to choose her words, not wanting to hurt him, but still amazed he’d even thought to go down this route. Sebastian was a vampire. Committing to spend eternity together when you literally had eternity was one hell of a commitment. 
 
   She sighed. “We can hardly stand in front of a priest and declare ‘til death do we part.”
 
   “Maybe not a priest, but a Justice of the Peace.”
 
   “Isn’t marriage a religious union? Isn’t that the whole point?”
 
   “Since when have you been religious, Serenity?”
 
   She gave a slight shrug. “I’m not, not really. But I don’t need us to get married to know that we’re going to stay together. After all, I need your blood to keep my sanity. It’s not as though I’m going anywhere.”
 
   Sebastian glowered at her from beneath his thick, dark lashes. “Necessity isn’t exactly a romantic notion, Serenity.”
 
   “Romance doesn’t get you far in this world. You should know that.”
 
   He shook his head. “This isn’t like you, Serenity. You love me, I know you do. I thought you’d want us to get married.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just the first person I think about when you talk about being married is Jackson.” 
 
   He flinched, but said, “I understand.”
 
   “And frankly, it is a little ridiculous,” she said, trying to lighten the tense mood that had appeared between them. “Are you even allowed to do such things?”
 
   “I can do whatever I want, Serenity,” he said, his voice hard. He stared at her across the table, his normally full lips a hard line. “I’m a vampire, remember?”
 
   “I know what you are and I’ve accepted it. But I don’t need to get married, Sebastian. I don’t want to get married.”
 
   She reached back across the table to take his hand. Their fingers touched only briefly before he withdrew his hand and tucked it under the table.
 
   “Sebastian. Please don’t ...”
 
   “It’s fine,” he said, his tone curt.
 
   She stared at him, feeling like he was slipping away, but almost unable to believe what had just happened. Sebastian proposing was the last thing she’d expected, she’d never even considered the idea. She thought they were out to have a meal to celebrate their time together, like a normal, happy couple. She’d never thought his idea of normality stretched as far as this.
 
   She sighed and lifted her napkin from her lap and dropped it beside her barely-touched meal. “Let’s get out here. I’ve kind of lost my appetite.”
 
   Sebastian got to his feet without another word. 
 
   Serenity’s stomach churned with anxiety. Perhaps she should have said yes to make him happy? She shook the notion from her head. No, she’d been in a relationship once before where she’d been forced to agree to things she didn’t want because she needed to keep a man happy. While she couldn’t draw any kind of comparison between Jackson and Sebastian—and wouldn’t dream of doing so—she had no intention of falling into that sort of trap again.
 
   She trusted Sebastian with her life. She had to. Her need for his blood to keep her sane meant she had little choice in the matter. But that wasn’t the whole story. She did trust him and knew he’d lay down his life for both her and Elizabeth. Yet, the memory of the time he’d left her still haunted her. The pain and loneliness, the possibility of the same thing happening again, made her keep just a tiny portion of her guard up.
 
   Her residual fear of pain wasn’t the only reason for her refusal of Sebastian’s proposal. Though she’d never admit it to Sebastian, her need for his blood troubled her. She didn’t like being so reliant on him.
 
   Marriage in the past had meant only one thing to Serenity: control. Perhaps she was scared the same thing would happen between her and Sebastian. To be his wife gave him another hold over her, an ownership of sorts. She loved him with all her heart and the last thing she ever wanted was to end up resenting him because she felt trapped once again.
 
   Just like she had with Jackson.
 
   Sebastian threw a couple of fifty-dollar bills on the table, more than enough to pay for the meal. He didn’t attempt to touch Serenity as they left the restaurant. No hand against the base of her spine to guide her between the tables or touch of her fingers.
 
   They caught a cab back to their big house in the Hollywood Hills. A house that used to be Sebastian’s alone, but Serenity had come to think of theirs. They rode in silence, the tension between them palpable.
 
   Maybe he’s right, she thought. They did live as though they were a married couple. What difference would it make if they made their setup official? But the uncomfortable, slightly sickening sensation in the pit of her stomach—which had appeared at the same time as the ring—refused to go away.
 
   They sat in silence in the back of the cab. The air in the confined space was permeated with the strong scent of the vanilla air freshener swinging from the rearview mirror, together with an underlying taint of cigarette smoke. Serenity reached out and took Sebastian’s large hand in her own, resting their linked fingers on his thigh. He glanced over and gave her a smile, but the expression was tight and restrained. No pleasure lit his eyes.
 
   Sensing the tension, the driver made no attempt to strike up conversation. His eyes kept flicking to the rearview mirror, catching sight of Sebastian’s expressionless, pale face, as though he knew something was not quite right, but couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
   The cab pulled up in front of the gates to their home. Sebastian paid and both he and Serenity climbed from the vehicle. They passed through the towering wrought iron gates, feet crunching across the gravel.
 
   They walked into the house and Sebastian gave the door a shove behind him, the crash echoing around the vast property.
 
   Serenity cringed. “Sebastian. Talk to me. I thought you understood?”
 
   She spoke to the broad expanse of his back. He shrugged off his jacket and threw it on the banister at the bottom of the big, curved staircase. 
 
   He spun to face her. “What do you want me to talk about, Serenity? You said no. You gave me your reasons. Would anything I say change your mind? I doubt it. So what is there left to say?”
 
   “I love you. Not wanting to marry you doesn’t change that.”
 
   “You married someone like Jackson, but you won’t marry me.”
 
   She threw up her hands in exasperation. “Oh, for God’s sake. Don’t say this is about some kind of male pride?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Serenity. I just need some space. Maybe I got my feelings hurt and I should get over it, but right now I need to be by myself.”
 
   Serenity watched as he snatched his jacket back up and headed back to the front door.
 
   “Sebastian ...” She called after him, but no sooner had his name left her lips, the door seemed to fly open of its own accord and he’d vanished.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian had the unsettling notion he was acting like an overgrown, sulky teenager, rather than a two-hundred-year-old vampire, but he couldn’t seem to shake his bad mood. 
 
   And a vampire in a bad mood was never a good thing to be around.
 
   He ran down his driveway, leapt over the gates and headed into the city. The desire to kill caught him in its grip, tightening his muscles with a burning strength and heightening his senses so his nostrils flared and his ears strained. It was a natural response to extreme emotion—wanting to lose himself in the rush of blood rather than deal with the issue—but he tried to limit his kills to the bare minimum he needed to survive. Killing someone simply because Serenity had upset him was out of character.
 
   It wasn’t like him.
 
   He flew across the city, crossing Santa Monica Freeway, toward the ocean. As he approached Venice Beach, he slowed to human pace. Though late evening, the place thronged with the area’s eclectic mix of locals and tourists. 
 
   He needed to feed at least once a month. To do any less would cause him to lose control over his desire for blood. He couldn’t even imagine ever wanting to feed from his family—he found the thought abhorrent—and he’d never risk getting to the point where wanting to do such a thing might become a possibility.
 
   Sebastian sat on the low wall running between the beach and the promenade, finding a spot not already occupied by someone touting paintings or handmade jewelry to the tourists. He knew he looked out of place wearing his customary tailored suit, but what did he care? Serenity often teased him about his total lack of concern for fashion. She’d even gone as far as buying him a pair of jeans, but upon presenting him with the pants, he’d only needed to raise his eyebrows. She’d laughed and bundled the offending item away, never to be seen again.
 
   His boredom for the changing fashion over the centuries wasn’t his only reason for his choice of style. Over the years, he’d learned people were more inclined to trust someone who was smartly dressed. While he didn’t doubt that he caught peoples’ eyes with his striking dark hair and pale skin, wearing a suit made him more respectable. He often wondered, if he had been wearing ripped jeans and a leather jacket the day he’d met Serenity, would she have even taken his hand?
 
   The thought of Serenity roiled something dark and uncomfortable deep inside of him. To have a proposal of marriage turned down was humiliating for any man—mortal or immortal.
 
   He couldn’t get past the thought that when Jackson asked her, she’d accepted. There had probably been kisses, laughter and tears of happiness. All the things Sebastian imagined would have happened when he asked her. Not the awkward silence he’d experienced. She’d been confident enough to think of forever with Jackson but not with him.
 
   Perhaps he was arrogant, but he never even considered the possibility of her saying no.
 
   Restless—a grinding desire for blood still working at his nerve endings—Sebastian got to his feet and began to walk down the promenade. Two young guys with long hair and low slung, baggy shorts raced toward him on skateboards. He stepped deftly out of their way. Another man with dreadlocks walked down, a bull terrier on a chain lead. The dog darted out at people only to be reined back in by its owner with a sharp tug which left the animal rearing up on its hind legs. 
 
   As Sebastian approached, the dog fell back against its owner’s ankles, trembling as he walked by. Animals often sensed his unnatural state long before humans even caught a glimmer that something paranormal had passed near.
 
   He would need to go home and talk to her. This shouldn’t change anything between them, not after everything they’d been through. He knew she loved him. Marriage was a silly, inconsequential human idea anyway. 
 
   Except he’d been married once before and, unlike Serenity’s negative view on the institution, he’d liked being married. He liked the idea of them being joined in the eyes of the law. In particular, he liked that Elizabeth would be contained within their union. At the moment, Serenity still shared Jackson’s surname and the fact left a bitter taste in his mouth. When he’d tried to broach the subject with Serenity, she’d shrugged off his concerns, saying it was only a name and the one she’d had the whole of her adult life. Perhaps he was old-fashioned, but—
 
   Sebastian’s line of thought cut off and his mind lurched. Where one minute he’d been walking down the promenade toward Santa Monica Pier, he now stood on a narrow street, the small apartments of the area either side of him, their shutters pulled down, their front doors practically opening onto the street. Overhead, the moon had travelled higher into the sky. Like its daytime counterpart, Sebastian could easily estimate the passage of time via the position of the moon. Hours had vanished compared to the position only moments before.
 
   Ahead, a dog ran down the street, away from him. The animal’s ears were flattened to its head, claws skittering on the tarmac in its effort to get away. Sebastian frowned. Could it be the same one he’d passed on the beach?
 
   He suddenly became aware of the sensation flooding through his body and the overwhelming scent of fresh blood on the night air. He glanced down and stumbled back in surprise.
 
   A body lay crumpled at his feet. Thick ropes of dreadlocks hid the man’s face and neck, but he didn’t need to see the puncture wounds to know what had killed him. The man’s blood buzzed through Sebastian’s veins, lighting his senses afire. Like a transplant recipient receiving a donor’s organ, he felt some lingering connection with the man—as though the blood cells themselves had some kind of imprinted memory.
 
   Sebastian realized he was standing in the middle of a built-up, residential area with a dead body on the ground before him. He looked left and then right, trying to see if anyone else was around, if he might have been seen. Although he would easily evade immediate capture, the last thing he wanted was a sketch artist’s image of his face being circulated by the police around this area. Now settled with his family, he rarely killed close to home. He couldn’t risk the cops knocking on his door.
 
   All remained quiet around him and he calculated that it must now be the early hours of the morning.
 
   Not allowing himself time to think, he lifted the body into his arms. He needed to get out of the city.
 
   To keep away from the roads, he leapt onto the small balcony of a second floor apartment and then up to the roof. He jumped from roof to roof, taking huge leaps and soaring through the air, the corpse held against his torso. Wind tore his dark hair back from his face. His muscles burned with the sort of energy only a fresh feed could bring. 
 
   Sebastian ran through the city, leaving the tall buildings and freeways far behind. He headed out to the Angeles forest, knowing he could go deep enough to bury the body and limit the chances of it ever being found.
 
   As he ran, his mind turned over the sudden turn of events. What the hell had happened? One moment, he was walking, and the next, he’d killed someone. He had no memory of hunting the man down, though he remembered seeing him. He hoped no one else had witnessed the attack. 
 
   Why couldn’t he remember? He’d never lost a period of time like that before.
 
   Instantly, his thoughts went to Serenity and what had happened after Jackson fed from her repeatedly. She’d forgotten who she was. But Sebastian didn’t doubt his identity and he’d never let another vampire feed from him—not since the time when Madeline turned him. 
 
   He was simply missing a portion of time. Time in which he’d killed a man.
 
   Damn it! How did this happen?
 
   As soon as he disposed of the body, he’d need to go back to Serenity. Suddenly, the matter of her rejection seemed unimportant. Something else was going on here, something that frightened him. He didn’t like the sensation. Being frightened for his family was a different matter, but rarely did he ever experience concern for himself. After all, he was immortal. He healed quickly and was fast and strong. Not many things harmed him. As far as evolution went, he sat at the top of the food chain.
 
   The memory of Serenity’s shocked face at the restaurant flashed through his head. She’d seen something—a shadow. Why had he dismissed her words so readily? Had he been distracted by the imminent proposal or had something forced him to laugh her off? No, he’d felt no different. She’d just leapt back in her chair and stared at him. He had no reason to think anything occurred other than a trick of the light.
 
   He ran through the forest, darting past the rough expanse of tree trunks and breaking through foliage, heading deeper. The air smelled of damp earth, the fall leaves creating a mulched carpet on the forest floor. As he ran, small mammals froze in their tracks—rabbits, mice and squirrels—eyes wide and ears pricked as he passed. Above his head, an owl took flight, filling the night air with its haunting screech.
 
   The body jerked in his arms. Sebastian stopped and looked down. The man’s back curved in what would have been an uncomfortable angle had he still been alive. His arms and head lolled to one side, his legs the other. The body jolted again, as though an electric shock powered through him.
 
   Surely the dead man shouldn’t be coming back already? Bodies sometimes reanimated after being drained by a vampire, but the process didn’t normally happen for hours after the kill. While he knew he was missing some time, he felt sure not that much time had passed since he’d fed from the man. 
 
   So what was happening here? Could something else be at play?
 
   His curiosity getting the better of him, Sebastian dropped the body to the ground and took a couple of steps away. He folded his arms across his chest and waited.
 
   Within seconds, the body jerked again, the hands in spasm so the fingers stretched out, rigid, before curling back to the palms.
 
   Sebastian craned his neck forward, his eyes narrowed. 
 
   The man’s dreadlocks had fallen away from his face, so they spread like knotted ropes across the ground. As Sebastian watched, the dead man’s eyelids flickered. His body convulsed again, more violently this time. The tremors gripped the man’s entire body. He shook and jerked on the forest floor as though he were still alive and suffering a seizure.
 
   Suddenly, he fell still. His eyes blinked open and he sat up. His nostrils flared as he turned his head, one way and then another, before catching sight of Sebastian.
 
   The man glared at Sebastian. Pale-faced and drained of blood, only his eyes were forked with bloodshot veins. The creature moved with slow, jerky movements, loosening the muscles that had taken on the beginnings of rigor mortis. 
 
   The dead man got to his feet.
 
   Sebastian stepped back. Something was different about this creature. Different from the bodies he’d previously seen reanimate. 
 
   The thing took staggered steps toward him, its arms outstretched, head tilted to one side. Dead eyes locked on Sebastian’s face. It stumbled over the rough ground, but regained its balance and kept coming. The creature opened its mouth. A bloated tongue darted out over cracked lips and it issued a long, hoarse breath—a death rattle—as it approached. 
 
   Intent, Sebastian realized. That was the thing different to the others. This creature moved with intent. And from the glare in the dead man’s eyes, he guessed its intentions weren’t good.
 
   Wasting no more time, Sebastian darted around the man and caught him from behind, wrapping his arm around his throat. With a vicious twist, he broke the creature’s neck.
 
   The body fell to the ground and Sebastian stood frozen above him. No more movement came.
 
   He still needed to bury the corpse. 
 
   Sebastian turned away and crouched to dig the body’s final resting place. The top layer of leaves and dirt felt dry, the leaves crunchy and brittle, but beneath the first layer, the ground grew soft and damp. The earthy scent of soil filled his nostrils.
 
   Movement from behind—a scraping of a foot against the ground, the cracking of bone—caught his attention and Sebastian spun around, leaping to his feet. The dead man stood, its head lolling at an unnatural angle. Fierce hatred burned in its eyes as it stared directly at Sebastian.
 
   “What the hell ...?”
 
   He wasn’t frightened of this thing—he didn’t think he had a reason to be—but its very presence unnerved him. He’d never seen anything like this before, and the fact that he’d been the one who killed the man set his nerves on edge.
 
   The thing took one unsteady step toward him and then another. All around them, the forest remained silent. Only the crack of twigs and crunch of dried leaves beneath the dead man’s feet broke the unnatural silence. 
 
   Not wasting another second, Sebastian raced at the dead man. With a single movement, he tore the thing’s head off with his bare hands, wrenching bone, tendon and flesh apart with a wet, sickening riiiiip.
 
   Tiny droplets of cold, dead blood splattered Sebastian’s clothes. Blood no longer flowed through the body, so the spray was minimal, but it was there. He grimaced in disgust. The scent of dead blood was nothing like fresh. The vibrant life that normally drew him in was gone and the fluid smelled only of death.
 
   Sebastian dropped the head to the ground. The body took a couple more steps before folding at the knees and collapsing, chest down.
 
   What the hell is going on? The bodies sometimes came back, but not like that. Had he done something else to the body at the time he’d killed it? Drawing a total blank about the feed, he had no way of knowing.
 
   Sebastian looked down at the carnage he’d created.
 
    “Shit.” 
 
   Someone stumbling upon a decomposing body in the depths of the forest would always cause a stir, but someone stumbling across a body with its head torn off would create a different sort of panic entirely.
 
   He dropped to his knees and dug into the rough earth. He always liked to bury the bodies, or at least leave them somewhere they wouldn’t normally escape from, but this one needed to be deeper than before. Not only did he want to reduce the chance of the body being found, but the image of this thing reaching out, finding its own head and replacing it upon its shoulders plagued him.
 
   He tore away clods of earth, his strength making it easy for him to dig deep within only a few minutes. With the unmarked grave now easily six feet in depth, he got to his feet. He drew back his foot and kicked the head. The dreadlocks wound around the head like a coil of dead snakes as it flew through the air and landed in the pit. It bounced and then came to rest. 
 
   Sebastian bent and hoisted in the rest of the body.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   With Sebastian gone, Serenity had little to do but wait. It wasn’t as though she could go after him. He’d be halfway across the city before she even left the front door.
 
   He would come around. She had enough faith in him to know his senses would win him over. After all, he would have to forgive her eventually. He couldn’t force her to get married and he would never change her mind, so the only other option was to forget this painful, embarrassing evening ever happened. Unless, of course, he decided he didn’t want to be with her anymore.
 
   The thought caused her stomach to clench in anxiety. He’d left her once before, but that had been a long time ago. Sebastian loved her and Elizabeth. He’d proven the lengths he would go to in order to keep them safe, time and time again. She shouldn’t be comparing the person he was now to the one she’d met eight years ago. He’d spent years searching for her and taking care of Elizabeth. Something like her not wanting to get married wouldn’t change how he felt about her.
 
   So where was he now?
 
   Serenity paced to the living room window and peered out toward the driveway. The night remained still and empty. She chewed at a sharp hangnail on her thumb and closed her eyes. Could she sense him? Now that she regularly took drops of his blood, she sometimes picked up on his emotions or caught a glimpse of his thoughts, but right now she didn’t sense anything.
 
   She was alone.
 
   A painful ball knotted in her throat and her eyes filled with tears. She wished Elizabeth wasn’t off on her trip. At least with Elizabeth here she’d have something to distract her. She could go and sit on the edge of her daughter’s bed and remind herself that they were a unit, a family. Being separated didn’t feel right.
 
   She let out a sigh, one that came from the very bottom of her lungs, and flicked off the couple of table lamps lighting the room. She left the light on the hall console by the front door on, partly for security, but also for a practical reason. Unlike Sebastian, she couldn’t see in the dark.
 
   Though she wanted to spend as much time as possible with Sebastian, even with Elizabeth away, she found herself unable to stay awake all night and sleep all day. Doing so made her brain foggy and her limbs heavy. Instead, she stayed up with Sebastian and headed to bed in the early hours of the morning. She’d get up with Elizabeth first thing and then take herself back to bed for a few hours in the afternoon. On weekends, Elizabeth also stayed up too late in order to spend time with her father, so she, too, was always keen for an afternoon nap. 
 
   Right now, Serenity saw no reason to sit up all night waiting for Sebastian. She knew he’d be home before dawn. He didn’t have much choice in the matter.
 
   Another sigh morphed into a yawn and she plodded her way up the stairs, toward their bedroom. Sebastian had gotten over his self-consciousness about allowing her to see him in his sleeping state and she had grown used to curling up against the cold, inert form lying beside her.
 
   With a heavy heart, she crossed the room, using a band on her wrist to knot her long, dark hair on top of her head. She slid out of the dress she’d worn especially for dinner and dropped it in a pile on the floor at the bottom of the big bed. A rueful smile accompanied the action. That certainly wasn’t how she imagined the dress being removed while dressing earlier that evening.
 
   Serenity climbed up onto the mattress and slid her bare legs beneath the sheets. The soft cotton slipped against her skin and she curled up on her side, her head crushing the feather pillow. She wanted to sleep, but her mind wouldn’t rest. She hoped Sebastian was all right. The memory of the darkness passing over his face sent a shudder racing down her spine. She was sure she hadn’t only seen a shadow, a play of light. Something as innocuous as a shadow wouldn’t have caused such an extreme reaction in her. If he hadn’t surprised her with the proposal, she would have pressed him further on what happened. 
 
   Instead, in Sebastian’s eyes at least, the darkness had been all but forgotten.
 
    
 
   Sebastian entered the house in near silence. He cracked open the front door and peered into the wide hallway, wondering what would be waiting for him. Would Serenity be furious with him for walking out on their conversation? Would she be crying? Would she even be speaking to him? Somehow, he doubted she’d give him the silent treatment. After years of being forced to hold her tongue with Jackson, she didn’t normally hold back from saying what she thought.
 
   Stepping inside, he realized he could hear the steady thump of her heartbeat and her slow breathing coming from upstairs. She was asleep. 
 
   His heart sank. He’d so wanted to talk to her about what happened tonight—both the marriage proposal and what happened later. He didn’t like to think she’d gone to bed still angry or upset with him. 
 
   His whole world revolved around her and Elizabeth. His whole reason for survival was two fragile humans.
 
   Nothing else mattered. 
 
   Sebastian closed his eyes briefly and shook his head at himself. What was he thinking? A vampire marrying a human? A vampire getting married at all! He would be the laughing stock of his kind everywhere. But what did he care? The opinion of other vampires meant nothing to him. The only people whose opinions mattered lived beneath the same roof.
 
   Light-footed, he ran up the stairs to their bedroom and carefully pushed open the door. 
 
   The sight of her made his heart ache. Serenity slept in her usual position—curled up on her side with her hand beneath her cheek. Her features were softened in sleep. She didn’t look as though she’d been crying—no red blotches marred her creamy complexion. 
 
   Her dress lay pooled on the floor at the edge of the bed. He pressed his lips together. He’d not planned for her to undress alone tonight.
 
   Crossing the room, he slid onto the bed beside her. Several hours remained until morning, but he didn’t want to leave her again. 
 
   Should I wake her? He desperately wanted to talk to her.
 
   He reached out and touched her cheek. She exhaled in response to his touch and rolled over, so he was left with only her back to him. She’d pulled her hair up onto the top of her head, exposing the long line of her neck. With the tips of his fingers, he traced a line down the side of her throat, his sensitive fingertips picking up the steady thump of her pulse beneath her soft skin. He continued across her bare shoulder, part of him hoping the contact would wake her. His touch elicited a race of goose bumps to erupt over her flesh and she shrugged away. 
 
   Sebastian pulled the sheet up over her naked shoulder and her breathing settled back down into a deep sleep.
 
   He sighed and rolled to his back. 
 
   Perhaps the missing memory occurred because he’d been upset about Serenity? Had he even overreacted to the man’s body coming back? Perhaps the body’s time to reanimate had already come, he’d just not known because of the missing hours.
 
   No, he thought. That man came back unlike anything else he’d seen before. Something was going on here and he couldn’t explain what. He just hoped it had nothing to do with the people he loved.
 
   Not wanting to wake her, he leaned over and pressed a cool kiss against Serenity’s shoulder.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered. “Whatever else happens, always remember that I love you.”
 
    
 
   Serenity blinked awake and immediately rolled over. She let out a sigh of relief. Sebastian lay beside her, his eyes closed, his hands folded over his chest. With the exception of his shoes and jacket, he was still fully dressed. His fringe of dark lashes rested on his pale cheek, his full lips slightly parted in his rest.
 
   Despite knowing he wouldn’t hear her, she snuggled up beside him and reached out and touched his cold, smooth cheek.
 
   “I’m glad you’re home. I missed you.”
 
   Something caught her attention and she frowned. Dark brown flecks stained the collar of his white shirt. She drew back, her heart sinking, the organ suddenly fat and heavy in her chest. Serenity knew what those spots meant. She’d spent enough time trying to get her own dried blood out of her clothing while married to Jackson.
 
   Blood. 
 
   Something inside her tore a tiny bit. So he’d gone out and fed. All because she’d told him no. She didn’t like the idea that, albeit inadvertently, she was responsible for an innocent person’s death. She wasn’t naive—she knew Sebastian killed to survive—but to do so out of anger went against everything she’d tried to form her new life into.
 
   Her insides twisted and she gritted her jaw. Her emotions would always be at war because of his need to kill. No one wanted to think the person they loved was capable of harm, but with Sebastian she had no choice. At least when he only killed in order to survive, she could make some kind of peace with it.
 
   Even though Sebastian tried to hide it from her, she always knew when his time came to feed. He grew paler and became highly strung, snapping at her and Elizabeth for no reason. Then he’d make excuses to go out or wait until he thought she was asleep and slip away. The next night, he’d be back to himself again.
 
   She knew he’d not reached that place yet.
 
   “Why, Sebastian?” she said to his inert body. “Why did you do it?”
 
   Now they had two issues to contend with—her refusing his proposal and him going out and feeding unnecessarily. She knew she couldn’t control him and she wouldn’t want to. He was a grown man and a force in his own right, but Sebastian had his boundaries and compromising them made her worry about what else might be wrong. 
 
   Serenity wanted to talk to him, make things right between them again. But, however much she wanted to speak to him, she had to wait until nightfall.
 
   She sighed and went to her closet and pulled out a t-shirt and pair of jeans. She dressed quickly, not bothering to try to keep quiet, knowing he’d never hear her. Her day stretched ahead of her, long and alone, too many hours remaining for her to fret over Sebastian. She wished Elizabeth was home. With Elizabeth around, she was never in danger of being lonely during the day. Even with her daughter at school, she had enough to do between pick-up and drop-off. Elizabeth’s clothes and toys would be scattered all over the floor, her breakfast things left out. Doing chores might seem mundane to many people, but considering her reality, it sometimes seemed like the only part of her life that contained any semblance of normality.
 
   Dressed, Serenity headed downstairs to the kitchen. At the counter, she spooned coffee granules into the percolator and clicked the switch to start the machine hissing and gurgling. The aroma of coffee began to rise on the steam. Though her appetite had fled at the sight of the blood on Sebastian’s shirt, she put a piece of bread in the toaster, wanting to give herself something to do.
 
   Suddenly Serenity froze, a prickle of goose bumps crawling over her skin like a hoard of spiders. Her pulse resonated in her ears, her breath shallow. 
 
   The certainty that she wasn’t alone gripped her. 
 
   The fall of footsteps in the room behind made her spin around, her heart pounding, certain she’d find someone standing behind her. 
 
   But the room was empty.
 
   She frowned. 
 
   Sebastian? 
 
   She glanced at the window where the blinds were still lowered. Small slats of daylight pierced the tiny gaps in the wood. No, it wouldn’t be Sebastian, or any other vampire for that matter. The sun had risen outside, and Sebastian could only move in the daytime if his life was being threatened. If someone was trying to harm him, he’d have yelled out at the very least.
 
   She gave her head a slight shake. She must be imaging things.
 
   She filled her favorite breakfast mug with coffee from the pot and spooned in sugar. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone. She sensed eyes drilling into her back, yet when she threw another glance over her shoulder, no one was there.
 
   The toast popped, drawing her attention. The moment forgotten, she pulled the hot piece of toast from the toaster, dropping it on the counter. From the double-door refrigerator she took out peanut butter, jelly, and milk for the coffee. Childlike tastes, but something she still loved. 
 
   The sound of scraping made her turn just in time to see her coffee cup sliding across the counter and off the edge. The porcelain hit the tiled floor and shattered, black liquid splattering at the impact.
 
   Serenity screamed and leapt back, narrowly avoiding the boiling liquid splashing her bare feet.
 
   She stared in disbelief at the mess. How on earth had that happened? Had she accidently hit the cup when she’d turned to the fridge? She must have, though she stood several feet away. What other explanation was there?
 
   The shrill ring of the telephone cut through the house, making her jump. With one hand clutched to her chest, once again she found herself trying to catch her breath while her heart hammered. 
 
   “Damn it,” she muttered. She didn’t like feeling like this. They’d been living in peace for a year, and all of a sudden her old fears and paranoia seemed to be creeping back.
 
   She ran to the hall to pick up the phone. She didn’t want to miss it, the call might be important.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Ms. Hathaway?” A woman’s voice came down the line.
 
   “Yes, who’s speaking?”
 
   “My name is Veronica. I’m one of the guides for St. Agatha’s Girl Scouts. I’ve got Elizabeth with me.”
 
   Serenity’s heart picked up pace again, but for a different reason. “Oh! Is she okay?”
 
   “She’s been having some nightmares. Bad ones in fact. More like night terrors. I’ve told her they’re just dreams and can’t hurt her, but she’s worried about her father.” The woman lowered her voice. “To be honest, Ms. Hathaway, she’s scaring the other children. She’s waking everyone up and seems inconsolable.” 
 
   “Can you put her on the line?” Serenity asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   She heard a rustle and then Elizabeth’s sweet voice came down the line.
 
   “Mommy?”
 
   The sound melted something at her core. With her attention removed from herself, Serenity felt calmer, stronger. Her focus had always been on her daughter. Elizabeth was the reason for her existence. She wondered sometimes, if she’d not fallen pregnant, would she have made it through that awful, black time after Sebastian left and her whole world had changed.
 
   “Hey, sweetie. Veronica says you’ve been having bad dreams.”
 
   “Is Daddy okay? I’ve been dreaming about him.”
 
   “Yes, he’s fine. I just came down from the bedroom and he’s sleeping.”
 
   “But I’ve been having those dreams. He’s lost in the dark. He was trying to find us, but he couldn’t.” She lowered her voice. “I think something had him. Something ... else.”
 
   “Your daddy is safe and sound. I promise you.” Despite her reassurances to her daughter, Elizabeth’s words caused a chill to work down her spine, her skin seeming to crawl up over her shoulders. “Listen to me, Elizabeth. I will always believe you if you think you had one of those dreams, but right now everyone is fine and you’re away on your trip. I want you to enjoy yourself and not worry about us. If anything happens, I’ll make sure I call you. I promise.”
 
   “No, Mommy!” She sounded panicked. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I need to be with you and Daddy. It’s important. Something is going to happen—something bad.”
 
   Serenity’s heart sank. She hoped Elizabeth was wrong, but she had also learned to listen to her daughter’s instincts and dreams. While sometimes Elizabeth’s dreams were only dreams, some proved to be a whole lot more.
 
   “Okay, sweetie. Put Veronica back on the phone, okay?”
 
   “You’ll come and get me, won’t you, Mommy?”
 
   “Just put her back on, honey. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Mommy,” Elizabeth replied, her tone deflated.
 
   There was a pause as she handed the phone back.
 
   “Hello, Ms. Hathaway. I hear Elizabeth wants to come home.” Her voice dropped a level again, as though she could keep her words from the little girl. The other woman obviously had no idea about Elizabeth’s abilities. “To be honest, we’d rather she went home as well. We’ve never experienced the sort of nightmares your daughter suffers, and we’re a bit at a loss about how to handle them. And as I said, she’s screaming at night and scaring the other children ...” She trailed off and then said, “Can I ask a personal question, Ms. Hathaway? Are there any problems at home we should be concerned about? Does Elizabeth need to talk to someone?”
 
   Serenity sighed. “Veronica, I don’t know how much you know about my past, but only a year has passed since I was returned to my family after my ex-husband kidnapped me and held me a prisoner for two years. The police assume him to be dead now as a lot of his blood was found in Washington after a brawl started, though, unfortunately, his body was never found. Elizabeth’s father took care of her in the time I was gone, but something like that is always going to affect a little girl. If she’s not scared for me, then she transfers her insecurities over to her father. That’s what the dreams are about. She’s been much better recently, but I’m guessing that being in a strange place has caused everything to resurface again.”
 
   “I’m so sorry for what you went through,” the other woman said, sounding genuinely shocked.
 
   “Don’t be,” she said. “We’re healing now.”
 
   An awkward silence buzzed down the line. 
 
   Veronica broke it by saying, “Even so, I think it would be best if you came and collected your daughter. This doesn’t seem to be the right environment for her to ... heal. Do you have transportation?”
 
   Though partly she felt annoyed and a little angry at the implication that her choice to send Elizabeth to camp was the wrong thing to do, she was also pleased to get out of the house and have her daughter home. Serenity walked to the window and used her index finger to pull open a slat on the blind. Her 4x4 sat on the gravel driveway. Unconsciously, her eyes flicked left and right, checking no one else stood on the property. 
 
   “Yes, I do. I’ll leave right away.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian stood on the wide streets on downtown Los Angeles. Multi-story office buildings rose either side of him, the windows all ablaze, though no workers seemed to move around inside. The street remained quiet, vehicles on the road noticeably absent. Dotted at regular intervals, palm trees remained motionless in the still night, no breath of air rustling their fronds. 
 
   He frowned. Something was wrong. With his acute senses, he could always hear something moving, the low hum of traffic in the city, the buzz of people talking. Now, utter silence had fallen over the city. His ears strained to catch any sound—the movement of a rat rummaging through the trash, the yelp of an urban fox, anything! But the place seemed to be deserted. 
 
   On the other side of the road, a street lamp flickered. A dark shadow darted beneath, merging with the spate of darkness. The light sputtered back to life, revealing only an empty space where the shape had been.
 
   Sebastian braced himself. “Hello?” he called, but no response came. Using his vampire’s speed, he ran across to where he’d seen the movement. He turned a slow circle, one hand locked in his hair. The sidewalk remained empty.
 
   What am I doing here? He didn’t remember coming downtown, and this certainly didn’t feel like the city he knew. Was he dreaming?
 
   He gave his head a slight shake. He couldn’t be dreaming, vampires didn’t dream. The last time he’d dreamed had been before he’d been turned. Since then, his sleeps were a nothingness—he closed his eyes and when he opened them again, dusk had once again fallen. When he slept, he had no sensation of passing time and certainly didn’t experience the dream world of which his memories were so vague.
 
   So, no, he couldn’t be dreaming. But surely this couldn’t be real? His usual instinct would be to get back to Serenity, but he felt certain if he returned home he would find their bed—and their house—empty.
 
   Sebastian lifted his face to the sky, hoping at least to gauge the time of night by the position of the moon. With a gasp of shock, he stumbled back. Not a single star winked back at him. Instead, thick, bulbous clouds filled the sky, swirling and churning above his head. They hung low, like a gathering storm, but the air wasn’t filled with the sort of charged energy he’d expect. He was looking at something different.
 
   “Where am I?” He spoke out loud, but his voice seemed to be sucked into the ether. Nobody answered him.
 
   Farther down the street, another street lamp stuttered. 
 
   Sebastian stared. Just as the light darkened, another black shape swooped around the head of the lamp like a giant bird or a bat. 
 
   He broke into a jog, a frown knitting his dark eyebrows together. As he approached the darkened lamp, he squinted. Something was wrapped around the top, blocking the light with its body. The shape stretched out what appeared to be a wing, again giving him the impression of a bat, but the movement was too fluid, as though made from smoke.
 
   The thing let out a screech and darted at Sebastian’s face in a flurry of flapping air and wings. Right before it collided with him, he caught a glimpse of glaring, blood red eyes. With a yell, he lifted his arms in defense and ducked, the creature having caught him off guard. 
 
   The burst of movement confused him and, despite his speed and strength, he couldn’t get a grip on the thing. Sharp claws scratched his face, wings batting his arms and shoulders. Just as suddenly, it was gone again, leaving Sebastian standing alone on the street.
 
   He spun around, trying to figure out where the creature had gone.
 
   “What the hell...”
 
   Sebastian didn’t know which way to head. For the first time, after living in the city for several centuries, he felt lost. Though this placed looked like Los Angeles on the outside, he had a hunch that he was somewhere else entirely. He thought the walls of the buildings were no more solid than any of those in the film studios that filled the city. It was all just a facade, hiding something else. 
 
   Obscuring the truth of where he really was.
 
    
 
   The road passed by as the wheels of her Land Rover ate away the miles. Old songs on the classics radio station made up her soundtrack for the journey, but Serenity barely heard them. Lost in thought, she kept only the minimal amount of attention on the road ahead. Elizabeth’s trip was to the Lake Casitas Recreation Area. The drive would only take a little over an hour, a location nearby purposefully chosen by the camp organizers in case of this exact thing happening and one of the children needed to be picked up. The girls were staying in a cabin and then going to the nearby water park the next day. It saddened Serenity to think Elizabeth would be missing out. 
 
   She figured she’d be back long before dark—or at least she hoped she would. She’d not thought to leave a note for Sebastian to let him know where she’d gone. Cleaning up the mess of broken porcelain and splattered liquid had taken up most of her attention before she’d emptied the remainder of the coffee left in the percolator into a travel mug, snatched up her keys and purse and headed out the door.
 
   After so many months at peace, the old churning in the pit of her stomach was back again. Elizabeth’s bad dreams might only be nightmares, but something told her they might be more. On top of that, she couldn’t shake the sensation that someone else had been in the room with her when she’d been making breakfast. The strange way the cup had been knocked off the counter without her being near wouldn’t leave her thoughts. No, it hadn’t just been knocked off. The cup had moved with force, as if someone had shoved it to the floor.
 
   Serenity reached down and switched off the radio. The music was annoying her, interrupting her thoughts. 
 
   No one had touched the cup. She’d been alone and if someone else had been close enough, she would have seen them. Unless, of course, she had magic to blame .... Or perhaps a ghost.
 
   The idea sent an awful, crawling, creeping shiver down her back and she pushed the notion away. She didn’t believe in ghosts. 
 
   Did she?
 
    
 
   The parking lot for the campsite was located around the side of a log cabin with the sign for ‘reception’ hung above the door. Serenity parked the car and climbed out. Right away the sound of girls giggling and chatting caught her attention. Following the noise, she made her way around to the back of the building where rows of picnic tables were filled with kids eating packed lunches. Serenity spotted Elizabeth quickly, sitting among a couple of other girls. Her head was tilted to one side as she spoke to the girl beside her. The girl said something in return and Elizabeth laughed.
 
   She paused for a moment, enjoying watching her daughter be herself. Elizabeth’s skin was paler than normal and bruised shadows hollowed her eyes. She looked tired—a result of the nightmares, Serenity guessed.
 
   Elizabeth must have somehow sensed her mother’s arrival for she turned her head and caught Serenity’s eye. A wide smile lit her face and she lifted a hand and waved to her mother with a small, frantic gesture.
 
   Serenity lifted a hand in return and began to weave between the tables and children to reach her daughter. She squatted down behind her and Elizabeth twisted in her seat to give her a hug. Serenity breathed in her daughter’s familiar smell, felt the softness of her hair against her skin.  
 
   “How are you doing?” she asked. “Still want to come home?”
 
   Elizabeth nodded. “I have to, Mommy. You and Daddy need me.”
 
   “Your daddy and I are fine. You look like you’re having fun now. If you want to stay, that’s okay too.”
 
   Elizabeth shook her head. “No, Mommy. I want to come home.” She lowered her voice. “I think everyone else wants me to go home too. I think I scared them.”
 
   Serenity’s heart broke for her. She wanted Elizabeth to fit in with the other children and hated for her to feel like an outcast. Part of her wondered if she was doing the right thing by taking her away. Wasn’t she only adding to Elizabeth’s isolation? Yet, if she refused to take Elizabeth home and the nightmares continued, she could scar the poor child for life.
 
   Serenity became aware of someone hovering behind her and she turned to see Veronica—the petite, short-haired Girl Scout leader—standing there, holding Elizabeth’s bags.
 
   “Hi, Ms. Hathaway. Thanks for coming,” Veronica said. “I hope you understand that we’re not in the habit of sending children home for this kind of thing, but these really are exceptional circumstances. With everything Elizabeth has been through over the last few years, we simply didn’t seem able to make her feel any better.” The young woman turned her attention to Elizabeth. “Your dreams are very real to you, aren’t they Elizabeth?”
 
   “Sorry I woke everyone up.”
 
   Veronica reached down and ruffled the girl’s dark hair. “It’s not your fault. But sometimes, if things are bothering us, it’s best to be with the people we love, isn’t it?”
 
   Elizabeth nodded again and Serenity reached out to take her bags from the Scout leader. “Perhaps you shouldn’t organize trips like this if you’re unable to take care of the needs of children.”
 
   Veronica blinked in surprise, but Serenity didn’t give her the chance to answer. She grabbed Elizabeth’s arm and hustled her away, ignoring shouts of “Bye!” from the other children. 
 
   She knew she shouldn’t be annoyed with Veronica, she was sure the woman had done everything she could, but part of her felt frazzled and anxious about her argument with Sebastian and what happened at the house. The young woman was simply the person who stood in the way.
 
   “It isn’t her fault, Mommy,” Elizabeth said as they reached the car. Serenity flung Elizabeth’s bag in the back seat and the girl scrambled into her booster seat beside them. 
 
   She sighed. “I know, sweetie. I just hate that your trip got ruined.”
 
   Elizabeth shrugged. “I don’t mind. I’d rather be home with you and Sebastian.”
 
   Serenity started the engine and pulled the car out of the lot and onto Santa Ana Boulevard. She sighed. How hard to be a mother—to simultaneously want to keep your child close, but also want them to create an independence and a life of their own.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder at her daughter’s face. Though Elizabeth smiled back, Serenity couldn’t miss the shadows beneath her bloodshot eyes and her pale skin.
 
   “Why don’t you get some sleep? We’ve got a bit of a drive.”
 
   “Okay, Mommy,” she said. Instead of closing her eyes, though, she turned and stared out of the window.
 
   They pulled out onto the freeway. Elizabeth was quieter than normal, her usual consistent chatter missing. 
 
   “You can talk to me, you know,” Serenity said, assuming the nightmares to be responsible for her daughter’s silence. “Whatever is bothering you, you can tell me.”
 
   “Why don’t you want to marry Daddy?”
 
   Serenity glanced back at her in surprise. “What makes you think that?”
 
   Elizabeth pressed her lips together and arched an eyebrow in an expression that was far too old for her age.
 
   Serenity sighed again. She should have realized Elizabeth would already know what had happened between her and Sebastian. She could never keep anything from her daughter. 
 
   “It’s hard to explain, sweetie.”
 
   “Don’t you love him anymore?”
 
   “Of course I still love him!”
 
   “Then why don’t you want to marry him? Isn’t that what grownups do? They fall in love and get married.”
 
   Serenity stared at the road ahead. There was no point in lying to Elizabeth. She would figure things out for herself sooner or later.
 
   “You remember Mommy was married before?” 
 
   Elizabeth nodded. “To the bad man who hurt you.”
 
   “That’s right. When I was married, I was very unhappy. I wouldn’t want for your Daddy and me to end up in the same situation.”
 
   “But it would be different with Sebastian,” Elizabeth said, all of a child’s enthusiasm lifting the tone of her voice. “He would never hurt you.”
 
   Serenity thought back to the dried spatter of blood she’d spotted on Sebastian’s shirt. Some women checked for lipstick on their lover’s collar, she had to check for blood. How ironic that she’d gone from one violent relationship into a relationship with someone who needed violence to survive. Perhaps that said more about her than it did about the men in her life.
 
   “I know he wouldn’t, sweetie. It’s just the thought of being married again makes me ...”
 
   She trailed off, unsure of how exactly the thought of marriage did make her feel.
 
   “Scared?” Elizabeth offered.
 
   Serenity smiled. “Yeah, definitely scared.”
 
   “You don’t need to be scared, Mommy. I’d look after you.”
 
   Sudden tears clogged Serenity’s throat. “You’re a good girl.” 
 
   In response, Elizabeth yawned, long and wide. 
 
   “You need to get some rest,” said Serenity. She leaned back and hooked a jacket from the foot well of the backseat. “Here,” she said, rolling the material up into a ball. “Use this as a pillow and try to get some sleep.”
 
   “Okay, Mommy.” This time, she wedged the jacket between the back of the seat and the window and put her head down. She gave a long, exhausted sigh and her eyes closed.
 
   Serenity refocused her attention on the road, while her thoughts once again wandered. Was she being selfish in not marrying Sebastian? If Elizabeth thought getting married was the right thing to do, what was stopping her? For a child to want her parents to be married was only natural. She would do anything for Elizabeth, even marry someone.
 
   Except she didn’t want to marry Sebastian for the wrong reasons. If she changed her mind and said yes, she wanted to do so because she wanted to be his wife.
 
   Elizabeth moaned in her sleep and muttered something Serenity didn’t catch. She cast an anxious glance back at her sleeping child.
 
   “Elizabeth? Honey? Are you okay?”
 
   Elizabeth said something else and shifted in her seat as though she were uncomfortable.
 
   Serenity reached back to touch Elizabeth’s hand, but as soon as their skin made contact, Elizabeth jerked away.
 
   “No, Daddy. Don’t go ...”
 
   Her words came out mumbled, but clear enough for Serenity to understand.
 
   “Daddy!” Elizabeth yelled. “Leave him alone!”
 
   “Hey, Elizabeth!” Serenity spoke louder. Trying to keep control of the vehicle while leaning back, she grabbed her daughter’s knee and gave it a quick shake, her eyes darting between the freeway and her child.
 
   “No ... no ...” Her head thrashed from side to side, her eyes open in slits, the pupils unseeing. “Daddy!” she shrieked.
 
   The road was miraculously empty. Serenity swerved the car onto the hard shoulder and leapt out of the driver’s side and ran around the vehicle. She dragged open Elizabeth’s door and pulled the little girl from the car and into her arms.
 
   Elizabeth screamed, an ear-splitting shriek, and battered at her mother’s shoulders with balled fists. “You’ve got to help him! Something’s got Daddy!”
 
   Panic surged through her. 
 
   Elizabeth was only seven, but she was tall for her age—all gangly limbs—and getting hold of her felt like fighting a pack of monkeys. 
 
   Another vehicle drove past, the people inside craning their necks to watch the woman shake her hysterical daughter, but they didn’t stop or even slow down.
 
   Elizabeth finally opened her eyes fully. She took one look at her mother and burst into tears.
 
   Serenity wrapped her in an embrace and held her close. “Shhh,” she said, stroking Elizabeth’s hair to soothe her. “Everything is okay. You’re safe.”
 
   Elizabeth sniffed and pulled away so she could look her mother in the face. “I’m not frightened about me. Something’s got Daddy.”
 
   Serenity crouched to Elizabeth’s level and focused her attention. “Listen to me, Elizabeth. Your daddy is safe and sound at home. I checked on him right before I left to come and fetch you. No one has got him. We’ll be home in less than an hour and then you can see for yourself. Okay?”
 
   “But my dreams ...”
 
   “I can’t explain your dreams, sweetheart. But I believe what’s right in front of my eyes, and no one has your father. He and I went out last night and I left him sleeping in bed.”
 
   “I dreamed he wasn’t with us anymore. He was somewhere dark and something bad had him. Something really bad, worse than any of the vampires. It was pulling him away and he was screaming—” Her voice broke off in a choked sob.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay. It was only a dream.”
 
   “No it wasn’t, Mommy. They’re never only dreams.”
 
   Serenity didn’t know what to say to that. Elizabeth was right.
 
   No, she’s not, she reminded herself. Elizabeth has nightmares just like any other girl.
 
   Serenity had once read her a book about cartoon rats and Elizabeth kept thinking she saw rats in her room until Sebastian had thrown the book out. Another time, someone at school told her about a monster that lived under the bed and grabbed the ankles of children when they tried to get into bed. That time, she’d had nightmares and spent weeks trying to jump onto her bed from the other side of the room because she didn’t want the monster to grab her.
 
   Serenity felt a brief stab of guilt for speaking harshly to Veronica. If this was what they’d been dealing with, no wonder they thought it better for Elizabeth to be at home.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian opened his eyes and started back in surprise. He’d been expecting Serenity, but instead Elizabeth sat on the edge of the bed, drumming her heels against the base.
 
   “Elizabeth?”
 
   She turned at his voice and her eyes widened with delight. “Daddy!”
 
   His daughter jumped on him, her arms wrapping around his neck in a hug. 
 
   Each time he woke, Elizabeth seemed to have grown just a little bit bigger. The way she’d transformed from a cute, chubby toddler to the long-limbed child she was today was almost miraculous. Tall for her age, Sebastian was starting to see the young adult she would become. Nothing made him more aware of the passing of time than watching Elizabeth grow up. Where previously nothing in his existence changed, she was a constant reminder of his own stasis. 
 
   His dream of the strange city lingered with him. Dream ... vampires don’t dream!  Finding Elizabeth here instead of Serenity furthered his confusion. 
 
   “Shouldn’t you still be on your trip?” he asked.
 
   “Mommy came and got me early. I was having bad dreams again. I dreamed something bad hurt you.”
 
   His mind went to the incident with the body in the forest, how its dead eyes still managed to glare with hatred. How it had kept on coming, even after he’d broken the thing’s neck.
 
   He forced a smile. “I’m right here, as you can see. No one has got me and I’m not planning on going anywhere.”
 
   Uncertainty rippled across her small features, her eyes large and worried, but she returned the smile.
 
   He gave her a squeeze and kissed the top of her head. “Well, I’m glad you’re home anyway. Where’s your mom?”
 
   “Downstairs. I think she’s mad at you.”
 
   Sebastian grimaced. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Let’s go down and check.”
 
   He swung his legs off the bed and took Elizabeth’s hand. Together, they made their way downstairs to find Serenity sitting at the kitchen counter, a cold mug of coffee clutched between her hands. She looked up, but didn’t smile at the sight of him.
 
   “Elizabeth told me about her nightmares,” he said. “And that you had to go and pick her up.”
 
   Serenity pushed a hand through her hair, tucking some of the long strands behind her ear. “Her Girl Scout leader called and said we needed to come get her. She had another bad dream in the car on the way home, didn’t you, honey?” Elizabeth pressed her lips together and nodded. “She’s dreaming about you.”
 
   The words hung in the air like an accusation.
 
   “I know,” Sebastian said eventually. “She told me.”
 
   “Does she have any reason to be?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of, Serenity.” His gaze flicked to where Elizabeth had positioned herself on the stool beside her mother. He didn’t intend on discussing what happened in the forest with Elizabeth right beside them. If she was having nightmares before, she’d be guaranteed to suffer even worse after hearing about that!
 
   Serenity must have sensed his reluctance to talk. “Hey, Elizabeth, you want to go watch some television for a bit?”
 
   Neither of them liked to use the television as a babysitter, but sometimes necessity overruled good parenting.
 
   “Sure!” Elizabeth bounced down from the stool and ran into the living room. She was old enough to work the flat screen by herself now, and within seconds, the sound of cartoons filled the house.
 
   Serenity’s eyes were fixed on a spot between Sebastian’s shoulder and neck. “Don’t you think you should have changed your shirt?”
 
   He frowned and lifted his hand to pull his collar out into his line of vision. He’d thought his jacket had protected the rest of his clothing, so he’d removed the item when he’d come home and washed his hands and face. The specks of blood on his shirt were tiny, but they hadn’t escaped Serenity’s attention. 
 
   Damn it. How had he missed them? He was slipping—off his game. 
 
   “Serenity, it’s not what you think.”
 
   “No? So you didn’t go out and kill someone last night?”
 
   His stomach sank. So this was what she was angry about. He’d thought she was upset with him about the proposal and then him walking out on her during their conversation. He’d not realized she was mad because she’d seen blood on his clothes and put two and two together.
 
   He put his hands out toward her. “Serenity, it isn’t what you think—”
 
   “Don’t lie to me, Sebastian.”
 
   “I wouldn’t lie to you.”
 
   How could he explain this to her without terrifying her? He didn’t want to scare her. But she didn’t give him the chance to explain.
 
   “If we fight and you go out and hurt someone, that’s as bad as if you’ve been violent toward me or Elizabeth. Am I supposed to have that death on my hands now? Should I be forced to placate you out of fear that you’ll kill someone else?”
 
   “No, Serenity, you don’t understand—”
 
   She shook her head and focused her dark eyes on his. “That’s just it. I do understand. I understand only too well. I’ve been living with this since I met you.”
 
   He stepped back as though she’d slapped him and then spat back, “Because your life was so perfect before I came into it.”
 
   She stared back at him, angry tears trembling in her eyes.
 
   Sebastian caught sight of Elizabeth standing in the doorway, watching them with wide, dark eyes, tears trembling in their depths, so reminiscent of her mother.
 
   “I hate it when you guys fight!” she said, before turning and running away. Sebastian followed the sound of her footsteps as she ran back upstairs. Her bedroom door slammed.
 
   “Elizabeth!” Serenity called after her. She shot Sebastian a glare that said ‘Now look what you’ve done.’ Then she gave a deep, exhausted sigh. “We’re tired, Sebastian. It’s been a long day. I’ve been driving half the day and Elizabeth hasn’t been sleeping well. She’s bound to be upset by all of this.”
 
   “I’ll go up to her.”
 
   “No, let me. I think you’ve done enough.”
 
   Pain and resentment hung between them. Sebastian didn’t want to feel as though he was being pushed out, but he couldn’t help himself. Elizabeth and Serenity had always had a special bond—something he’d expect considering he’d missed out on the first few years of her life—but he’d hoped he’d made up for that.
 
   It seemed no matter what he did, it would never be enough. What he was would always come back to haunt them.
 
    
 
   All of Serenity’s emotions seemed to have balled together in the base of her stomach. How had this happened? Only the previous night, Sebastian had been asking her to marry him. Now, the tension between them was strained to the point of breaking. 
 
   His presence burned into her back. She knew he stood watching her, his arms folded across his chest, smoldering at her with his green-eyed gaze. She didn’t dare look back, knowing she would crumble and fall into his arms, kissing his face and dragging him up to see his daughter. She wanted them to be a family, but though she’d taken a step away from that with her rejection of his proposal, he’d also played a part in how she felt now.
 
   He needed to understand that killing just because he was upset would never be okay, no matter what the circumstances. No excuses could cover an unnecessary death. 
 
   But he’s a vampire and an adult, she reminded herself. Who was she to tell him what to do or try to control him? She knew what she was getting herself into when she took him back. The very idea of her trying to control him was ludicrous. Plus, she’d been so worried about anyone controlling her, yet she was trying to do the same thing to him. Wasn’t she punishing him now in order to get him to behave the way she wanted? Weren’t her actions equally as manipulative?
 
   Her emotions churned. Perhaps she was reacting so strongly because of what she’d been through with Jackson. She’d gone from being completely controlled to being terrified of anyone having any hold over her at all.
 
   Elizabeth’s muffled sobs drifted down to her as she mounted the stairs. Her heart twisted. 
 
   She knocked gently and popped her head around Elizabeth’s door. The little girl lay on her stomach on her bed, her face buried into her pillow.
 
   “Mind if I come in?”
 
   Elizabeth didn’t look up, but she shrugged. Serenity took her response as a “yes” and entered the bedroom. She sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed her daughter’s back.
 
   “Everything’s okay, sweetie. Your daddy and I were just talking.”
 
   “No, you weren’t,” she said, her voice muffled in the pillow. “You were fighting.”
 
   “Okay,” Serenity admitted. “Maybe you’re right, but sometimes grownups fight.”
 
   Elizabeth sat up, sniffed, and wiped her face with the back of her hand. “Does this mean Daddy is going to go and live somewhere else?”
 
   “No!” Serenity said, surprised. “Why would you think that?”
 
   “Some of the other kids at school have Moms and Dads who don’t live in the same house.”
 
   “Well, that isn’t going to happen to us.”
 
   “But it did happen before, didn’t it? When I was a baby, Sebastian didn’t live with us.”
 
   Serenity sighed. “Things are different now.”
 
   “Are they? So why won’t you marry him and why are you fighting?”
 
   “Sometimes grownups don’t agree on everything. But don’t worry, we’ll work things out. I promise.”
 
   Elizabeth’s eyes searched her mother’s face and seemed to accept what she’d said. “Okay, Mommy.”
 
   Serenity smiled. “You’ve had a long day. I expect you’re tired. Why don’t we get you ready for bed?”
 
   Elizabeth didn’t put up much of fight. “Can I have a story?”
 
   She’d grown out of having a story every night, the request a childlike need for routine and comfort.
 
   “Sure, honey. Go brush your teeth and wash your face first, though.”
 
   Elizabeth grabbed her pajamas from beneath her pillow and wandered off to her bathroom. Within seconds, Serenity heard the faucet running and the sound of scrubbing as her daughter got herself ready for bed. She lay down in Elizabeth’s spot, the pillow warm and slightly damp from her daughter’s tears.
 
   Elizabeth came back from the bathroom and grabbed a book about a princess and a dragon from her bookshelf and snuggled up next to her mother. Serenity put an arm around her, pulling her child close, and began the story. Something about having her near always made life a little sweeter.
 
   “What would dragons eat?” asked Elizabeth, interrupting the story.
 
   “Mice,” said Serenity, resolutely. “Dragons eat mice.”
 
   Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Mom! Dragons would not eat mice!”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She thought for a moment. “I don’t know! Where would dragons live?”
 
   “They live in the clouds.”
 
   “Don’t be silly.” She put her hands in her lap, punching down the blankets. “Anyway, I don’t believe in dragons.”
 
   Serenity gave a gasp of horror. “Don’t say that! Every time a child says they don’t believe in dragons, a dragon dies.”
 
   Elizabeth laughed. “That’s fairies, Mommy!”
 
   “No, it’s dragons as well.”
 
   “Well, I don’t believe in them.”
 
   Serenity darted forward and clapped a hand over her daughter’s mouth. “Shhh! You’ve killed two dragons now. Any more and they’ll come after you. And you don’t want to make a dragon angry.”
 
   Elizabeth squealed with laughter, twisting her head away to try to get out of her mother’s grasp.
 
   Serenity laughed along with her. It felt good to not only see Elizabeth happy, but to laugh again herself. Sometimes she needed to remind herself Elizabeth was only a child—despite all of her abilities—and she needed to be allowed to act like one.
 
   The bedroom door opened and Sebastian stepped into the room.
 
   “I came to say goodnight.”
 
   Serenity offered him a smile and then kissed Elizabeth’s soft cheek. “Your father’s right. It’s late. Time to get some sleep.”
 
   “Okay, Mommy,” she said, snuggling beneath the blanket. She still had her comfort blanket tucked under her pillow and she reached for it as she settled down.
 
   “Goodnight, sweetie,” said Serenity. “I love you.”
 
   “Love you too, Mom.”
 
   She stood up and passed Sebastian on the way out. Their arms brushed, sending her heart racing. That he could still affect her in such a way after all this time was crazy. She almost resented his ability to elicit such a response. Whether it was the drop of blood she took once a month that kept such a strong connection between them, she didn’t know, but whatever he did, she never seemed to stop wanting him. Glancing back over her shoulder, she watched him take her place on the edge of Elizabeth’s bed, the sight of him with their child melting her heart. 
 
   Serenity left the room and paused outside of the bedroom door, listening to Sebastian’s low murmured tones, followed by their daughter’s high-pitched giggles. She wished the relationship between her and Sebastian could be as easy. With Elizabeth, there was never any question about how they felt about her. It was a love that asked for nothing in return.
 
   For the past year, she’d believed the same to be true of her relationship with Sebastian, but the last twenty-four hours had set her emotions in a whirl.
 
   She stood waiting, knowing Sebastian would be able to hear her—the thump of her heartbeat, the inhale and exhale of her breath. He’d even sense the warmth her skin gave off. She didn’t know if having so much intimacy, even when apart, was a good or bad thing.
 
   Within a few minutes, he backed out of the room and closed the door behind him.
 
   “She’s sleeping.”
 
   Serenity smiled. “That’s good. I think she’s had a rough couple of days.”
 
   “I guess that’s another thing I screwed up on, huh? Convincing you to let her go to camp.”
 
   She shook her head. “You had no way of knowing. And anyway, she wanted to go. She probably wouldn’t even be speaking to me right now if you hadn’t convinced me.”
 
   “Perhaps sometimes we need to remember we’re her parents, not her friends.”
 
   She looked up at him. “Is wanting to be both so wrong?”
 
   Sebastian didn’t answer. 
 
   With a rueful sigh, she headed back downstairs to the kitchen, Sebastian following. A few dishes, left over from the simple meal of scrambled eggs and toast she’d made for Elizabeth’s dinner, were left in the sink. Feeling like she needed to busy herself, she walked over and started to fill the sink with fresh water and soap. The dishes weren’t enough to make a full load in the dishwasher.
 
   Sebastian stood close behind her, his presence like a physical force against her back. Sometimes she felt as though she couldn’t think with him around. He seemed to own a piece of her mind, snatching her attention whenever he was near.
 
   From behind, his cool fingers made contact with her neck and he swept her hair away from her face, trailing it down her back. She wanted to sigh and lean into him, feel his strong arms around her, lose herself in his protection again, but their earlier argument still went unresolved. Instead, she jerked away and focused on the dishes, lifting a highball glass out of the water and putting it on the drainer before attacking a chopping board with the ferocity she felt toward their situation.
 
   “Serenity…” he started.
 
   “Just leave it, Sebastian.” She rinsed off the chopping board and propped the heavy wooden slab on the drainer. “I need some time—”
 
   The board slipped and knocked into the tall glass. Serenity stared as the glass flew off the draining board.
 
   Sebastian reached out to snatch it from the air, but he moved too slowly and missed. The glass shattered on the floor with a crash, shards scattering across the tiles. Sebastian froze, his eyes wide. She caught sight of the confusion on his face and frowned. Sebastian didn’t miss things. He moved faster than gravity could pull an item to the ground.
 
   “I need to go,” he said, spinning from the room in a blur.
 
   “Sebastian, wait—” she called.
 
   But he was already gone.
 
   Damn it! Why did he keep disappearing? Is he keeping something from me, she wondered. Why else would he keep running out on her? This whole thing was draining, emotionally and physically. She just wanted to go to bed and start again fresh the next day. Perhaps on a good night’s sleep she’d be able to see things more clearly.
 
    
 
   Not wanting to be anywhere near humans, still all too aware of his previous night’s experience, Sebastian headed into the forest. Part of him wondered if he’d run into the zombie-like creature he’d created, if he’d find the headless body stumbling between the trees, fingers dirt-encrusted from digging itself out of its unmarked grave. Or perhaps the man would have located his own head and be carrying it under his arm like a football.
 
   Sebastian shook the macabre image from his head.
 
   Worries drummed on his shoulders like skeleton’s fingers—threatening and disturbing. Even though he’d fed less than twenty-four hours ago, his limbs seemed to carry a weight he couldn’t see. 
 
   His toes caught on a thick root and he stumbled before regaining his balance.
 
   Sebastian frowned, his lips pressed tight together. Fresh spurts of unease raced through him at his clumsiness.
 
   His movements weren’t as lithe and agile as usual. Normally, his body seemed to sense the position of obstacles and knew where to place his feet or twist or leap. But now, he found himself consciously thinking about where he needed to step. 
 
   Sebastian replayed his attempt to catch the falling glass over and over again. Had something gotten in his way? 
 
   No, he’d simply moved too slowly to catch the object. But why? He’d never experienced any reduction in his vampire’s strength before. Even when injured, he recovered fast.
 
   A shudder ran through his body. Something was wrong.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity woke with the certain knowledge movement in the house had roused her. She froze, motionless in bed, her ears straining. Was it Sebastian? Elizabeth? She knew she’d wake if she heard Elizabeth, though somehow her subconscious always managed to filter out sounds Sebastian made if he moved around the house while she slept. But Elizabeth would most likely come into the bedroom if she couldn’t sleep, and she had her own bathroom. She didn’t need to be creeping around the house.
 
   The sound came again—the slow creak of floorboards and the low thump of footsteps along the corridor.
 
   Slowly, the hairs on her arms and the back of her neck prickled and rose to attention, as though fingers ghosted their way along the length of her arms up to her back and shoulders.
 
   She sat up, the sheets falling around her body, her breath caught in her lungs. Sebastian wasn’t lying in bed beside her, but that didn’t surprise her. This was Sebastian’s waking time and she couldn’t expect him to hang around simply because she slept.
 
   No further noises came.
 
   It must have been Sebastian she’d heard, she decided. But then why did her skin crawl? Why did her heart beat so fast? Every fiber of her being told her someone was in the house, someone who was not supposed to be there.
 
   Sebastian? She sent out the call with her heart, hoping he’d hear her. But she got no sense of him in the house or anywhere close for that matter. 
 
   She needed to deal with this herself.
 
   Shit. What should she do? While part of her wanted to stay in bed and hide beneath the sheets, the mother in her drove her to protect her child. If there was something else in the house, she certainly didn’t intend on leaving Elizabeth to fend for herself. 
 
   Something, she realized she’d thought. Something, not someone.
 
   She didn’t like the way her mind was working. She felt the same way she had in the kitchen when she’d been certain she hadn’t been alone—the way her skin had crawled up over her shoulders, making her shudder.
 
   Serenity slid her bare legs from beneath the sheets and her naked soles met with the plush carpet. As silent as possible, she rose to her feet and crossed the bedroom. Pausing at the bedroom door, she listened for the footsteps, but none came.
 
   With her heart in her throat, she cracked open the door.
 
   Another noise met her ears. A rushing shhhh sound, like distant traffic. Serenity frowned. Something about the sound seemed familiar, though she couldn’t quite place it.
 
   A dim light flooded up from the lamp left on downstairs, offering enough light for her to see the space was empty. Whoever was responsible for the noises, they weren’t here now.
 
   Cautious, she stepped out into the hallway. From behind, in the direction of Elizabeth’s room, came the creak of a floorboard. Serenity spun around, her heart lurching, but the hall remained empty.
 
   Elizabeth!
 
   Whoever it was must have gone into her daughter’s room.
 
   She ran to Elizabeth’s room and, with no thought as to what she’d do should she find an intruder, rushed inside. She spun one way and then the next, trying to spot a figure standing in the shadows, but none materialized. Elizabeth still slept soundly, but Serenity suddenly realized the far off noise had grown louder. 
 
   The bathroom.
 
   She raced to the adjoining room. Water gushed from the washbasin faucet, the tap on full blast. The sink brimmed, water beginning to trickle down the outside of the white porcelain and onto the floor, the overflow struggling to keep up.
 
   Serenity turned off the faucet, the whole time feeling as though something was about to grab her from behind, panic nipping at her heels. Surely Elizabeth hadn’t left the water running? 
 
   She hated the thought that someone else might have been in Elizabeth’s room, that this whole thing wasn’t just a case of her frayed, overactive imagination. But what reason would someone else have to be creeping around their house in the middle of the night, trying to scare her?
 
   Everywhere she looked contained spaces perfect for concealing an intruder—behind the door, under the bed, inside the closet. Not wanting to miss anything, she checked each space, making sure no one else lurked in the room. She paused uncertainly beside Elizabeth’s bed. The little girl looked peaceful, no sign of the nightmares that had been terrorizing her. Should she wake her daughter to keep her close while she searched the rest of the house? Of course, if this all just existed in Serenity’s head and Elizabeth had simply forgotten to switch off the tap, she’d only succeed in scaring her. Elizabeth had suffered enough broken nights’ sleep lately. Serenity didn’t want to add a delusional, paranoid mother to the poor girl’s problems.
 
   She made up her mind. Certain the room was free of intruders, she let Elizabeth sleep.
 
   Back in the hallway, she realized the sound coming from Elizabeth’s bathroom had only diminished, rather than ceased altogether, and now came from a new direction. 
 
   She made her way along the corridor and paused outside of her bedroom. She’d left the door ajar and now held her ear to the crack. The same sound of gushing water came from her adjoining bathroom. 
 
   Certain of what she would find, she ran straight for the bathroom. As she’d expected, the faucet was on, water pouring into the sink. With shaking hands, she reached out and turned off the faucet, the tap squeaking in the still night.
 
   Cold air moved beside her, something brushing by with the lightness of a cobweb, sending a chill over her body. She gave a small scream of shock and stumbled into the bedroom. 
 
   “Who’s there?” she demanded, sounding braver than she felt.
 
   Suddenly, the bedroom door banged open, snatching her attention, and she stifled another scream by clamping her hand over her mouth.
 
   What the hell was going on?
 
   Serenity chased the intruder out of the bedroom. This wasn’t all just in her head. She hadn’t imagined the door opening or the water being left on in the bathroom. Might another vampire be responsible? But the first time she’d experienced something similar had been in the daytime. A vampire wouldn’t be around in the light.
 
   The hallway was empty, but a blur of movement on the stairs in the shape of a person caught her attention. The moment she turned her head, they vanished.
 
   “Hey!” Not wanting to wake Elizabeth, she did a combination of yelling while trying to keep her voice down, resulting in a strangled cry.
 
   Perhaps she should be on the phone to the cops, but now she no longer had any friends in the local force, she didn’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to their family. After her disappearance, too much attention had been focused on Sebastian, and that had even been with the help of James Bentley to smooth things over. She wasn’t dealing with a regular intruder. There was something supernatural about what was happening and she didn’t want to call the police only to have them doubting her sanity and keeping a closer eye on the family.
 
   She followed the direction of movement, her fear making her breathe in tiny gasps.
 
   She clutched the banister of the huge, curved staircase, needing its support to stop her legs from folding beneath her. The sound of rushing water echoed in the vast kitchen. She could see the scene in her head before she’d even entered the room—the big, curved silver faucet thundering water into their Belfast sink.
 
   “Oh, God.” The words came out as a thin whine. 
 
   Someone was messing with her, but who? 
 
   Do we have a ghost, she wondered?
 
   Of course, the notion was crazy, but right now, in the dead of night, scared and alone, nothing felt closer to the truth.
 
   The lamp on the hall console supplied enough light to allow her a view into the kitchen. The shutters had been left open and moonlight flooded the room, casting eerie shadows on the floor. The tap continued to run, the noise too loud in the still night. 
 
   The cold of the kitchen tiles seeped into the soles of Serenity’s feet as she crossed the room. The sink and drainage were large enough to cope with the deluge, but the water hit the porcelain and sprayed back up at her, hitting the naked skin of her arms and chest with tiny cold, sharp shocks. She turned off the faucet. Once more, silence fell over the big house. 
 
   Sebastian, where are you?
 
   She wished he was with her now. Despite their earlier fight about his violent nature, she suddenly wanted a ferociously strong man by her side. Whoever was playing tricks on her might think differently with Sebastian around. Surely with his speed and keen hearing and eyesight, Sebastian would be able to catch the person responsible.
 
   Whoever had turned on the water certainly no longer lurked in the kitchen. The cabinets held nowhere for them to hide, unless they were child-size.
 
   “Who’s here?” she hissed. “Come on, you coward, show yourself!”
 
   But the house remained silent.
 
   She made her way back out into the hall. Was the person still in the house? Yes, she still had that overwhelming sensation of not being alone, of eyes watching her, a stranger’s gaze taking in her every move.
 
   She stood still and waited, trying to get a sense of which way to head next.
 
   Without warning, the front door burst open. Serenity screamed, her hand held to her heart, but only wind and a few fallen leaves gusted into the wide hallway.
 
   Instantly, the atmosphere of the house changed, the air less charged. She no longer felt as though someone was watching her. Whoever had been in the house was gone.
 
   Serenity pushed the big front door shut again. She frowned. The door locked automatically from the outside; the only way someone could get in was with the key. So had Sebastian gone out and left the front door ajar? That didn’t seem like something he’d do, he was normally so overprotective of her and Elizabeth. But unless they had a key, they wouldn’t have been able to get in the house.
 
   Quickly, she ran around the property, checking the security of the back door and windows. Everything was locked and bolted. The front door must have been the point of entry.
 
   She went back to the door and cautiously opened it again. She poked her head out, checking the driveway for signs of life, but everything remained still. She lifted her hand and ran it across the edge of the door and the doorframe. No dents or scrapes made her think the door had been forced.
 
   So her intruder had a key.
 
   Her stomach churned in a nervous flip-flop. She didn’t like that idea. The first phone call she’d place in the morning would be to a locksmith to get the locks changed.
 
   Unless, of course, the thing flitting around her house in the middle of the night, opening and closing doors, moving things around, could pass right through a solid door.
 
   Ghost.
 
   The crazy thought came again. There were no such things as ghosts. But then if someone had asked her before meeting Sebastian, she’d have sworn against the existence of vampires and witches as well. And she’d been proven wrong on both counts.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian blinked in surprise at the wide, palm tree-lined streets he recognized as being only blocks from his home. His heart clenched in his chest. 
 
   Oh no, it had happened again. One moment he’d been walking through the forest, the next he found himself standing in his neighborhood. 
 
   He spun in a circle, his senses alert for the scent of blood. Had he done the same thing and killed during the missing time? But no, he couldn’t smell blood on the night air and he didn’t feel that fiery tingling through his veins which he experienced after a feed.
 
   What was he doing back here, so close to home? Had he been making his way back?
 
   Sebastian approached the house and frowned. From the position of the moon in the night sky, he calculated the hour to be almost four in the morning, but all of the lights on the ground floor were ablaze, the illumination spilling out onto the gravel driveway. 
 
   Something wasn’t right.
 
   Using his speed, Sebastian raced to the front door. He reached for the key he always kept in his jacket pocket—despite being a vampire, his small family still needed security—and his frown deepened. The key was missing.
 
   Had he dropped it somewhere?
 
   He patted himself down and located the small shape of metal in his pant pocket. Strange. He always kept it in the same place; he was a creature of habit. 
 
   Turning his mind to more immediate concerns, he jabbed his key in the lock. The lock turned and he pushed the door with his shoulder, but it wouldn’t open. His worry stepped up a notch.
 
   “Serenity?” he called through the heavy wood. He didn’t want to hammer on the door, worried about waking up Elizabeth, but he didn’t need to. The door opened a crack, the security chain stretched between the back of the door and the frame with a rattle of metal and Serenity’s face peeped around the corner. Relief melted onto her features at the sight of him. 
 
   Sebastian had expected to find her still asleep, but she looked wide awake, her eyes frantic.
 
   “What’s happened?” he asked, his forehead creasing in a frown.
 
   She shook her head and backed away from the door, letting him through. “Sorry, I deadlocked the door. I had to be sure …”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “Sure of what?”
 
   Serenity chewed at her lower lip. “Of no one getting in the house.”
 
   “Why? Has someone been here?”
 
   “Yes … well, no.” She backed away from him and then turned and headed into the kitchen, shaking her head. “I don’t know. I thought I saw something and things had moved.”
 
   “What sort of things?”
 
   She hesitated. “Not moved exactly, but the faucet in our bathroom, Elizabeth’s, and down in the kitchen were all running.”
 
   “Are you sure they weren’t left on accidentally? Or perhaps the water pressure in the pipes changed and forced the water on.”
 
   “I heard footsteps as well, boards creaking.”
 
   “Pipes again?” he suggested.
 
   “And doors slammed. The front door burst wide open!”
 
   “I’m not sure what to say.” He frowned. “Perhaps I didn’t close it properly when I left.” He considered the possibility. Things weren’t right with him. He may have made a mistake and not closed the door on his way out.
 
   Her shoulders sagged and she sighed. “So you think I’m just being paranoid?”
 
   “I don’t know, Serenity. Are you sure you didn’t actually see anyone?”
 
   “I thought I did, a movement perhaps, but now I’m not sure. Perhaps I freaked myself out for no reason.”
 
   Unprompted, she burst into tears. 
 
   “Hey, Serenity, it’s all right. Everything is all right.” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. She buried her face against his chest and he lowered his nose to the top of her head, breathing in her familiar scent.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, pulling away from him to look up into his face. “These past couple of days have been awful. I hate us fighting, but sometimes the things you do frighten me.”
 
   “I don’t mean to scare you. I’d never do anything to frighten you on purpose.”
 
   “You went out and killed a man when you didn’t need to.”
 
   He took a deep breath. Telling her would be opening up a whole new world of worry for Serenity—something he didn’t want to do. But what other choice did he have? Keeping things a secret from her would only drive them apart. 
 
   He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “You’re right, I did kill a man, but I don’t remember doing it.”
 
   She sniffed and wiped a tear from her cheek. A little line appeared between her eyebrows as she asked, “What do you mean?”
 
   “Exactly what I said. One moment I was walking down Venice Beach and the next I was standing in the street with a dead body at my feet.”
 
   “Are you sure you killed him?”
 
   “Yes. I had his blood in my veins. I could feel it.”
 
   Serenity glanced away, her lips pressed together. Despite all their time together, he knew she still found it difficult to accept that he killed on a regular basis. Serenity had killed as well—to protect herself from Jackson, and from the vampires, Madeline and Demitri, who had threatened her family’s safety—but knowing someone you loved hurt others was never an easy thing to bear. He tried to keep that side of his life away from her as much as possible, tried to allow her to pretend it didn’t happen, but sometimes occasions arose where they both needed to face what he was head-on.
 
   He debated telling her about what happened in the forest, but realized keeping something from her may only prove to be dangerous. “There’s something else. The body came back.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “After I’d drained him, I took the body to the forest to hide it, but it started to come back and not in the normal way. The body acted as though it was aware and wanted to hurt me. I broke its neck, but it kept coming. In the end, I had to rip off its head.”
 
   She pushed him away and took a step back, her eyes wide with alarm. “Jesus, Sebastian! How could that even happen?”
 
   He shook his head. “I have no idea.”
 
   She opened her mouth to say something and then closed it again.
 
   “What?” he prompted. “What is it?”
 
   She glanced away and shook her head. “This is going to sound weird, but tonight isn’t the first night I’ve felt like something strange is happening around here.”
 
   He frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Things moving. Feeling like I’m not alone.”
 
   Alarm raced through him. “So someone else was in the house.”
 
   “No one I saw.”
 
   He risked a smile. “Do we have a ghost?”
 
   She smiled back and ducked her head in embarrassment. “I thought the same thing myself.”
 
   
  
 

“You think it’s a possibility?”
 
   She lifted her gaze back to his. “I doubt it, but something is going on. It’s not a coincidence that after I saw something in your face at the restaurant, strange things start happening in the house and then you don’t remember killing someone.”
 
   The mention of the restaurant caused his heart to tighten with pain, but he forced the emotion back down. “That’s not all.”
 
   Her face crumpled in worry. “Oh, God, what now?”
 
   “It’s probably the least important of everything, but I had the strangest dream.”
 
   “I didn’t think vampires dreamed.”
 
   “We don’t. I don’t even know how to explain what I experienced. I felt like I was awake—as awake as I am now—but I was somewhere else.”
 
   “A different city? Country?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, I was right here in Los Angeles, but no one else was around. At least, no one human. Also, since I had the dream, I’ve been slower, some of my strength reduced.”
 
   She must have seen the fear and confusion in his face because she reached out and took his hand. “I wish you’d spoken to me sooner.”
 
   “Me too, but we were fighting. Things weren’t right between us.”
 
   The tension between them thickened as they were both taken back to the awkward moment he’d proposed. She stepped closer and he thought she would put her arms around him, but then she stopped, peering at a spot right beneath his ear.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   He lifted his fingers to touch the place where her eyes focused. His skin felt rough and flakes fell away beneath his fingertips. 
 
   Serenity caught his wrist and pulled his hand away so she could get a better look. “It’s just a small patch of dry skin,” she said. “I’m sure it’s nothing to be concerned about.”
 
   He pulled away so he could stare her directly in the face. “Serenity, I’m a vampire. I don’t get dry skin. I heal fast. If someone stuck a knife in my ribs, it would have healed completely within a couple of hours. This isn’t normal.”
 
   Her dark eyes studied his face. “Okay,” she said, slowly. “So someone is messing with us.”
 
   He nodded. “I think we need help.”
 
   “Bridget?” she said.
 
   “Yes, Bridget. This isn’t just vampires at work.”
 
   “Do you think we can trust her?”
 
   “I don’t think we have many other options.”
 
   Serenity glanced at the clock hanging on the wall behind Sebastian’s head. It was still far too early to be calling someone.
 
   “I’ll call her as soon as morning comes,” she said. “Hopefully, she’ll be willing to help us and will come over and check things out. By the time you wake up this evening, we might even understand what’s going on.”
 
   He nodded. “Okay.” He hesitated, not wanting to ask the question but needing to know the answer. “Things are all right between us now, aren’t they?”
 
   Serenity looked up at him. A smile tugged at her lips and lit her dark eyes. “I never want things to be bad between us. I love you. I always have.”
 
   With her words, the tension between them seemed to melt away. He stepped in toward her, closing the small gap remaining between their bodies. He felt her relax against him, her arms sliding around his waist until her hands found the hard muscles of his back. 
 
   His fingers locked in the back of her hair. Her lips pressed against the skin of his throat, her nose nestled against the dip of his collar bone. Her mouth traced up toward his jaw, feather-like kisses that became more urgent, her lips nipping his skin.
 
   “I’m frightened, Sebastian,” she whispered. 
 
   He gently tugged on the back of her hair, forcing her face up to his. “We’ll get through this. We always get through these things.”
 
   “We don’t even know what ‘these things’ are.”
 
   His eyes flicked over hers, drinking in the sight of her, simultaneously strong, and yet so vulnerable. He wanted to protect her more than ever before, but the worry about his own state hung over him. He’d almost fallen in the forest. He’d missed catching the glass. He was missing small portions of time.
 
   He might no longer be in a position where he’d be able to protect her.
 
   “I love you,” he said. “I love you so much.”
 
   Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes and she stood on tiptoes to kiss him, her mouth soft and warm against his. Tears trickled down her cheeks, toward their joined lips, and he tasted salt.
 
   Their kiss deepened, tongues dancing to trace every inch of each other’s mouth. He reached down and lifted her, so her legs wrapped around his waist. He carried her to the couch and reclined her back on the cushions. She lay out before him, her hair spread in a wave across the soft leather.
 
   Sebastian bent his face to her belly and raised her top to expose her flat stomach. He ran his tongue up from her navel in a cold, wet trail, eliciting a shiver and a rash of goose bumps from her flesh.
 
   Serenity exhaled in a small moan. She turned her face to one side and closed her eyes.
 
   He pushed the t-shirt upward, exposing her naked breasts. He reached up and covered one soft, warm mound with his palm. The nipple immediately tightened, forming a hard bud against his cold flesh. He moved higher up her body and lowered his mouth to her other breast, enclosing his lips around her areola. His tongue swept in a circle, hardening her nipple further.
 
   Blood rushed to the area, the veins thick and faintly blue beneath her creamy skin. Her pulse thumped in his ears, the sound overwhelming all others. He longed to bite her there, sink his teeth into the sweet, succulent flesh and draw her blood up over her tight nipple and into his throat. But he held himself back, he always held himself back. Whatever his darkest desires might be, Sebastian would never want her to be frightened of him.
 
   His own arousal pressed hard against her thigh, a pressure for which he needed to find release.
 
   Sebastian lifted his face from her breast and knelt up. Moving with speed, he pulled off her top and tore her panties down one side and then the other, so the wispy shreds of material fell from her body.
 
   She looked down, a smile quirking the corners of her lips, and raised an eyebrow. “I think you owe me a new pair of panties.”
 
   “I prefer you without them.”
 
   Quickly, he removed his own clothes, dropping them to the floor beside the couch. He paused for a moment, just to make sure Elizabeth was still sleeping. He focused in on her steady heart and breathing upstairs. They wouldn’t be disturbed any time soon.
 
   He lowered himself over Serenity, her warm, smooth thighs wrapping around his hips, drawing him in. He held himself above her body, only the faintest slither of air between his chest and hers. He kissed the corners of her mouth, gentle teasing nips, until she reached around the back of his head and caught his neck, pressing his face down to hers. She kissed him back, deep and sweet.
 
   With a gentle shift of his hips, he pushed inside her, the heat of her soft, wet core burning him like fire. Her inner muscles hugged him tight, gripping him in her heat.
 
   Nothing else allowed him to take in another person’s body heat like this, other than feeding. Her warmth spread from his pelvis up through his body. How did he feel to her, he wondered? Like he’d placed a rod of ice inside her?
 
   Serenity dug her blunt nails into his back, her heels pressing into the backs of his thighs. She lifted her hips to meet him and gently he pushed back, sliding deeper. They moved together, a perfect match, two bodies as one. Her heat against his cold.
 
   Even at the point where pleasure tilted him over the edge, he’d never completely be able to let go. His powerful strength meant he could shatter her pelvic bone with just one uncontrolled thrust of his hips. And the need to bite sometimes became overwhelming, wanting to lose himself in her completely. To devour her in every way.
 
    Serenity’s heart rate picked up as her climax approached, blood rushing through her veins. Her breath left her body in little gasps, gusting against his shoulder as she clung to him.
 
   Her heat … her smell … the blood flowing … 
 
   An overwhelming excess of sensations. 
 
   He wanted her, wanted her in every way. To be his wife, to allow him to own her. But she would never let him. She’d never give herself over to him fully, he knew that now.
 
   Not thinking, Sebastian grabbed her hands with one of his and pinned them against the cushions above her head. Her eyes widened in surprise and she took a sharp intake of breath. Her breasts lifted higher in this position and her nipples grazed his chest.
 
   “Sebastian—” she started, but he didn’t let her finish. He drove in hard, not enough to hurt her, but enough to make her know he meant business. She cried out, a mixture of pleasure and shock.
 
   He thrust into her, a low growl at the pit of his throat, over and over, her body bouncing with every stroke. He wound up tight at his core, the pressure swelling. Her head tilted back, her back arching. She called his name as her orgasm broke over her like a wave that rippled around him, urging him on.
 
   Everything in that moment focused on Serenity—the racing beat of her heart filling his whole body, the heady aroma of her blood racing through her veins, the sweet tang of her arousal. The world seemed to shrink until she was all he knew.
 
   They clung together with him still held inside her, his weight pinning her down. Her breathing became shallower as she caught her breath again, her chest heaving less and less beneath his.
 
   Sebastian moved to climb off her, but she held on tight. 
 
   “Hold me like this for a moment.”
 
   He relaxed against her again, but he couldn’t stay that way for long. Morning was coming; he could sense the approaching of the sun with all the vibration of an oncoming train.
 
   “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
 
   She shook her head against him.
 
   “The sun will be up soon. I need to sleep.”
 
   “I hate that you leave me every day.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. “I’m not leaving. I’m only upstairs.”
 
   “But it feels the same as though you’d left. It’s like you’ve gone somewhere else.”
 
   He sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to leave you either, but I have no other choice.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   He propped himself up on one elbow, so he could look down at her. Her hair was tousled over the cushions, a high flush in her cheeks, her lips slightly swollen. He had to force himself away, though he wanted nothing more to stay here with her.
 
   “Call Bridget as soon as it’s a reasonable hour,” he told her. “And keep the doors locked and don’t let anyone else into the house.”
 
   “What are we going to tell Elizabeth?”
 
   “Knowing her, she’ll already know something is up.”
 
   Serenity smiled, the expression transforming her face.
 
   He gave her one final kiss. “Be careful and I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   She nodded, but before she had the chance to say anything else, he whisked away to take up his position on the bed.
 
   Morning had come.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   It wasn’t worth going back to bed. Serenity knew Elizabeth would be up soon and to fall back into a deep sleep, only to be woken up again within the hour, would merely extend her exhaustion. Though, in fact, she didn’t feel too bad at all. Many of her stresses seemed to have ebbed away in Sebastian’s arms.
 
   She took a quick shower in the family bathroom and washed her hair. The drive the day before, and then their activities on the couch, had left her in need of a blast of hot water and some bubbles. She needed to be refreshed if she had to deal with Bridget. It was an understatement to say she struggled to maintain a friendship or relationship of any sorts with the woman who had put Elizabeth’s life in danger. Sebastian found the strange setup even harder. He’d spent a couple of years trusting and relying on Bridget completely, so to have that trust broken when he found out about Bridget spying for Demitri—a New York based vampire who’d been interested in Elizabeth’s precognitive abilities—had hit him hard. His first instinct had been to kill her. If not for Elizabeth’s attachment to the woman, Serenity suspected he would have done exactly that. However, Bridget had practically been a mother to Elizabeth while Serenity was in Jackson’s clutches. Bridget had tried to make things better again and help them against Demitri, otherwise Serenity wouldn’t have allowed her around either. Sending the woman away and removing all contact only hurt Elizabeth, so they tried to stay on good terms and allowed visits as long as they were overseen by either herself or Sebastian.
 
   Serenity towel-dried her hair and dressed in her customary outfit of jeans and a t-shirt. Elizabeth would be up any minute, so she headed back down to the kitchen to start breakfast. 
 
   Pancakes, she decided. Elizabeth loved pancakes for breakfast, especially with chopped banana and maple syrup all over the top. The thought of her daughter’s excitement at coming down to her favorite food made Serenity push aside the numerous other concerns that had suddenly arrived on her doorstep, worries for Sebastian in particular. She decided to forget the paranormal for the moment and focus on one of the simple things in life—making breakfast for her daughter.
 
   Serenity took eggs and flour down from a cupboard, and then butter and milk from the refrigerator.
 
   She fished a knife from the cutlery drawer, but the item slipped from her fingers. The metal hit the tiles with a resounding clang, the sound echoing in the big house.
 
   Serenity winced and bent to retrieve the knife. As she straightened, she gasped in shock.
 
   Each of the cupboard doors stood open, both fridge doors sprung wide.
 
   Her grip on the blunt knife tightened, the metal cold against her hot skin. 
 
   Someone was behind her! She felt their presence burning in her back.
 
   Serenity spun around, jabbing the weapon at the empty air, to find Elizabeth standing in the doorway. Her nightgown hanging down past her knees, in one hand she clutched her comfort blanket, the tip trailing on the floor.
 
   Serenity fell back, her hand clutched to her chest. “Jesus, Elizabeth. You scared the hell out of me. How the hell did you do this?”
 
   Elizabeth’s eyes went wide. “Do what, Mommy?”
 
   She waved the knife around at the open cupboards. “This! How did you open all the doors without me seeing?”
 
   Elizabeth shook her head in tiny, frantic movements. “I didn’t! It wasn’t me, honest!”
 
   “Don’t lie to me, Elizabeth. Who else would have done this? No one else is here.” Something dawned on her. “Was it you, too, last night? Did you leave the faucet on in your bedroom and come down here and turn this one on as well?”
 
   “I’m not doing any of those things, Mommy. Why won’t you believe me?”
 
   Fear and anger made her react before she’d even thought things through. She crossed the room in only a few long strides and grabbed Elizabeth by the upper arm. “I need you to tell me the truth, Elizabeth. I won’t have you lying to me!”
 
   Elizabeth pulled her arm away. She turned from her mother and ran back up the stairs, crying. “I didn’t do anything! I didn’t!” 
 
   Her bedroom door slammed shut.
 
   Serenity stood in the middle of the kitchen, shaking. Immediately, she regretted shouting at Elizabeth.
 
   Did she really think her daughter to be responsible? They were alone in the house, who else could it have been? She didn’t know what to think. It wasn’t as though she’d opened all the cupboard doors herself. A flicker of uncertainty rippled through her. No, that was nuts. All she did was bend down to pick up the knife. Not enough time had passed for her to do such a thing and then not remember. But yet she couldn’t discount the notion that she may have done it herself. The house was empty, the doors and windows all locked. 
 
   It wasn’t Elizabeth, she decided. The little girl been sleeping last night when the commotions had been going on, Serenity was sure of that. And when the cup had flown off the counter the day before, Elizabeth had been a hundred miles away. Serenity had just reacted—she’d been frightened—and Elizabeth had been the closest person to lash out at.
 
   She glanced at the clock. It was just after eight. Could she get away with calling Bridget yet? Yes, she thought so. After everything Bridget had put them through, an early morning phone call should be the least she should expect.
 
   But first, Serenity needed to go and apologize to Elizabeth. She should never have taken her fears out on her daughter and she felt awful for upsetting her unnecessarily. Her stomach churned in the same way as when she fought with Sebastian, like the axis of her world had skewed.
 
   The cupboard doors remained wide open, taunting her somehow. She’d not even thought to slam the refrigerator doors closed.
 
   Serenity ran to the cupboards. Using her palm, she slammed each door shut, one after the other, the bangs echoing through the house. She kicked the fridge doors shut with her bare sole, the metal cool and smooth against her skin.
 
   She took another deep breath to settle her nerves. Someone was screwing with them, someone who didn’t even have the balls to reveal their identity.
 
   With a knot in her stomach, she climbed the stairs to Elizabeth’s room. Serenity cracked open the door and stepped inside. Elizabeth sat on her bed, her knees drawn up to her chest, her face pressed against her legs. Serenity crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed Elizabeth’s back.
 
   “Hey, honey. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “I know. I should have believed you the first time. I just got a fright and I’m sorry.”
 
   Elizabeth looked up, sniffed, and wiped her face. “You shouldn’t accuse people of things, Mommy. That’s not nice.”
 
   “You’re right and I won’t do it again.” Serenity repressed a smile. How strange to feel as though the roles had reversed.
 
   “I think Sebastian opened the cupboards,” Elizabeth blurted.
 
   A frown replaced Serenity’s smile. “Elizabeth,” she said, a warning in her voice. “What did you just say about not accusing people? And anyway, you know that would be impossible. It’s daytime.”
 
   She pursed her small lips together. “Okay … Not Sebastian, but something else that’s making him do things.”
 
   Alarm raced through her. “Do you understand what you’re saying?” 
 
   She nodded. “I think so. I told you I dreamed Daddy was lost. I think those times of him being lost are getting longer and longer now. Stronger even. That’s why he can move around in the daytime.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, Elizabeth. Your father can’t move around in the daytime, the sun would hurt him!”
 
   She focused on her mother with those huge dark eyes. “It is.”
 
   Immediately, Serenity remembered the patch of flaking skin on Sebastian’s neck. “Oh, no.”
 
   She jumped off Elizabeth’s bed and ran to the bedroom she and Sebastian shared. She burst into the room with no concerns about disturbing him.
 
   Sebastian lay on the bed, in his customary position. He’d dressed before taking his daytime rest, not needing to concern himself with the same comforts a human needed.
 
   Serenity ran to the bed and stood over him, her hand clutched to her mouth in shock. 
 
   The exposed skin on the back of his hands, face and neck was mottled pink and white—healing burn tissue. The scars rippled and moved under Serenity’s gaze, healing as she watched. But one patch hadn’t healed. The dry skin on Sebastian’s neck, between his collarbone and his jaw, had spread. Where the patch had previously been about an inch in diameter, it was now at least twice that size.
 
   Burns from the sun.
 
   So Sebastian was responsible for all the strange things happening around the house. In a way it made sense—the feeling of someone near, his speed making it too fast for her to see him, the coolness in the air a result of his cold skin brushing past her. But in so many other ways, what was happening made no sense at all. What reason would he have to play tricks on her? 
 
   He’d told her he killed someone without remembering doing so. Perhaps he was also doing these things without his knowledge?
 
   Someone else was behind this, but who? This felt more like dark magic than the result of an angry vampire. The only witch she’d ever met was Bridget. And while things hadn’t gone quite to plan with Bridget working to look after Elizabeth, she didn’t think the older woman was the type to try to exert some kind of revenge.
 
   But what about her betraying Elizabeth and Sebastian to Demitri? She’d been playing Sebastian the whole time then.
 
   Perhaps that was true, but Bridget had made her peace with them. In fact, she was the only person Serenity had left to turn to.
 
   She reached out and placed her hand against his cool cheek, worry spiking through her heart. “Be okay,” she whispered. She put her arms around his broad frame and lowered her head to his shoulder, pressing her face against his chest.
 
   “I wish you were awake,” she told him. “I really need you right now.” Her voice broke as she spoke. She didn’t want to deal with something similar to what they’d been through over the past few years. She only wanted for them to be safe, to be happy and living in peace together.
 
   Serenity forced herself from his side and made her way back to her daughter’s room. Sebastian’s condition had only confirmed the plan to call the one person they knew who might be able to help them. 
 
   “You fancy giving Bridget a call?”
 
   Elizabeth’s face lit up and she bounced off the bed, her upset forgotten. “Yeah, yeah! Let’s call Bridget!”
 
    
 
   Sebastian opened his eyes to find himself standing, once again, on a deserted street in downtown Los Angeles. The silence pressed against his eardrums, an unnerving sensation when he’d spent the last two hundred years being able to hear things from miles away. Office buildings rose up on either side of the street, fluorescent lights blazing in each of the uniform windows.
 
   He frowned. Was he back here again? The same place as in his dream?
 
   To confirm his suspicion, he glanced up. Above his head, the same portentous sky shifted and roiled. Thick clouds of gray, with dark purple fringing the edges, rippled at speed. The effect was of a building storm being filmed and watched in fast-forward. A boiling sky.
 
   Sebastian shivered. This place held more menace than anywhere he’d ever been before. Each pool of shadows, formed in areas the light from the office buildings and the street lamps couldn’t reach, seemed to hold a secret, as though something hid, crouched in their dark depths, to reach out and grab him as he walked by.
 
   Had someone left all these lights on for a reason, he wondered? Protection against something, perhaps?
 
   One particularly dark spot of shadows directly below a ground floor window, in the spot between the wall and ground, caught his attention. He frowned again. Something wasn’t right. It looked too … black. Puzzled, he took cautious steps toward it.
 
   He put out a foot and stepped into the spot, but his foot met resistance. An ear-splitting shriek filled the air, making Sebastian clutch his ears with both hands, the sound painful against the imposing silence. The thing his foot touched uncurled and bright red eyes glared out at him from the darkness. It opened a mouth of needle-like teeth and hissed at him before unfurling, revealing almost primate-like arms and legs. The thing skittered away, down the street, leaping from one spot of shadows to the next.
 
   Sebastian stood with his mouth open. What the hell was that thing?
 
   This looked like Los Angeles—the city he’d come to think of as home—but also seemed so far from being the city he couldn’t even fathom it.
 
   “‘It’s life, Jim, but not as we know it,’” he muttered to himself.
 
   He was dreaming—he must be dreaming—what else could it be?
 
   “But vampires don’t dream,” he argued with himself out loud, his voice echoing in the strange silence.
 
   He remembered going to the bedroom and lying down to sleep, but now suddenly he found himself here, in this strange place that didn’t feel like the world he’d lived in for the past two hundred years. If he wasn’t dreaming, where was he?
 
   He started to walk down the street, slowly at first, his eyes seeking out the shadows, expecting another creature to dart from their depths. Then he picked up speed, breaking into a jog. Panic started to build at his back and he spun around, half-expecting a hoard of those weird creatures to be chasing him down the street. He needed to get out of here, wake up and go back to the land of the living.
 
   Land of the living.
 
   If the real world was the land of the living then this place must be inhabited by the dead.
 
   Menace filled those words. Was that where he found himself now? A place inhabited by the dead. Another shiver racked through his body.
 
   Perhaps none of this is real, he thought, remembering his notion about this place being like a stage set. Maybe the buildings around him were no more than a shell, something designed to make him think he was somewhere he was not.
 
   To test his theory, Sebastian ran to the closest wall, that of a shop filled with electronics—flat screen televisions, high-tech laptops, digital radios. Somehow, Sebastian knew all of these things never had—or ever would have—electricity running through them, normal movies or news updates, or anything else linked to the real world.
 
   It’s all fake, he thought. All just for show.
 
   He ran his fingers across the brick stone work. Some of the mortar crumbled beneath his touch, but it felt solid enough. He drew back his arm, clenched his fist, and punched the wall. The bricks imploded in an explosion of dust and stone, leaving a hole the size of a large car tire. 
 
   Sebastian bent to peer though. He jerked back in surprise as a rush of black shadows flew out. Wings beat the air around his head, masking his vision with a flurrying burst of activity. Then they disappeared into the night, leaving him alone.
 
   “Jesus,” he breathed, turning one way and the next, making sure the things had gone. He saw no sign of strange bat-like creatures, but the dark spots offered a hiding place and he no longer trusted unlit places. 
 
   Pulling himself back together, he lowered his face to the hole he’d created and looked inside. He’d punched his way into a storeroom, but the place looked exactly as he’d expect any storage area to look—boxes piled upon more boxes, metal shelving lined with small items. Nothing to alert anyone to the supernatural.
 
   What had he expected to find anyway? Some deep, fathomless pit into hell?
 
   Actually, yes, that wasn’t far off what he thought he might be looking at, but this place seemed more normal than the rest of the street.
 
   Sebastian pulled his face away from the hole and stood. Movement on the street ahead caught his attention.
 
   Two figures of the same height and build walked down the street, away from him. They moved in unison, shoulder to shoulder, seeming to neither hurry nor loiter. 
 
   “Hey!” Sebastian called out, picking up his pace to give chase. He tried to put on a burst of his vampire’s speed to make up the distance, but his strengths failed him. He stumbled in confusion. What was happening? He had to be content with running, his feet hitting the sidewalk with no more grace than a regular man.
 
   But the two figures didn’t seem to hear him coming. When only feet remained between himself and what he took for people, they didn’t increase or slow their speed, or even turn their heads to see who approached. 
 
   So close, Sebastian suddenly realized something. The people emitted no kind of scent, neither human nor vampire. Though vampires smelled nothing like the vibrant scent of humans, they still had a faint, metallic tang. These creatures, whatever they were, smelled of nothing. It was almost as though they weren’t even there.
 
   Sebastian slowed to a walk and paced himself a few feet behind them. He was torn between his desire to get answers and the certainty that everything about this place was very wrong.
 
   Simultaneously, the two figures turned back. Their eyes were black holes, their mouths gaping maws. Sebastian let out a yell and stumbled back. He tripped over his own feet and fell to the ground, his wrists jarring on the sidewalk as he reached back to steady his fall. Pain shot up both arms and he cracked his tailbone on the concrete. 
 
   The things continued to stare at him with their fathomless holes for eyes, their mouth stretched wide, though no sound escaped. Their faces reminded Sebastian of that famous painting, The Scream. 
 
   Then, both at once, the humanoid figures turned back round—so quickly Sebastian barely witnessed it happening—and continued to walk down the street away from him.
 
   “Someone get me out of here,” he said, pushing himself to sitting and climbing back to his feet. He didn’t like this, not one bit. Not only did he have no idea what this place was, but his vampire abilities were failing him, his speed and agility. He still had his strength, but how long would that last? If he didn’t get back home, back to Serenity and Elizabeth, he might end up with nothing left.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Bridget arrived at the house less than an hour after Serenity placed the call. When the gate buzzer signaled her arrival, Elizabeth was at the kitchen counter, eating the pancakes Serenity had finally got around to making. Too hungry to wait, she had already gobbled the banana.
 
   Serenity pushed the button to allow Bridget to drive her Prius into the driveway and then went to the front door. Elizabeth scrambled down from her seat, her breakfast forgotten in her excitement to see her old nanny again. Whatever Serenity and Sebastian might think of Bridget, Elizabeth didn’t hold a grudge. 
 
   Bridget pulled the car to a halt and climbed out. Her long white hair was braided down her back and she wore a long, brightly-colored dress of some kind of chiffon fabric. Strands of jade and silver beads hung around her neck and wrists, and, as she climbed from the vehicle, Serenity spotted another silver chain looped around her ankle.
 
   Elizabeth pushed past her mother and ran at Bridget. The little girl collided with the older woman.
 
   “Ooph!” Bridget exclaimed. “Is that an elephant trying to knock me over?”
 
   Elizabeth giggled in delight. “No silly! It’s me!”
 
   “Oh, my gosh.” The older woman smiled fondly down at the girl. “Haven’t you got big? I could have sworn that was an elephant running at me.”
 
   Elizabeth laughed again and Serenity couldn’t help but smile. However she felt about Bridget—and she wasn’t even sure herself—she was pleased to see her daughter look so happy.
 
   Bridget looked up and offered Serenity a smile. “So, what’s all this about?”
 
   Serenity had been deliberately vague on the phone, saying only that she needed to talk and needed to do so in person.
 
   “I assume Sebastian won’t be around,” she said, casting her eyes to the bright sunlight behind her.
 
   “Well, you never know,” Serenity muttered and Bridget shot her a look. “Come in and sit down,” she continued. “We need your help on something. At least, I hope you can help. If not, I really don’t know what we’re going to do.”
 
   Bridget’s face dropped. “Why, what’s going on?”
 
   Serenity led them all into the kitchen, Elizabeth hanging close to Bridget’s skirts. They all took a seat at the breakfast bar.
 
   “Can I get you coffee?” Serenity asked, remembering her manners.
 
   Bridget shook her head. “Just tell me what’s going on. You’re starting to scare me.”
 
   That Bridget still had enough attachment to her family to warrant her being frightened on their behalf warmed Serenity to her.
 
   “We’ve got a problem with Sebastian.” She took a deep breath and pushed her hair away from her face. “How can I explain? He’s able to move in the daytime, but has no memory of doing so. He’s been doing other strange things around the house, moving things and leaving water running.” She hesitated, not wanting to tell Bridget about him killing a man and not remembering, wanting to protect Elizabeth from that piece of horrific information at least. “Other things …” She jerked her head toward Elizabeth, hoping Bridget would understand her body language. “More serious things have been happening as well. The only thing I can think of is that some kind of witchcraft is at play and I wondered if you might be able to help.”
 
   Bridget’s serious expression didn’t waver and she leaned across the breakfast bar, moving in closer to Serenity. “Where is he now?”
 
   “Upstairs. Sleeping, I hope.”
 
   “Take me to him.”
 
   Serenity nodded and Elizabeth hopped down from her stool. 
 
   “You need to stay here, honey,” said Serenity.
 
   “Aww, Mom! I should be there too. I dreamed something was wrong, remember. I might be able to help.”
 
   Serenity hesitated once again and said, “Okay, fine. But if I tell you to leave the room, you go, okay? No arguments.”
 
   Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom.”
 
   Together, they traipsed up the stairs, Elizabeth leading the way. 
 
   Sebastian lay on the bed, motionless, his eyes closed. He wore his suit pants and a shirt. His jacket was slung over a chair, his shoes by the base of the bed. His dark lashes appeared even longer and thicker against his pale cheeks. His lips were slightly parted in his un-dead sleep. A shadow caused by the light thrown from the open door made his cheek bones and jaw appeared even more chiseled. 
 
   Even in sleep, he was beautiful and Serenity’s heart contracted, snatching her breath. She couldn’t stand the thought of something bad happening to him. 
 
   Bridget frowned and crossed the room to stand beside the bed. Serenity held Elizabeth’s hand, keeping the little girl by her side. Moving slowly, Bridget walked around the perimeter of the bed, never taking her eyes off Sebastian’s inert face. 
 
   She closed her eyes and held her hands over the top of his body. She muttered a few words, in what Serenity could only assume was Latin, and her hands began to tremble. Her frown deepened and she snatched her hands away, her eyes flying open.
 
   Serenity’s hold on Elizabeth’s hand tightened, worry spiking through her. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   The older woman gave her head a slight shake, her long braid swinging. “I … I’m not sure. I got a sense of something else …”
 
   Serenity’s voice came out too high-pitched. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “When vampires sleep, they don’t give off any sense of energy. There’s just … nothing.” 
 
   Serenity flinched at the words, not liking the idea that when she slept, curled up beside him, he wasn’t alive beside her.
 
   Bridget continued. “But right now, I can sense something else. Something dark.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “There’s a dark energy inside him. Something that doesn’t belong here.”
 
   Serenity’s hand went to her mouth. “Oh, God.”
 
   “The other presence is hiding from me, as though it doesn’t want me to know it’s here.”
 
   “It?”
 
   She closed her eyes briefly and shook her head again. “It’s not human—it’s never been human.”
 
   “What is it then?” Serenity asked, starting to feel desperate.
 
   “I’m not sure. I need to get it to show itself to me to try to understand what we’re dealing with.”
 
   “Okay. What can I do to help?”
 
   “Just keep quiet and let me concentrate.”
 
   Serenity shut her mouth and pulled Elizabeth closer. 
 
   “Mommy?” Elizabeth whispered, her dark eyes wide as she stared up at her mother. 
 
   Serenity placed a finger against her own lips. “Shhh.”
 
   They turned their attention back to Sebastian and Bridget. Bridget took up her stance, holding her hands above the vampire’s body. She began to mutter again, low words Serenity struggled to make out.
 
   “Ostende Te!” Bridget abruptly demanded, her voice raised. “Reveal yourself!”
 
   A darkness flooded across Sebastian’s pale face, rising to the surface like the shadow of a shark in deep water. Serenity gasped. She’d seen the same darkness before—a couple of days before at the restaurant. 
 
   “Daddy!” Elizabeth screamed and stumbled back.
 
   “Get her out of here,” snapped Bridget, her face white with the strain of trying to control whatever hid inside Sebastian. Her hands and arms trembled with the effort, but the darkness melted away again, leaving Sebastian’s face as perfect as normal.
 
   With a pounding heart and her whole body wound into a tight ball of tension, Serenity ushered Elizabeth out into the hallway. “Just wait outside the door, honey. We won’t be long.”
 
   “What was that?” she cried. “What’s wrong with Daddy?”
 
   “I don’t know, sweetheart. That’s what Bridget is going to find out, so be a good girl and let her do what she needs to, okay?”
 
   “But I don’t want to be out here on my own.”
 
   “We’re right on the other side of the door. Please be good for me, just for a few minutes.”
 
   “Serenity?” Bridget’s voice came from behind, stern and commanding.
 
   “Wait here. I won’t be long, I promise.”
 
   “Okay, Mommy.” Her tear-streaked face broke Serenity’s heart.
 
   Reluctant to leave her daughter, but knowing they needed to figure out what was going on with Sebastian for all their safety, Serenity went back into the room and gently closed the door behind her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Bridget said, “but whatever this thing is, I only managed to get a quick glimpse. I don’t want Elizabeth in here, just in case. I need to try to bring it to the surface again and I’m going to need you to hold him down.”
 
   “Hold down Sebastian? I’ll never be able to do that. He’s far too strong. And anyway, it’s the middle of the day. He’s asleep!”
 
   “It won’t be Sebastian you’ll be holding down, it’ll be the thing inside him.”
 
   Serenity didn’t know if she wanted to throw up, run away or burst into tears. But she did as Bridget instructed and stood beside Sebastian, pressing her palms down on his solid shoulders.
 
   Bridget shook her head. “Not like that. You need to get on top of him. Use your whole body weight.”
 
   “Damn it,” she muttered, but climbed up on the bed. She slid one leg over Sebastian’s waist and then used her knees to pin down his thighs. She leaned over his torso and placed her hands on his shoulders. Her hair hung to one side, brushing his chest.
 
   Bridget placed her hands a few inches above Sebastian’s face again, as though she were doing Reiki or some other form of healing—perhaps that was exactly what she was doing. She started to mutter words again, her eyes closed to concentrate.
 
   Serenity felt Sebastian’s muscles tense beneath her in short, sharp twitches, as though he were having a bad dream. She’d never known him to move in his sleep before. Normally, he appeared as though death had stolen over him. 
 
   Her natural instinct was to pull away from him, to get the hell away from whatever was inside the man she loved, but she forced herself to hold on. For Sebastian’s sake.
 
   The darkness completely took over his face and something beneath his skin rippled. A cheekbone swelled out, one side of his nose bulging, black and swollen, like he’d contracted some horrific growth or birth defect.
 
   “Oh, God!” Serenity cried. But she still held him down, despite every part of her wanting to flee. 
 
   Bridget’s mutterings grew louder, the words blending together, and Serenity still couldn’t understand a word.
 
   Sebastian’s eyes shot open. Pure black painted his eyeballs—no white peeping through the coating. 
 
   Serenity gasped in shock and suppressed a scream.
 
   His mouth stretched wide and a deep guttural roar peeled from his lips. He bolted upright, flinging her from the bed. She flew through the air and landed heavily, her shoulder smacking hard against the dresser. A bolt of bright white pain burst through her arm and collarbone. Tears blurred in her eyes.
 
   When she’d blinked them away and looked back at Sebastian, he was lying back on the bed, his arms folded across his chest, as still as ever.
 
   “What the hell was that?” she demanded.
 
   Bridget was standing away from the bed, close to the covered window, her eyes wide, her face pale. “It’s too strong for me. We need to find help.”
 
   “What is it!?”
 
   “A demon. Someone has placed a demon inside him.”
 
   “He’s possessed?” she said, aghast. To think they’d only made love a matter of hours ago. Had that been Sebastian she’d made love to or had some … demon … been taking part in the act as well? She fell back against the wall, her hand against her mouth. “Oh, God. What are we going to do?”
 
   Bridget crossed the room toward her and put out a hand to help her to her feet. “Are you okay?”
 
   Serenity nodded. She took the other woman’s hand and allowed herself to be helped up, wincing slightly as fresh pain jarred through her shoulder. “It’s not me I’m worried about.”
 
   Her thoughts turned to Elizabeth, still waiting outside of the door. But she couldn’t bring her daughter into this conversation, not yet anyway. She wanted to protect her from as much as she could, even if Elizabeth would probably argue that she knew these things long before her mother found out about them.
 
   Bridget glanced over her shoulder to look at Sebastian. “He’s not possessed in the way the movies might have you believe. Yes, the demon can take hold of his body and make him do what it wants, but the main reason a demon inhabits a body is to take souls.”
 
   Her heart lifted briefly—Sebastian had a soul—something he’d often denied.
 
   “Where does this demon want to take him? Hell?” Serenity had debated much of her life about the existence of heaven and hell. Now proof of the reality of such a place seemed to be right before her eyes. 
 
   If hell existed, so did heaven.
 
   But Bridget shook her head and all her hopes vanished in a puff. “Not hell, but another place. The world has many different layers—like an onion. We can only see the top layer, so most people don’t even question the possibility of more. But, just because we can’t see the other layers doesn’t mean they don’t exist. They look like our world, but all the things that aren’t allowed to exist here are in control down there. The opportunity doesn’t present itself often, but if they get a chance to take someone from our world down into theirs, they will take it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The creatures living on the other levels are jealous of our world. They can’t inhabit this level independently, but they can pull beings down to join them. To eventually turn them into one of them.”
 
   Serenity’s stomach dropped out of itself, leaving a hole she thought she might tumble into and never climb out of.
 
   “What can you do to help him?” Her words came out tight and strangled, spoken past a painful knot at the back of her throat.
 
   Bridget shook her head, her eyes downcast. A fresh bubble of worry seemed to swell inside Serenity’s chest, ready to burst and swallow her. She didn’t think she was going to like what Bridget had to say.
 
   “I don’t have the strength to deal with this,” the older woman continued. “This is dark magic, something I have no experience with.”
 
   “Do you know anyone who does?”
 
   “I do, but …” She paused.
 
   “But what?”
 
   “Sebastian is a vampire, Serenity. Witches aren’t exactly known for their propensity toward helping vampires.” 
 
   “You were willing to help a vampire.”
 
   “I’m different. My son is a vampire.”
 
   “But we have to try!” She couldn’t hide the panic building in her voice. 
 
   Bridget reached out and took hold of Serenity’s hand again. Her skin felt soft, dry and warm. Serenity was grateful for the contact. “Yes, and we will, I promise. First of all, we need to figure out who would want to do this to Sebastian. Unless he has been creating enemies over the past year, I can think of only one person.”
 
   “Natasha,” Serenity whispered.
 
   The vampire had been Demitri’s child. After Serenity had killed Demitri, Sebastian had allowed Natasha to run, a mistake it seemed he would pay for.
 
   Bridget nodded. “My guess is she was pretty upset with you for killing her maker. This is her way of getting back at you.”
 
   “No. She’s hurting Sebastian, not me. He was the one who let her go.”
 
   “She’s probably using Sebastian as a way of hurting all of you. The more he loses control, the more likely he’ll cause you both harm.”
 
   “He’d never hurt us.”
 
   “Perhaps he wouldn’t, but the thing inside him might.”
 
   Serenity remembered what she’d glimpsed in Sebastian’s face and shuddered. Pure malice, hatred, fury. Those were the emotions she’d sensed from the creature when it had opened Sebastian’s mouth and roared.
 
   Not a creature, she reminded herself. A demon.
 
   “So, assuming Natasha is responsible, how do we go about finding her?” Serenity asked, wanting to get hold of something tangible, something practical they could do to help him.
 
   “There is a sorceress who may be able to help. She’s a traveler, so I’ll need to try to locate her. She could be anywhere in the country. Even if I find her, I’ll still need to persuade her to meet with you. I won’t say anything about Sebastian being a vampire, not yet. I’ll tell her the father of your child has had a demon placed inside him and that we believe a vampire to be responsible. She might help us then.”
 
   “She’ll know what Sebastian is as soon as she sets eyes on him.”
 
   “Hopefully, by then, she’ll already have taken some steps to help us locate Natasha and find out what she’s up to. I suspect Natasha has employed the help of witches of her own; I don’t think she’d be able to do this without some help from dark wiccans.”
 
   “But you said witches wouldn’t help a vampire!”
 
   “Good witches wouldn’t, but plenty of bad ones are out there.”
 
   “What do I do about Sebastian in the meantime?”
 
   “That’s up to you, Serenity. Do you still trust that he wouldn’t hurt you—hurt Elizabeth—despite what you’ve seen?”
 
   Her heart twisted in pain. Sebastian hurting Elizabeth. The possibility of such a thing happening tore her in two.
 
   How could she restrain Sebastian, even if she wanted to? Drape him in silver chains? Surround him in garlic? Hell, she’d never seen him show any repulsion toward garlic, though she knew silver would work. But what her decision came down to was how much she trusted Sebastian to be stronger than the thing inside him and not hurt them.
 
   Sebastian was strong, physically and mentally. He would fight this thing. He would never let anything hurt them. Besides, even if she did own such a thing as yards of silver chains—which she didn’t—would she be able to bring herself to drape them over his body? Would she be able to watch them burn his beautiful skin, stand by while he writhed in pain, trapped on the bed?
 
   If anything, taking such extreme measures might only anger the demon inside him. It might make him more dangerous than if they just left well enough alone.
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “I trust him. We’ll be safe until you get back. How long will you be,” she added, nervously.
 
   “I’ll try to be back before dark.”
 
   She nodded, but said, “I’m not even sure that will make a difference.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian walked through the streets of the dark, deserted city, every sense alert for a sign of life. So far, he’d come across nothing else, only the strange, faceless men, and the creatures that lived in the shadows. He found himself darting between patches of light whenever possible, staying within the illuminated parts of the street.
 
   How peculiar to think he—a vampire, a creature of the night—now sought the light.
 
   At a loss of where else to go, he headed across the city, toward their house in the hills. Even this decision made him nervous. What would he find when he got there? Would Serenity and Elizabeth be waiting for him? If so, would they look like those two humanoid things he’d tried to approach—faceless and terrifying. He imagined walking through the front door to find his small family sitting on the couch, facing away from him. How, when he walked in, they would turn, their features replaced with yawning black holes.
 
   The stuff of nightmares.
 
   Sebastian felt torn about whether he even wanted them to be at the house. While part of him yearned to be with them, the other part hoped they would never even have to learn this place existed.
 
   The conviction he was dreaming still lurked in the back of his mind. How did one wake from a dream? He knew people sometimes attempted to hurt themselves in order to wake up, but his sleep was not one of humankind. It took a lot to rouse him from his unnatural rest. An actual threat to his existence would be needed and putting himself in such peril worried him. Enough danger existed around him without increasing his fragility. Plus, with his abilities fading, he was concerned that, if this wasn’t a dream and he caused himself harm, he wouldn’t be able to heal.
 
   As he walked, the high-rises around him gave way to smaller apartment blocks. Lights shone from every window, spilling out onto the streets. Despite the extra light, the shadows here increased in depth, each building creating its own pools of darkness, spots hidden in doorways and beneath the cars. The tall palm trees lining the sidewalk held their own menace, darkness caught between their fronds and branches, potentially hiding creatures Sebastian didn’t even want to think about. Though the sky still churned and rippled above his head, no wind blew to stir the branches, yet as he walked close, the leaves trembled and shook. A kind of chattered whispering filled the silence, as though something watched him pass and related the news to a companion.
 
   Ahead, a shape darted out onto the street. 
 
   Sebastian froze. 
 
   Another of the monkey-like creatures with the pointy teeth ran across the road. This time, the thing walked on two legs, back hunched over as it walked backward. It wasn’t alone. Its long arms were wrapped around the throat of an unconscious man, dragging him by the neck as he lay face-up on the ground. But something about the man wasn’t right. Cast in shadow, Sebastian could make out the texture of the road through the man’s body, as though he was transparent or a ghost.
 
   The thing lifted its face to Sebastian, blood-red eyes focusing on his, and hissed at him. Sebastian knew exactly what the thing was telling him. Stay away. Mine.
 
   Who was that man? What was he doing here?
 
   Sebastian couldn’t say for sure, but he suspected the man came from his world, that somehow he’d been brought here too. Would he end up the same way if he stayed here too long? Would he start to fade away until he was too weak to defend himself against all the strange things hiding in the dark?
 
   Sebastian shivered.
 
   He needed to get away from the shadows.
 
   I’ll get on the Hollywood Freeway. At least on the freeway, although he’d be exposed, there weren’t the same number of hiding places as here in the city.
 
   Sebastian wondered about the time. How long had he been here now? He had no sense of the pull of the sun or moon in this place. Did the sun ever even rise? Somehow, he doubted it. Even if daytime did arrive, the sun would never be able to penetrate whatever thick cloud coverage painted the sky. For that at least, he should be thankful. He didn’t like the idea of having to find somewhere dark to shut himself away when the sun came up. He didn’t even want to imagine what sort of creatures he would be shutting himself away with.
 
   Breaking through a line of trees, the hissed chattering above his head increased. He expected something to reach out of the branches and swipe at him, though nothing did, and he stepped out onto the deserted freeway. No cars dotted the road. The huge expanse of concrete and asphalt stretched out, heading both north and south. Ahead, a huge green sign hung across the road giving the directions to Ventura and, veering off, Hollywood Boulevard. 
 
   Sebastian began to run once again. He tried to apply a burst of speed, but nothing happened. True, he wasn’t as slow as a human, but his pace was nothing compared to normal. He gritted his teeth in frustration. He’d never experienced this before. As long as he’d been a vampire, he’d always been fast and strong. 
 
   Without his vampire speed, he had no idea how much time it would take him to reach his home.
 
   Ahead of him, a bridge of concrete carrying another road crossed the freeway. A thick darkness shrouded the area beneath the bridge, so black Sebastian struggled to see beyond.
 
   Damn. He hadn’t considered the overpass 
 
   He glanced up to the top of the bridge. Could he jump up and cross over the top of the road and leap down the other side? He didn’t like the idea of walking into the black beneath with no idea of what hid within its depths. But his vampire’s speed had all but left him and he imaged the same would be said for his ability to soar. He needed to try, though. It was either that or scale one of the banks on the side of the freeway and walk around. If he needed to go around each time he reached an overpass, it was going to take him a hell of a long time to reach the Hollywood Hills.
 
   Suddenly, something burst out of the black beneath the bridge and ran at him, yelling. The scent of life rushed over him—blood, heat, breath. The first time he’d come into contact with any of those things in this place. The man was human, he felt certain, but he was racing at Sebastian with fury in his eyes, his face snarled in anger. Young—early twenties Sebastian guessed—the man had a thin, gaunt face and hollowed cheeks and eyes. But he didn’t get any time to consider his attacker further. The man launched himself and collided with him, knocking him backward.
 
   Sebastian reacted. In this world of shadows and nothingness, the scent and heat of blood overwhelmed his senses, blinding him to rational thought. The musculature of his jaw changed, becoming strong and prominent, and his fangs protruded. He whipped his head around and caught the man by the throat, sinking his teeth into warm flesh. Blood flowed over his tongue and he fed with ferocity, hard deep sucks. He held the man tight, one arm locked around his neck. His other hand held the man’s wrists, pinning them behind his back. The skinny man scrabbled at him, his feet kicking the ground, but he didn’t stand a chance.
 
   Sebastian’s eyes closed, taking in the pleasure of fresh blood, feeling some of his strength coming back to him. He needed this—this grounding to reality of what he was, the familiar sensation of blood racing through his veins, charging his body …
 
    
 
   He opened his eyes to blinding light—a light he’d not experienced directly for several hundred years—and searing pain. The blare of a car horn snatched his attention and he jumped back as a vehicle sped past him, followed by another and another. He looked down to find the backs of his hands smoking and, clutched in his arms, the man he’d just killed.
 
   Another car sped past, the wind it created blowing Sebastian’s hair back from his face. His exposed skin began to crinkle and turn black, like overheated plastic. The volume of smoke increased and small flames began to lick at the cuffs of his shirt and jacket.
 
   Sebastian realized three things at once:  he was back in the real world, the man he’d killed had come with him, and he stood in broad daylight—burning.
 
   He stood in exactly the same position as he’d been in the other world, with the darkness of the overpass now blessedly ahead. Using his speed, which had returned—if only temporarily—and taking the body with him, he darted into the shadows, away from the burning sun. 
 
   Even here in the shadows, sunlight burst off every surface like sharp daggers of light—the road, the windshields of passing cars. He lifted his arm to cover his face, and as he did so, caught the wide-eyed stare of a child in the back of a passing car. This wasn’t a hiding place he could stay in. With the dead body slumped at his side, passing drivers might assume them to be a couple of hobos. A vampire’s kill was always clean—they didn’t spill blood—so to an outsider, the man could be mistaken for a passed-out drunk.
 
   But he was still too exposed. If the sunlight didn’t erode his strengths and eventually kill him, someone would report him to the police. If he had to run from the cops, out in direct sunlight, he wouldn’t survive.
 
   Sebastian lifted his face and roared. He was trapped; caught between a world of murderous sunlight and one of terrifying darkness. He had no choice but to go back there. He wouldn’t live here in broad daylight. If he went back to the other world, would his body go as well? He didn’t know. How had he gotten into the middle of the freeway anyway? When he was in the other place, did his physical body still exist here? 
 
   He had too many questions he had no answers for.
 
   The main thing he needed to know right now was how to get back to that other place. The answer came to him as though someone had placed the thought in his head. He simply needed to want to be there. He needed to want to give up his life in the real world and join that of shadows and darkness.
 
   His heart clenched. If he did, would he be able to get back again? Would he be leaving Serenity and Elizabeth forever? But if he didn’t do it, he would die anyway—smolder while caught here for the rest of the day until he eventually turned into a pile of ashes.
 
   Sebastian yelled and leapt to his feet. He turned and punched the wall in three short, sharp jabs, a crack appearing in the concrete. The burned and fragile skin on his knuckles split and flayed down the back of his hand, exposing flesh.
 
   He roared again, but this time for a different reason. Pain soared up through his arm. The wound didn’t bind, as it normally would, but remained open and raw. He wasn’t healing.
 
   I’ll go, he shouted in his head. Whatever you need from me, I’ll go.
 
   Because after all, if he was alive there, he’d at least stand a chance at getting back again.
 
   For the moment, that was the best he could hope for.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   “Mommy!”
 
   Elizabeth’s shriek catapulted Serenity from sleep. She sat up, blinking, disoriented.
 
   Of course, we’d been watching a movie. 
 
   They must have fallen asleep. 
 
   “Mommy …” Elizabeth’s voice came again, but this time as a hushed whisper. Serenity raised her head, expecting Elizabeth to be curled up on the end of the couch. The space was empty. She looked around and found Elizabeth standing behind the couch. Her hair was ruffled, her cheeks pink from sleep, but her eyes were wide and staring at something …
 
   “Elizabeth,” she reached out to her daughter. “What’s the matter? Did you have a bad dream?”
 
   Elizabeth shook her head. “No, Mommy. Look!”
 
   Serenity followed Elizabeth’s line of sight to the other side of the room. She gasped in shock.
 
   A body lay crumpled on the floor in the doorway.
 
   “Oh, God!” Instantly, all drowsiness left her. She scrabbled up and climbed over the back of the couch to grab Elizabeth and place the little girl firmly behind her. The body blocked the only door out of the room. She glanced out of the window and ascertained that dusk had already fallen.
 
   Sebastian?
 
   Could he be responsible for the presence of a body in their home? Surely he wouldn’t do such a thing.
 
   No, but the thing inside him might.
 
   A hundred questions raced around her head. Where was he now? What should she do? She didn’t want Elizabeth to see any more than she already had.
 
   “Sit down with your back against the couch,” she told her daughter. “Put your hands over your ears, close your eyes and sing a song, okay? Pretend none of this is happening.”
 
   “What are you going to do, Mommy?”
 
   “Never mind. I’m the grownup, so I’ll deal with this. Now do as I tell you.”
 
   With the corners of her mouth pulled down and tears trembling in her eyes, Elizabeth slid down behind the couch and curled her knees into her chest. She buried her face against her skinny thighs and started to mumble a song Serenity didn’t recognize.
 
   What the hell was she going to do with a dead body? 
 
   First of all, she needed to see if Sebastian was still in the house. The thought alone made her stomach churn with nerves. What if Sebastian wasn’t Sebastian? What if the demon was in control?
 
   Serenity moved around the side of the couch, her jaw clenched. She didn’t want to touch the dead man. Perhaps she could just throw something over the top of the body so Elizabeth wouldn’t have to see it close up and then she’d get them the hell out of the house.
 
   Serenity crept closer to the body. There was something invariably creepy about the dead. Though she knew she was only looking at flesh and blood and bone—that whatever had made him a person no longer existed within the shell—she couldn’t help but be freaked.
 
   “Mommy!” Elizabeth’s panicked voice came from behind the couch. “Don’t leave me!”
 
   “I won’t, honey,” she called back. “Just keep singing. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   She approached the doorway and glanced down at the body. It had once been a young man, in his early twenties, she guessed. He wore a dirty t-shirt and jeans, painfully thin arms and legs poking out from the holes.
 
   As she stared, the body moved—a twitching of limbs.
 
   Serenity froze, her heart in her throat. “Oh, shit.”
 
   What had Sebastian told her—that after he’d killed, the body had come back? Or had she jumped to conclusions and this man was simply alive?
 
   The body jerked again.
 
   “Oh, God,” she moaned. She didn’t want to get any closer to the man, but she needed to know if he was alive or dead.
 
   “Hey,” she said to the body. She reached out a foot and nudged the man’s leg with her toes. The man didn’t respond. “Are you alive?”
 
   Serenity felt ridiculous asking the question, as though he would sit up and answer, “No.”
 
   She needed to check for a pulse. If the man was only hurt and unconscious, he might need help. She took a deep breath and scooted closer, then crouched beside his torso. He lay on his back, his right arm folded over his waist, his left arm splayed out on the floor beside his head. 
 
   Serenity suppressed a groan as she reached out and lifted the arm closest—the one rested on his waist—and pressed two fingers against the inside of his wrist. She held her breath, trying to still her own pounding pulse in order to check for his. Could she feel anything? The man’s skin felt cold—too cold—and slightly clammy against her hand. No beat thumped beneath her fingertips, but she wasn’t even sure if she was checking in the right place.
 
   She gritted her teeth and carefully replaced his arm. Moving higher up his body, she studied his exposed throat for a sign of a pulse. Two perfectly round puncture wounds marred the skin. The holes appeared to be black in color, though she knew if she dampened them, they’d smear red.
 
   If the blood still flowed through his body—something Serenity was starting to doubt with every passing second—she couldn’t miss the pulse here. A vampire bit the parts of the body where the blood was carried closest to the surface. Assuming Sebastian to be responsible for what lay before her, she trusted his judgment on that at least.
 
   Serenity reached out and forced herself to place her fingers on the spot just below the bite. She held her other hand below the man’s nose, trying to feel any warmth of breath.
 
   Please be alive, she willed. She didn’t want to be looking at a man Sebastian had killed. Through her love for him, she tried to forget about the violence intrinsic in making up the person he was. But in her heart of hearts, she knew the man had already gone. From his cold, clammy skin, to his lack of pulse or breath.
 
   The man was dead.
 
   Suddenly, the body jerked and Serenity fell back, stifling a scream. She scrambled backward, pushing with her feet.
 
   “Elizabeth,” she called out, urgency in her tone. “Elizabeth, come here right now.”
 
   “But, Mommy—”
 
   “Right now!”
 
   Elizabeth’s dark head popped up from behind the couch. Serenity climbed to her feet and ran to her. She picked up her daughter, the little girl’s arms and legs wrapping around Serenity’s neck and waist respectively.
 
   “Hang on, honey, and don’t look.”
 
   She’d have to step close to the body. Oh, God, what if he reaches out and grabs my leg?
 
   Don’t think about it … don’t think about it, she repeated in her head, terrified she would freeze. She needed to get out of the house and get Elizabeth away from the monstrosity.
 
   Why didn’t I leave with Bridget when I had the chance? Stupid, stupid, stupid.
 
   Serenity clutched Elizabeth’s head against her shoulder, trying to hide the girl’s gaze from the body now jerking on the floor, and approached, giving the thing as wide a circle as possible. She didn’t want to be anywhere near the corpse, but, if she wanted to get out of the house, she didn’t have any choice.  She stayed close to the end of the dead man’s feet, skirting around the edges. Thank God for their big house with its wide doorways. If it were a standard-sized doorway, she’d have to climb right over the top of him. 
 
   The body kicked out and Serenity jumped away, holding Elizabeth tight and stifling a scream.
 
   Just do this! 
 
   Keeping her back to the wall and the doorframe, she edged closer. Only inches of floor space separated them now. Her heart hammered, the sound filling her ears with a frantic beat. She was sure she could smell the corpse on the air, a sweet scent of meat just about to turn.
 
   Though her legs trembled beneath her, she forced herself on, moving past the body and heading out into the hallway, toward the front door. She made it safely past and breathed a sigh of relief. If she could put their heavy front door between them and the body, she’d feel much better.
 
   Serenity reached the front door and yanked on the handle and pushed. The door didn’t budge.
 
   Damn it! She’d used her keys to double deadbolt the door after Bridget left, aware that a vampire out to destroy her family was still on the outside. Why had she even bothered? A locked door couldn’t keep a vampire out, but it could certainly keep a couple of humans and a resurrected dead body in!
 
   Elizabeth was starting to grow heavy as Serenity held her perched on one hip, carrying her in the same way she had when the little girl had been a toddler. Her weight was starting to take its toll, straining the muscles of the arm wrapped around her daughter.
 
   “I need to put you down, honey. I need to find the keys.”
 
   Movement from behind caught her attention and she half-turned to see the dead man start to rise. He slowly sat up, bending at the waist. His eyes were open, revealing burst blood vessels in his pupils, causing his whole gaze to be glaring red.
 
   Where were the keys?
 
   Frantic, she looked over at the hall console. Piles of mail, her handbag, a vase of flowers, all cluttered the surface. The keys must be there somewhere!
 
   The corpse started to get to its feet. 
 
   “Mommy, he’s coming!” Elizabeth cried.
 
   Serenity hesitated between the corpse, now staggering toward them with uneven, stiff steps, and the missing keys. Even if she managed to get hold of the keys, she’d have to make it back to the door. She’d never get the door unlocked before that thing reached them. By staying where they were, they would be trapped and she had no way of fighting.
 
   Mind made up, she grabbed Elizabeth’s hand and yanked her away from the door and into the kitchen. 
 
   Serenity spun around and moved backward, pushing Elizabeth behind her as she went. All her instincts were to protect her daughter. She’d fight this thing with her bare hands if she had to.
 
   She remembered the block of kitchen knives sitting on the work surface.
 
   “Go and hide behind the refrigerator,” she hissed at Elizabeth. “If that thing keeps coming, run. You’ll be faster than he is. Get upstairs and lock yourself in the bathroom. Got it?”
 
   Did they stay animate forever? Serenity wondered. No, she was sure Sebastian had told her in the past that it was only for a brief time. Before long, they dropped down as dead as they’d been before. If Elizabeth locked herself in the bathroom, the thing should hopefully collapse into a complete death before long.
 
   Her heart clenched at the idea of Elizabeth locked away and terrified while this thing hammered on the door. But if something happened to her, she’d rather Elizabeth be alive and scared, than dead.
 
   She ran to the counter and yanked out the biggest, sharpest knife they had—one saved for carving meat.
 
   “Close your eyes, Elizabeth,” she yelled at her daughter. “Do you remember your song? Sing it, okay. Put your hands over your ears and sing as loudly as you can.”
 
   “But, Mommy …”
 
   “Do it!”
 
   The dead man staggered toward her, arms outstretched. 
 
   Serenity brandished the knife, the weapon trembling in her grip. “Don’t make me do this. If any part of you is still conscious, please, just stay away!”
 
   The man kept coming, no understanding of her words in his bloodshot eyes. 
 
   Only a matter of feet separated them now. In a second, he’d have hold of her and then her moment would be lost.
 
   “No!” she cried as she darted forward, swiping with the knife. The blade caught the man’s right forearm, slicing open his flesh. Blood didn’t spurt as she’d expected, but oozed from the cut. He showed no sign of pain from the wound; didn’t cry out or stumble or pull his hand away.
 
   He just kept on coming.
 
   Serenity backed up, her lower back bumping against the kitchen sink. A memory caught her in its grip—that of Jackson coming at her, laughing because she’d told him she was leaving him. 
 
   Rage built up inside her, a boiling cauldron threatening to overflow. Who was this person, coming into her home to torment and hurt both her and her daughter? She’d hack off every damn limb if it meant she and Elizabeth would walk out of here alive.
 
   She screamed in a mixture of horror and rage, and lunged. The knife plunged into the thing’s throat, the blade entering with little resistance, sinking into the dead flesh like butter. The dead man didn’t squeal or try to get away, but pressed onward, one foot in front of the other, until she held it back with her two hands wrapped around the base of the knife. It swiped out with one hand and she ducked, automatically drawing the blade with her, opening a gash in the dead man’s throat. The corpse took another staggered step and she let go of the knife with one hand and took hold of the kitchen counter behind her. Using the stability of the counter to brace herself, she kicked out, catching the dead man in the ribs, sending him flying backward. She lost grip of the knife, leaving it protruding from the gash in his throat. 
 
   The dead man crashed to the floor and she took her moment and jumped on his chest.
 
   “Die!” she screamed, grappling for the knife. The corpse’s hands came up to bat her away, but her fury made her stronger. “Just fucking die!”
 
   She grabbed the knife and pulled the blade from his throat before jabbing again, hacking and stabbing with all her strength. She was caught up in a frenzy, lost in the moment, only wanting this thing that should already be dead to stop fighting back. 
 
   But the thing continued to buck and writhe beneath her.
 
   Bile rose at the back of her throat, her mouth flooding with saliva. Her jaw tightened as she suppressed her urge to vomit.
 
   She hacked, severing arteries, cartilage and tendons. The more she cut, the weaker the thing beneath her became, cut nerves preventing him from fighting back. But cut nerves wouldn’t be enough. She needed this thing dead and gone.
 
   The arms flapped at its side, weak little flutters of the limbs. It continued to stare at her with blood-red, rage-filled eyes, but now its body was incapable of doing whatever the thing’s instincts demanded.
 
   Serenity tightened her grip on the knife. Her other hand gripped the man’s face, pressed his head down against the kitchen tiles, exposing its throat. It gnashed and flailed under grip, but she evading the snapping teeth and cut once again, hearing the crunch of bone, the tip sliding beneath the spinal column and severing its neck.
 
   “Serenity?”
 
   The sound of her name broke her from her frantic hacking and she looked up, feeling as though she was coming around from a nightmare, to find Sebastian standing above her, staring down at her, his eyes wide in horror.
 
   “Sebastian?” 
 
   She didn’t dare believe it was actually him standing there. She crawled off the decapitated body, all the strength seeming to have been sapped from her body.
 
   “Jesus, Serenity. What the hell happened?”
 
   He frowned and leaned down, closer to the man’s now hacked-off head. He put a hand over his face. “Please don’t let this be real.”
 
   Serenity blinked. “Don’t let what be real?”
 
   “I brought this man into our home, didn’t I?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Daddy!”
 
   Elizabeth’s voice made them both turn.
 
   “Stay there, honey.” Serenity shouted. “Don’t move, okay?”
 
   “Okay, Mommy.”
 
   “You need to sort this mess out,” she hissed. Even though she knew there was something going on that was beyond his control, a small part of her couldn’t help but blame him for what had happened. “Don’t let our daughter have to see any more than she already has.”
 
   He stared at her, his green eyes full of sorrow. “I’m so sorry, Serenity. I don’t remember getting back here. I don’t know how I survived making it back to the house. One minute I was standing on the freeway, burning, and the next I’m waking up back here.”
 
   Serenity gaped. “What do you mean, you were burning?”
 
   “It was the middle of the day.”
 
   “How is that even possible?”
 
   “I have no idea.” His eyes flicked to the spot where Elizabeth still hid. “We’ll talk later.”
 
   Serenity nodded and glanced down at her hands. She still clutched the knife and residues of thick, dark blood—the residual blood Sebastian had been unable to drain—covered her hands. Revulsion washed over her, causing her head to spin, and she swallowed hard. The man’s head lay several inches from the mess of its neck. Its eyes were still open, staring at a spot on the wall, its mouth a frozen snarl.
 
   She’d done that.
 
   The blood drained from her face and the bout of dizziness hit her again. In an instant, Sebastian was by her side, one hand taking hold of the arm which ended in the knife, the other wrapped around her waist. As he lifted her, the knife fell to the floor with a clatter. 
 
   “You’re in shock,” he told her. “You need to sit down. I’ll take care of this.”
 
   “My hands,” she managed. “I need to wash my hands.”
 
   Sebastian had been heading toward to the living room, but he switched direction and took her to the kitchen sink instead. He put her gently on her feet and turned on the faucet so warm water gushed into the sink.
 
   “I can’t … Elizabeth …”
 
   “I’ll take Elizabeth into the other room. Now stop arguing with me.” 
 
   In an instant, he was gone. He reappeared beside the refrigerator for only a moment and she caught a glimpse of Elizabeth in his arms before he vanished again, no more than a blur of movement.
 
   She lowered her hands beneath the stream of water and closed her eyes, not wanting to watch the blood splash and swirl across the white porcelain. The hot water felt good against her skin. She hung her head, her hair falling around her face.
 
   Within the minute, Sebastian returned, standing behind her. His hard chest pressed against her back, his arms reaching around her to cup her hands in his. He added hand soap and massaged the hot water and foam down the length of her forearms, the backs of her hands and her fingers, washing away the final residues of blood. Serenity sighed and allowed herself to lean back against him. She turned her face so her cheek pressed against his chest, her face turned away from the decapitated corpse that had been of both their making.
 
   Sebastian buried his nose and mouth against the top of her head, in her hair. “God, I’m so sorry, Serenity. I’m so, so sorry.”
 
   She suppressed a sob, her body hitching. He must have sensed the movement, for he turned off the water and turned her around to face him. He kissed her cheeks, the corners of her mouth and her eyes. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
   She stepped back and looked down. “My clothes …”
 
   Blood now spattered the front of her t-shirt. Two red patches stained the knees of her jeans. Even a vampire was unable to drain every drop of blood from a body. Though they drained the main arteries, some always remained in the small capillaries, which then pooled toward the center of the body after death. 
 
   Without saying another word, he grasped the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head. He popped the button on her jeans and slid them down her thighs. She used his back for support as he pulled them from her legs, allowing herself to be undressed as though she were a child.
 
   In another blur of movement, he was gone again, taking her soiled clothes with him. When he came back, he held fresh clothes from the laundry room in his arms. He knelt before her to help her into her clean jeans, but she lightly batted his shoulder.
 
   “Hey, I think I’ve got this.”
 
   He lifted his gaze to her, his beautiful green eyes full of sorrow. “Hush. It’s the least I can do. Let me help you.” 
 
   She didn’t argue any further and when he finished dressing her, she allowed him to pull her into his arms once again and carry her into the living room. She hid her face against his solid shoulder as he did so, not wanting to be faced with the headless dead man ever again.
 
   He whisked her into the living room and deposited her on the couch. Elizabeth, waiting for her, scrambled into her arms. She held her daughter tight against her body, her face in her hair. She sensed Sebastian still standing there, watching them, and she looked up.
 
   “I’m so sorry I put you through that,” he said.
 
   She shook her head, though a painful knot bound her throat. “It’s not your fault.”
 
   Sebastian frowned. “What do you mean? I brought him here, I know I did. How can it not be my fault?”
 
   The sound of the doorbell rang through the house. Sebastian tensed, his hands gripped into fists and his eyes flared yellow. His head snapped toward the front door.
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “It’s only Bridget.”
 
   His posture relaxed, but only just. He glanced back toward the kitchen. “I don’t want her to see the … mess.”
 
   “Neither do I.”
 
   Serenity paused, her mind racing. “She can’t get in unless we buzz her in.”
 
   “Okay, stall her. I won’t be long.” With that, he vanished from the room, 
 
   Serenity kissed the top of Elizabeth’s head. “Stay here, sweetie.” The little girl lifted her face, her skin pale, her eyes appearing too large in her head. “Everything will be all right.” She tried to reassure her daughter, though she wasn’t sure how much she believed her own words.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   The doorbell chimed again and again. 
 
   Standing above the body in the kitchen, Sebastian recognized the urgency in the sound. Bridget must be worried about Elizabeth and Serenity. He didn’t know what conversation had taken place between them, but he assumed Bridget managed to shed some light on what was happening.
 
   He hoped so, at least. He still had no idea how he’d gotten on the freeway or made it back to the house. The last thing he remembered was hiding in the shade beneath the overpass and making the decision to return to the world of shadows and darkness. The next moment, he’d opened his eyes to find himself back in his own bed.
 
   But even now, safely back home, he didn’t feel right. His thoughts were foggy, as though sleep-deprived or even hungover, if he recalled the symptoms of that particular curse correctly. 
 
   He also needed to question the presence of the body. He’d killed again. This time he remembered the act, but he’d believed himself to be in that other place at the time. Only when the man died had he suddenly found himself back in the real world.
 
   So was the dead man from that other world or had he somehow crossed over so he appeared in both places? Sebastian didn’t know and his head hurt trying to think about it all. 
 
   He’d never been so confused in his life. 
 
   If he hadn’t gone back to the other world, how had he made it back to the house? The sun would have killed him within minutes if he’d tried to travel back in the daytime.
 
   In the other place, the sun posed no threat to him, being hidden by a thick bank of clouds. Or perhaps night always reigned there; he couldn’t be sure. Had he traveled across the city in one world only to appear back in the real world in the same place? If he didn’t have the dead man as proof, he’d wonder if the whole episode had happened at all.
 
   Sebastian glanced down at his hands. The dead man wasn’t his only proof. The skin covering the backs of his hands was pink and shiny. New skin. Skin that had healed after suffering severe burns from the sun. He lifted a hand to his face and touched his cheek. The skin felt smooth and soft beneath his fingertips, but as he ran his hand down over his neck, he frowned.
 
   Flakes of skin fell away like severe dandruff. The patch of skin Serenity noticed the previous day had grown. It now covered a large area of his neck and throat, creeping down over his chest.
 
   Spooked, he quickly pulled his hand away and concentrated on the problem at hand—the man he’d killed and Serenity had decapitated. 
 
   I brought the body back to the house. Why did I do such a thing?
 
   At least he still had some of his strengths here, even if they didn’t seem to be up to capacity. Whatever was happening to him was slowly eroding away the things that made him a vampire—his strength, speed and beauty. He didn’t know where it would stop—if at all—and he needed to use his powers before he had nothing left.
 
   Using his speed, he scooped up the man’s head and body. Rigor mortis stiffened the man’s limbs. With little grace, he slung the body over his shoulder and tucked the head under his arm. Now the body had been drained completely, he didn’t have the worry of blood covering his clothes, other than a couple of smears which he could hide. He was careful to keep the severed neck pointing toward the ground and watched out for any red drips on the tiles. 
 
   He could only image what sort of horrifying sight he made. 
 
   He didn’t want to keep the body on the property, but he didn’t have time to take it farther. Instead, he left the house via the back and deposited the remains in the farthest corner of the grounds. A stack of bricks stood there—left over materials from when he’d needed the high wall surrounding the property repaired after a storm. He dumped the corpse beside the stack and then stood behind the bricks. With a single shove, he toppled the bricks over the body. He didn’t think the man would try to come back again, if such a thing was even possible, but at least with a ton of brick covering the remains, it’d need to put up more of a fight.
 
   Within seconds, Sebastian was standing back in the kitchen. He balled kitchen towels in his hands and used them to clean up the dark spots of blood, smearing the red across the tiled floor. At least the man had already been dead and, for the most part, drained when Serenity killed him again. The relatively small amount of blood meant for a faster cleaning job.
 
   Though he worked physically, his thoughts and emotions stayed with Serenity. He wanted to weep for what she’d been forced to do. That she’d done it because of him made him want to tear his own heart out.
 
   His sensitive hearing picked up Serenity, standing at the door, speaking into the intercom. 
 
   “Everything is fine, Bridget. Just give us a minute, okay?”
 
   He heard Bridget’s voice coming back, terse. “Let me in, Serenity. I’m not stupid. I know something’s going on.”
 
   “I’m getting dressed,” Serenity argued. “I won’t be long.” She paused and took a deep, shaky breath. Sebastian heard her teeth chattering. Bridget would take one look at her and know something terrible had happened. If they wanted Bridget’s help, they’d need to tell her anyway. But there was a vast difference between telling her and showing her the result.
 
   He surveyed his handiwork. A team of forensic scientists would easily find traces of the man’s blood, but nothing could be seen with the naked eye, even a vampire’s naked eye. With a burst of speed, he arrived at Serenity’s side. He put an arm around her waist and pulled her against his shoulder. Her trembling began to subside. 
 
   “Go to Elizabeth,” he said, stroking her hair. “I’ll let Bridget in.”
 
   “Is it done?”
 
   He nodded. “There’s nothing for you to worry about.”
 
   She lifted her face and stepped away from him, a hard glint in her dark eyes. “Don’t give me that, Sebastian. After what I just did, don’t bullshit me.”
 
   “You’re right, I’m sorry.”
 
   The buzzer went off again and Serenity shot him another look before stalking back to Elizabeth.
 
   Sebastian gritted his teeth. He didn’t want Bridget here—especially not under these circumstances—and he certainly didn’t want to be beholden to her. He’d not seen the woman for a few months, as the times she and Serenity got together for Elizabeth’s sake tended to be during the day. Her betrayal had put his whole family at risk. While part of him understood that she did so in order to protect her own son, the other part would never forgive or trust her completely.
 
   Yet, here he was again, relying on her for help.
 
   Without saying a word, he pressed the button to open the big iron gates at the entrance to the property. His sensitive ears picked up the slight creak of the gate hinge as they crept open and then the crunch of gravel as Bridget’s quiet Prius mounted the drive.
 
   He steadied his emotions, waited until the car’s engine silenced, and swung open the front door.
 
   “Bridget,” he said, his tone level.
 
   Bridget slammed her car door shut and approached. “Hello, Sebastian. Are you going to explain to me what the past couple of minutes have been about?”
 
   He cast his gaze to the ground. “I guess I don’t really have a choice in the matter.”
 
   She brushed past him into the house. “No, you don’t.”
 
   He gritted his teeth and followed her inside. Whatever else he thought, he was responsible for what he’d put Serenity through and the danger he’d put Elizabeth in. He didn’t believed Bridget still posed a threat to Elizabeth and knew that she truly regretted what she’d done and had no choice in the matter. But the situation was complicated and he’d never feel completely comfortable about having her in their lives.
 
   Even so, if they didn’t have her right now, they’d be lost.
 
   Bridget dropped her purse on the hall console. “Where are they?” she demanded.
 
   “We’re in here, Bridget,” Serenity called from the living room.
 
   The older woman turned the corner, Sebastian close behind.
 
   Serenity was on the couch, Elizabeth tucked under her arm. Elizabeth didn’t register Bridget’s arrival as she normally would—by diving into her old nanny’s arms—but instead stared into the distance, as though a spot on the far wall dominated her attention.
 
   “Elizabeth?” Bridget smiled down at her, her head tilted slightly to one side. “Are you okay, honey?”
 
   Elizabeth didn’t answer.
 
   “I think she might be in shock.” Serenity glanced down at her daughter, worry etched across her face.
 
   “I’m not surprised,” Sebastian muttered as he crossed the room, brushing past Bridget. He crouched beside the couch, on Elizabeth’s left, and reached out and stroked the little girl’s hair. Elizabeth continued to stare, neither flinching nor leaning into his hand.
 
   “Sweetie, the grownups need to talk in the kitchen for a minutes, okay? We won’t be long. Why don’t you try to have a little nap?” He took a soft chenille throw from the back of the couch and pulled it over her legs. Elizabeth shifted beneath the blanket, drawing up her feet and lowering her head to one of the cushions. 
 
   Serenity gave her daughter another anxious glance, but Sebastian put his hand out. “Let her rest, we need to talk.”
 
   Serenity nodded and slipped her warm hand into his. He pulled her from the couch with ease, though she still seemed reluctant to go. With his arm around her waist, he guided her to the kitchen, Bridget leading the way.
 
   Bridget stopped at the kitchen’s breakfast bar and turned to them, her arms folded across her chest. “So are you going to tell me what’s been happening here? What’s wrong with Elizabeth?”
 
   Sebastian gave Serenity a slight nod to tell her it was okay by him if she told the story.
 
   Serenity took a deep breath and said, “Elizabeth and I fell asleep on the couch. When we woke, there was a dead man in the room. Only, he came back again. He was dead, I’m sure of it, but he got to his feet and tried to attack me. I cut him … with a knife. I cut off his head …” Her voice trailed off in a horrified whisper as she recounted what she’d done. “I didn’t have any choice.”
 
   “And Elizabeth witnessed this?” said Bridget
 
   “I told her to hide and cover her ears, but I don’t know how much she saw or heard.”
 
   “Perhaps we should take her to a doctor,” said Sebastian.
 
   “And say what?” Serenity shot back. “That she witnessed a man coming back to life and possibly watched her mother hack his head off?”
 
   Sebastian winced at her choice of words, but she was right. What could they say to a doctor? While he knew a couple of doctors would happily take a decent amount of money to write a false diagnosis of Xeroderma pigmentosum—the genetic skin disorder he used as an excuse in order to fit in with normal society—to give to the authorities, taking a traumatized child to them was a whole different matter. Understandably, when children became part of the equation, people got nervous.
 
   Bridget spoke up. “The best thing we can do for Elizabeth is put a stop to what is happening.”
 
   Sebastian’s head snapped around to survey his ex-employee. “Tell me, what exactly is happening, Bridget? Fill me in, ‘cause I sure as hell don’t know. I keep losing periods of time and I’m experiencing the strangest dreams or visions or … something. I woke up to find myself out in the daylight!”
 
   Serenity and Bridget exchanged a glance.
 
   “What?” he insisted. “Tell me!”
 
   Serenity stepped forward and covered his hand with her own. “You’ve got a demon inside you.”
 
   Sebastian stepped back, his hand slipping from hers. He frowned, shaking his head. “That’s crazy. I’d know, wouldn’t I? Sense it somehow.”
 
   Bridget interjected. “The demon is only present when you’re not. Two consciousnesses cannot be present in the same moment.”
 
   “So, is that where I’m going—in my dreams? To this demon’s world?”
 
   “Those aren’t dreams, Sebastian. What you experience is real, but just not in this reality.”
 
   “I go there when the demon is present here?”
 
   Bridget nodded. “That’s why you can’t remember doing things, like killing those men. You’re not the one committing those acts, it’s the demon. The demon is also the reason the bodies are reanimating. When you kill, the reason they come back as these … zombies … is because a tiny part of the demon inside you is being passed over to them. Call it transference, absorption.”
 
   Sebastian stared at her and then ran a hand through his dark hair. “Jesus.” His hand continued down the back of his neck, touching the patch of skin that now covered most of his neck and throat and was quickly spreading to his chest. “What about what’s happening to me? About this—” He held out his hand, flakes of skin crumbling from his fingertips. “And me losing my strengths?”
 
   “It’s all the demon’s work. Each time the demon is here and you are there, it takes a little more of your immortality.”
 
   “You’re saying I’m going to die?”
 
   By his side, Serenity gasped.
 
   “Yes, Sebastian,” Bridget said. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
 
   Serenity reached out and took his hand once more. This time he didn’t pull away. Her warmth comforted him and he suddenly battled the compulsion to put his arms around her and lay his head on her chest. To listen to the steady thump of her heartbeat, to absorb her warmth. To feel safe and loved.
 
   If his existence was over, he’d never see her again—her or Elizabeth. He’d never considered the possibility that he might go before them. The thought of never seeing them again filled him with a crushing sadness.
 
   Serenity squeezed his hand, hard enough to hurt, and he lifted his gaze to hers.
 
   “You’re not going to die,” she said fiercely, her dark eyes burning. “You hear me? Keep fighting this and don’t give up. We won’t give up on you.”
 
   He drew strength from her passion and straightened his shoulders. After everything Serenity had gone through, the least she deserved was for him to fight. He just needed to make sure she understood what she was getting herself into.
 
   “What about what I put you through? I brought a dead man here. Someone who attacked you!”
 
   She stared into his face, earnest in what she said. “I’ll cut the heads off as many zombies as I have to until we get this sorted.” 
 
   The lack of control frightened him. He was scared of what he was capable of when he wasn’t the person steering the ship. This demon could rise to the surface at any moment, pushing him down. What if it attacked Serenity or Elizabeth? He already knew the demon liked to kill, it had proven as much the last two times he’d been gone. What was there to stop it from hurting the people he loved?
 
   The possibility of being pushed down to that other level, only to wake up back here in Los Angeles with Serenity or Elizabeth’s body in his arms absolutely terrified him.
 
   Could he voice his fears to Serenity? He didn’t want to scare her. However, he was the one who needed saving right now and he was looking to her and Bridget to do the saving.
 
   “Bridget,” he started. “Is there any kind of spell to help protect you all from me when I’m … not here?”
 
   A look passed between the two women.
 
   “You’re scared the demon will hurt us,” said Serenity.
 
   He nodded. “More than I’m scared of dying.”
 
   “You wouldn’t hurt us,” Serenity said quickly, as though she were trying to convince herself as much as him.
 
   “You don’t know that,” he shot back. Serenity glanced away and his heart tightened with fear and pain.
 
   “A spell to protect against vampires?” Bridget asked.
 
   “Or a spell to protect against demons.”
 
   “If such a thing existed,” Serenity said, “couldn’t we use it on Sebastian?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m not strong enough. If I was, I’d have used it back in New York.”
 
   The atmosphere tensed as they were all reminded of that terrible time when they’d almost lost Elizabeth. 
 
   Sebastian watched as Serenity went to the door, crossed the hall and peeped in at Elizabeth. He understood her reasons for checking on their daughter at that moment—anytime he was reminded of the fragility of children, he felt the need to make sure his own was safe and well.
 
   He looked at her expectantly as she re-entered the room. She gave him a tight smile. “She’s sleeping.”
 
   He nodded. “Okay.”
 
   Bridget took control. “Serenity, remember the powerful witch I told you about?”
 
   “The Sorceress—the one you thought might be able to help us?”
 
   Bridget nodded. “I’ve found her, but she’s part of a traveler community, so she rarely stays in one place for long. If we’re going to catch her before they move on again, we can’t waste any more time.”
 
   “How far away is she?” Serenity asked. Her fingers tightened around Sebastian’s and he sensed her anguish. He didn’t blame her. With his weakened strengths, they’d never be able to travel long distances. In fact, he doubted he’d be able to travel any distance at all.
 
   “We’re in luck. They’re right outside Barstow, a little under two hours away.”
 
   Serenity sagged against him. “Oh, thank God.”
 
   “We’ll leave right away,” said Sebastian. “I guess we’ll have to travel the old-fashioned way and take the car.”
 
   Bridget’s mouth set in a thin line.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked. “There’s something else you’re not telling me.”
 
   Bridget gave a tight nod. “The Sorceress may not even help us. They’re not exactly known for their affinity to vampires, Sebastian. I had planned on going alone first, to try to get some information from her before mentioning your being a vampire. But, with your condition deteriorating … I’m not sure we can afford to wait any longer.”
 
   Sebastian scowled. “I’ll make her help us.”
 
   “Sebastian, even if you were at your full strength, which you’re not, you’d be no match for her.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes. “A witch is still just a human, however powerful her magic. A vampire will always be stronger.”
 
   “In brute strength, perhaps, but she can control the elements, Sebastian. Don’t go into this thinking you’re the one with the upper hand. We need her to help us, so you must approach her contrite and respectful. If you let your feelings about my kind show, we might as well forget the whole thing.” 
 
   Outrage bubbled up inside Sebastian’s chest. Who was she to tell him how to act? It was true that he’d never held witchcraft in much esteem. And Bridget betraying them and putting Elizabeth’s life at risk certainly didn’t help to change his opinion. 
 
   Serenity’s hand tightening around his arm brought him back to focus. He blinked, knowing his eyes had flared yellow for the briefest of moments. He needed to get a hold of himself. His personal opinions meant nothing when the lives of his family were threatened, especially when he was the one responsible for endangering them.
 
   “Don’t worry, Bridget. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”
 
   She regarded him with cool, blue eyes. “Good.”
 
   He didn’t like being told what to do, especially not by her. He opened his mouth to retort and then closed it again and turned from the room.
 
   “I’ll get Elizabeth.” 
 
   He went into living room, where his daughter lay curled up on the couch. Her eyes were still open. There was something vacant about her stare, empty. Sebastian swallowed hard. Seeing her like this twisted something tight within his chest. Inadvertently, he had done this to her. 
 
   Perhaps I should take myself away, he thought. Get far away from them both and let whatever this thing is take me.
 
   The tightness in his chest gathered and wrenched, causing him a pain that was almost physical. Could he do that? Leave and never see them again? But then he realized the option wasn’t even his. If this thing, this demon, could control him, he couldn’t stop it coming back to his family and hurting them.
 
   Sebastian bent and gathered Elizabeth in his arms. She felt so light to him, yet her size never failed to amaze him. Her long, skinny limbs hinted at the tall, slender young woman she would soon become. 
 
   The sense of her childhood slipping away filled him with sadness.
 
   Everything changed. 
 
   Everything except him.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity drove with Sebastian riding shotgun. Bridget and Elizabeth sat in the back in silence. 
 
   As she headed east onto the Interstate 10 freeway, Serenity cast anxious glances at Sebastian. His expression was unreadable, his lips pressed together, his jaw tight. He had his hands clasped together between his knees and he stared down at them, ignoring the world passing by outside the window.
 
   She worried about him. He didn’t like to travel in cars, and having to do so must be a hard thing to swallow. She couldn’t imagine how he felt, his strength and speed disappearing, his beautiful, perfect skin falling away from his body. Clearly, he was also distraught about what he’d put her and Elizabeth through, though she didn’t hold him to blame. 
 
   She and Bridget had purposefully not mentioned their suspicions about Natasha being responsible for the demon. Serenity had felt sure he’d rush off to confront Natasha himself without allowing this sorceress to help them first. She couldn’t risk that happening. They had no idea how much control Natasha had over the demon inside him or if she had her own group of witches surrounding and protecting her.
 
   Elizabeth also worried Serenity. She still seemed zoned out, as though she was asleep with her eyes open. She stared out of the window, not responding to anything the adults said to her. Serenity understood the theory that the little girl was still in shock about what had happened; from the way her own hands trembled when she removed them from the steering wheel, she thought she might be in shock herself. But Serenity knew her daughter. If something was happening with Elizabeth that she didn’t quite understand, it was normally because her daughter was experiencing something else. That magic part of her that allowed her to know things before others. After all, their daughter had been right about Sebastian. She’d dreamed about her father being lost, dreams bad enough to cause night terrors that had forced the leader at her camp to send her home from her trip.
 
   They rode in silence, the tension in the car palpable. Serenity didn’t know what to expect when they found the traveler community Bridget said the sorceress belonged to. Would they tell them to get lost? With Sebastian so on edge, she worried he’d make some kind of snide comment toward them. He didn’t do contrite and she couldn’t blame him. He was used to being the top predator, the creature no one and nothing else could hurt, yet now he found himself at the mercy of something unexplainable and he was being forced to ask for help from people who hated his kind.
 
   How was this ever going to go well?
 
   Serenity focused on the road, leaving Interstate 10 to merge onto the Mojave Freeway toward Barstow. Eventually, Elizabeth’s eyes closed and she slept. Serenity relaxed a fraction. Seeing her daughter sleeping was a far more natural state than the awful, silent stare. In sleep, Elizabeth could heal.
 
   The car ate away the miles of desert— the expanse of sand and small shrubs barely made out in the moonlight. Ahead, a vastness of stars stretched out on the horizon. Now well into the evening, the road was more deserted than in the daytime—plenty of Los Angeles residents often using this route to take short breaks to Las Vegas. 
 
   Sebastian sat in stony silence beside her, his face now turned to the passenger window. She knew he’d be able to see more of the landscape than she’d ever be able to, but he made no comment on the passing scenery, or on anything else for that matter.
 
   The occasional headlights of other cars swept toward her from the other side of the freeway, making her squint in the sudden glare of light. A small animal darted across the road ahead and she jammed her foot on the brakes and swerved, then apologizing for making everyone jump. 
 
   As she hit the outskirts of the city, she followed Bridget’s directions and turned left toward Lenwood. Before they reached the small town, the older woman reached forward between the seats and touched Serenity’s arm.
 
   Bridget pointed across the road. “Look, there!” 
 
   Behind a tall chain-link fence, a number of trailers were set up, dotting the dry countryside. Serenity pulled the car over, parking beside a double-wide, chain-link gate which stood the same height as the fence.
 
   The change in motion jerked Elizabeth awake. She sat up, looked around and smiled.
 
   “You okay, honey?” Serenity asked, twisting around in her seat.
 
   Elizabeth nodded. “Are we here now?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “We’re here,” said Bridget. “And we have company.” She nodded toward the gate. A number of people approached, crossing the dry terrain with purpose in their walk. “Elizabeth can stay in the car,” Bridget continued. “Sebastian, you stay with her.”
 
   He turned to face them, finally interacting. “I’m not hiding away inside this vehicle.”
 
   She sighed. “Fine, stand outside if you want to, but stay with your daughter.”
 
   A muscle in his jaw twitched, but he didn’t argue. He climbed from the car in one graceful move and propped himself against the passenger door. Serenity and Bridget followed suit, the two women standing on the side of the car closest to the trailers.
 
   A girl walked in the middle of the approaching group. Older men with shaved heads, wife-beater shirts and homemade tattoos adorning their heavily-muscled arms flanked her. Her blonde hair was so pale it was almost white and hung down her back, the ends brushing the base of her spine. She had sculpted features—a fine, pointed chin, slender nose, and bright blue eyes that appeared too large in her delicate face.
 
   The group came to a halt just on the inside of the gate.
 
   “Iona.” Bridget spoke quietly to the side. Serenity shot her a glance of confusion. “The Sorceress.” 
 
   Serenity gave a small gasp of surprise. This girl before them was just that—a girl. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen-years-old at a stretch. Surely this child couldn’t be the person they were putting all their hope in.
 
   Anxious, she glanced back to where Sebastian remained by the car, his arms folded over his chest, watching them, his green eyes intense. From the way he stood, angled away from them, the patch of dried skin was hidden. He’d done this on purpose, she guessed, untrusting of those he knew would automatically hate him, and not wanting to expose his newly-found weaknesses. The rough-looking guys with the sorceress highlighted his perfect beauty and composure. 
 
   Her eyes flicked back to Iona, but the girl didn’t pay Sebastian any attention. Instead, she looked past him to where Elizabeth rounded the vehicle.
 
   “Elizabeth!” Serenity exclaimed. “I thought we told you to stay in the car?”
 
   Her daughter didn’t answer. She approached the waiting group with a shy smile on her face. 
 
   Iona returned the smile, her eyes still focused on the younger girl. “Hello, Elizabeth.”
 
   Elizabeth flashed a smile, her cheeks flushing pink. “Hello, Iona.”
 
   The two girls regarded each other.  
 
   Serenity frowned. They know each other, but how?
 
   “Can you help him?” Elizabeth asked out of the blue.
 
   For the first time, Iona’s gaze left Elizabeth and flicked toward Sebastian. “Does he want our help?”
 
   Sebastian unfolded his arms and stood straight. “I need your help,” he called across the roof of the vehicle.
 
   Iona nodded, turning her attention to Serenity. Her small, elfin face cocked to one side as she took in the sight of her visitor. “Your daughter is special.”
 
   Serenity risked a smile. “Yes, she is.”
 
   “She’s been talking to me for the past couple of hours, explaining to me what’s been happening. You understand we wouldn’t normally dream of helping a vampire, but Elizabeth insists this one is different from others.”
 
   “Not all vampires are bad,” Bridget insisted, moving in on the conversation.
 
   “No?” The girl arched both eyebrows in apparent disbelief.
 
   “Elizabeth is half-vampire,” Serenity said, placing a hand on her daughter’s shoulder.
 
   Iona’s eyes moved back to Elizabeth and she gave the younger girl a small smile. “She had no choice in what she was born as.”
 
   Sebastian walked around the car. He approached them with long strides, coming to stand behind his daughter. “I had no choice in becoming what I am,” he argued.
 
   “Perhaps not, but you’ve relished in your vampirism. In the blood and the death. All your kind do.”
 
   “I try to limit the amount death I inflict on the human population.” He spoke quietly, clearly understanding the validity of her argument.
 
   “I supposed it could be worse. At least you’re not a werewolf.”
 
   Sebastian’s eyes narrowed. “There’s no such thing as werewolves. They’re just vampires who’ve tried to live on animal blood and have lost their humanity.”
 
   “Is that so?” she said. “And you know this for a fact?”
 
   “I’ve been alive for more than two hundred years. If werewolves lived on this earth, I’d know about it.”
 
   “Funnily enough, werewolves don’t think much of vampires either. They’re a very secretive race. Understandably, they like to keep to themselves.”
 
   “That’s bullshit. Werewolves don’t exist.”
 
   “Many would also claim vampires, witches and demons also do not exist.” She spread her hands out either side of her body. “And yet, here we are.”
 
   Serenity stepped forward, placing her body between Sebastian and Iona. “Please, this isn’t helping anything or anyone. Arguing the existence of werewolves is doing nothing to solve our problem.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” the sorceress said, putting her hands on her narrow hips. “The problem is a demon, isn’t it?”
 
   Serenity nodded. “A demon inside a vampire.”
 
   Iona bit her lower lip. “Definitely not a good thing.”
 
   “So you’ll help us?”
 
   “Yes. But please understand I’m only helping you because of Elizabeth. I’ve never had someone else in my head before. It helped me to fully see the person she is. To have a soul and heart so innocent when she’s experienced such horror makes her a truly special person.”
 
   Serenity reached back and pulled Elizabeth to her side. “Thank you.”
 
   “Very well,” the girl said, stepping forward with her hand held out to Elizabeth. Elizabeth broke from Serenity’s side and accepted the proffered hand. “Come with me.”
 
   Iona turned and her group of heavies moved with her. Holding Elizabeth’s hand, she strode into the traveler’s site, her blonde hair flowing out behind her. Her demeanor was that of a full-grown woman, not a girl in her teens, and the people around her seemed to treat her with reverence.
 
   Serenity and Bridget exchanged a glance and then hurried after, Sebastian close behind.
 
   “Where are her parents?” Serenity hissed to Bridget, hoping not to be heard.
 
   Bridget tilted her head toward Serenity as she walked. “They died, both of them, when Iona was a baby.”
 
   “Oh, my God, the poor girl.”
 
   “An ancient prophecy says when a powerful witch procreates with a powerful warlock, the two shall never survive. Perhaps it’s nature’s way of trying to prevent a person being created who is capable of destroying it. When the child is born, he or she takes all of their parent’s magic. Not long after, the parents die in a freak accident. Most people with powers stay away from each other, they understand the risks and marry outside of their circle, but her parents either didn’t believe the prophecy or loved each other enough not to care.”
 
   “And so Iona became an orphan?”
 
   Bridget nodded. “Her parents’ circle raised her. They’re her circle now, the people she channels energy from.”
 
   “So that’s what makes her powerful, her parents’ magic and that of her parents’ circle? How strong is she, anyway?”
 
   “As far as I know, she’s the most powerful witch alive.”
 
   Serenity let out a breath. It was unnerving to think Elizabeth had somehow been connecting with Iona before they’d even made it here. Was that Elizabeth’s doing or Iona’s influence? She wondered how strong the two of them were going to be together.
 
   “I didn’t know Elizabeth would be able to make contact with Iona,” Bridget said, plucking Serenity’s thoughts from her head. 
 
   In a movement of air, Sebastian appeared at Serenity’s side. “I won’t have Elizabeth working with magic. She’s half-vampire, not half-witch.”
 
   
  
 

Serenity’s mouth thinned into a line. “If Elizabeth can help rid you of this … thing, she will do whatever is necessary.”
 
   “Even if it puts her at risk?” he challenged.
 
   “She’s already at risk, Sebastian. Look at what almost attacked us in the house.”
 
   Sebastian fell silent and drew back.
 
   Serenity chewed at her lip as they walked. His smoldering presence at her back set her on edge. She didn’t want to fight with him or make him feel bad, but this wasn’t a time to play nicely or worry about hurt feelings. The thought of the demon lurking somewhere beneath the surface terrified her. Part of her wasn’t sure if it was Sebastian she was communicating with or the horrific thing she’d seen trying to climb from his face when she’d pinned him down on the bed.
 
   The strange group wove between the clusters of smaller trailers until they reached a double-wide trailer at the back. Serenity caught sight of other women and children darting inside other trailers, the women ushering the children inside, watching the new arrivals with wide eyes. 
 
   Iona reached the door and turned back to them, Elizabeth close by her side. The younger girl watched Iona, enthralled.
 
   “Leave us,” Iona said to the strapping men either side of her.
 
   “But, Iona, don’t you think—” 
 
   “Conner,” she said, firmly. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “You can’t take a vampire in there with you.” His Irish accent was strong, lilting the end of his sentences.
 
   “He won’t cause me any harm. His daughter has vouched for him.” Iona’s own accent was faint, but still present.
 
   The big men glowered at Sebastian. He held his composure and stared back.
 
   “I’m not asking your permission, Conner,” she snapped.
 
   “Fine,” he said, though by his expression he didn’t mean what he said. “We’ll be right next door.”
 
   Iona smiled at her visitors. “Come on in,” she welcomed them.
 
   Elizabeth disappeared inside, closely followed by Serenity and Bridget, Sebastian bringing up the rear. Serenity stepped through the oval doorway and into a surprisingly spacious and modern interior. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t the mahogany shined floors or simple cream walls. A bank of white leather couches framed two walls in an L shape. The living area opened out into a kitchen complete with marble counters and dark wood cabinets. Nothing about the place indicated a powerful witch lived here, or a teenage girl for that matter.
 
   Elizabeth spun around, a wide grin splitting her face. “Mom, this is awesome! Can we get one of these?” She ran to the couch and threw herself down, waving her arms and legs as though creating a snow-angel.
 
   “Elizabeth!” Serenity exclaimed, shocked at her daughter’s disrespect for someone else’s property.
 
   But Iona laughed. “Yeah, it is pretty cool, huh? Not many sixteen-year-olds get to live somewhere like this on their own.”
 
   Elizabeth sat up. “What about your Mom and Dad?”
 
   A shadow passed across the girl’s face and, for the first time, she lost the in-command demeanor she carried. “They died,” she muttered. “I was only a baby. I don’t remember them.”
 
   Elizabeth’s lips pressed together, not knowing how to respond to this revelation.
 
   Iona tossed her head, her almost-white hair shimmering down her back. “I’m over it. I can take care of myself.”
 
   Bridget stepped forward. “Iona, we need you to help us rid Sebastian of this demon. He’s a danger to himself and everyone around him. I’ve tried to learn more about the possession, but my magic simply wasn’t strong enough, which is why we’ve come to you.”
 
   “Do you know who is responsible for the possession?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” said Serenity. “We think so.”
 
   Sebastian shot her a fierce look, his dark eyebrows knitted together. “We do?”
 
   Her voice came out as a whisper, anxious about his reaction. “We think it must be Natasha.”
 
   His eyes widened and flared yellow. “Natasha,” he growled. “Of course, she’d want to do this to me.”
 
   Serenity fixed him with her gaze. “To us. She’s doing this to us.”
 
   Realization flooded across his features. “She’s relying on me hurting both of you.” His words weren’t a question.
 
    “She must have known you’d protect us to the death if you had to, that you’d find a way of having her killed if she came anywhere near us. This way, she doesn’t need to do anything more. This …” she struggled to say the word, “demon takes over, kills us and then you. And she hasn’t needed to come anywhere near us.”
 
   Bridget turned to Iona. “Is there anything you can do to help us?”
 
   “Yes, but first you must find the one responsible.”
 
   “We have no idea where she is.”
 
   Iona frowned, scrunching up her pretty face. “No idea at all?”
 
   “She could be in another country for all we know.”
 
   “Don’t worry, we can still find her. Do you have anything of hers?”
 
   Panic rose in Serenity’s chest. “No, nothing! Why would we?”
 
   “What about Vincent?” said Bridget. “He might have something that used to belong to her. I don’t know how much stuff he took from the club after Demitri was killed, but he removed most everything that might give the police some clue as to the type of person inhabiting there. He didn’t care about Demitri—not after what he did to us—but he understands the importance of keeping the existence of vampires a secret. There’s a chance he picked up something of Natasha’s as well.”
 
   “Who is Vincent?” asked Iona.
 
   “My son,” said Bridget. “He’s also a vampire.”
 
   “Great.” Iona rolled her eyes. “Just what I need. More vampires.” She chewed at her lower lip, her gaze unfocused. She pointed a finger at Serenity. “So you have a child with a vampire.” She continued to point, trailing her finger over to Bridget. “And you, a witch, have a vampire for a son.” Her small nose wrinkled. “Isn’t that like … inbreeding or something?”
 
   Bridget smiled politely, though her blue eyes remained cold. “Very cute. If you’ll all just give me a minute, I’ll try to get hold of my son.” She turned away from the rest of them, heading into the kitchen area. As she walked, she fished in the purse hanging from her shoulder and pulled out her cell phone. She waved it at the small group watching her. “The beauty of modern technology.”
 
   She turned her back on them again, the phone to her ear. She spoke in quiet tones, quiet enough not to be heard by the humans, though Serenity imagined Sebastian picked up what was being said. At least it was night, so Vincent was awake. She didn’t think she’d be able to stand waiting around for hours.
 
   Iona rolled her eyes again. “Let me guess, vampires with cell phones. Whatever next?”
 
   Not half as surprising as teenage sorceresses, thought Serenity, but she kept her mouth shut. They needed Iona, however snarky she might be.
 
   Bridget hung up the cell. “He’s close and does have something of hers—a ring. He can be here within the hour.”
 
   Iona nodded. “Good. We can get started then.”
 
   “Get started?” said Serenity.
 
   “I need to find out which coven this Natasha has corrupted to use as she has.”
 
   “Why? Won’t Natasha’s location tell you that?”
 
   “Perhaps, but I need to be sure. Each circle of witches has its own strengths and weaknesses. I need to be certain I know the source of this magic before I go in and try to control it.”
 
   “So how will you do that?”
 
   “I’ll ask the demon.”
 
   Serenity felt like someone had punched her in the stomach. “What?”
 
   She didn’t want to see the demon again. Not after the last time in their bedroom. Seeing that awful darkness, how his features had morphed and disfigured—like the creature was trying to climb from Sebastian’s skin—had been one of the most terrifying things she’d ever born witness to.
 
   Bridget frowned. “In that case, couldn’t you just ask the demon where Natasha is?” 
 
   Iona shook her head, her white-blonde hair rippling. “A demon wouldn’t know such things. It has no concept of place names or locations. But it understands magic and will be able to give me the name of the witch who called it.”
 
   “Okay,” Serenity relented. “If that’s what you need to do, I guess we don’t have any other choice.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Let’s get on with this,” said Sebastian, taking charge. “Where do you want me?”
 
   Iona gestured with her chin toward the bedroom. “On the bed would be best.”
 
   “Fine.” He strode toward the bedroom, shrugging his jacket off as he went. 
 
   Serenity followed. Unlike the simple décor of the rest of the trailer, this room at least hinted that a teenage girl inhabited it. The bed had a floral bedspread and a pink rug lay on the floor. Sebastian slung his jacket onto an occasional chair which was already piled high with clothes and then sat on the bed. Looking awkward, he kicked off his shoes and lay back, his head resting on the pillow.
 
   Serenity’s heart clenched. There was something so wrong about seeing such a powerful man looking so helpless and out of place. She wanted to grab his hand and drag him away.
 
   Iona approached the bed, looking down at Sebastian.
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him. “You won’t bite me now, will you?”
 
   Sebastian gave a half-smile, curling one corner of his lip to reveal a fang. “I’ll try not to.”
 
   Serenity didn’t want to watch what was about to happen, but she owed it to him to stay by his side. Though he was cool on the outside, she knew he was nervous. The comments only hid how he really felt, and being at the mercy of a person who had already owned up to the fact that she didn’t like his kind wouldn’t be doing anything for his confidence.
 
   “Take Elizabeth outside,” she told Bridget. “You know what happened last time.”
 
   Bridget took hold of Elizabeth’s hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s wait for your Mom and Dad outside.”
 
   Elizabeth wasn’t going to be removed so easily. “I’m not a little kid anymore. I know what’s going to happen.”
 
   Sebastian half-sat, twisting around to prop himself up on one elbow. “Elizabeth, do as your mother tells you.”
 
   “But, Dad …” Her voice had turned into a whine.
 
   “Do as you’re told, Elizabeth. Everyone here has enough to deal with without having to worry about you as well.”
 
   Elizabeth’s eyes flicked to Iona, possibly hoping for the older girl to take her side. Iona shook her head. “Your father is right, Elizabeth. You don’t want to see this, not for real anyway.”
 
   Color flooded Elizabeth’s cheeks. Without another word, she pulled her hand from Bridget’s and stalked from the trailer.
 
   “She’ll be fine,” said Bridget. “I’ll take care of her. You just do what needs to be done.”
 
   Sebastian lay back down on the bed. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Serenity stood at his shoulder. Her heart fluttered in her chest like a trapped moth and she struggled to catch a breath. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, sending her into a fight or flight response. But she couldn’t run from this. If Natasha was the one doing this to Sebastian, it was only because of something Serenity had done herself. She was the one who’d killed Demitri. The only reason Natasha put the demon inside of Sebastian was because she’d realized a possessed vampire would be far more dangerous to those around him than a possessed woman.
 
   Assuming Natasha was even responsible. There might still be some unknown foe in the equation, someone they’d never even considered. Yet, in Serenity’s heart, she felt certain the other vampire was to blame. Her parting words, “I won’t let you get away with this. You haven’t seen the last of me,” cemented things in her mind.
 
   They should have known then not to allow her to leave. After all, she’d loved Demitri. Of course she wouldn’t have just let his death go unavenged.
 
   “Do you need me to hold him down?” asked Serenity, remembering the last time.
 
   Iona laughed, a sound unfitting for the nerves roiling in Serenity’s stomach. “No, there’s no need. I’ll do that.”
 
   Sebastian propped himself back up on his elbows regarding them, his eyebrows raised. “You two can’t be serious?”
 
   Serenity looked at Iona. The girl was a fraction of her own body weight, never mind Sebastian’s. Serenity hadn’t stood a chance of being able to hold him down, even when he’d been asleep. She didn’t understand how this slip of a girl would manage.
 
   “I won’t actually be holding him,” said Iona, amusement tinkling behind her words. “I’ll be using magic of course.” She turned to Serenity. “You can leave if you’d like. I can handle this.”
 
   Though every part of Serenity wanted to flee, to protect herself from what she was about to witness, she stood her ground. If something went wrong, she might be the only person who could get through to Sebastian.
 
   “I’m staying.”
 
   Sebastian shook his head. “No, you should go. What if something happens? I can’t take the risk of hurting you.”
 
   “It’s my decision and I’m staying.”
 
   “Serenity …” Sebastian growled his warning.
 
   She folded her arms across her chest. “You don’t have to handle everything alone. We’re a family and families stay by each other’s sides.”
 
   He glowered at her, yellow creeping into his eyes. “I’m a vampire, Serenity. A vampire with a goddamned demon stuck inside him. I’m dangerous!”
 
   “Yes, you probably are. But I’m still staying.”
 
   Sebastian growled again, but fell back against the bed, one hand knotted in his hair in exasperation. “Fine,” he relented. “Let’s get this over and done with.”
 
   Iona had been watching the exchange, one eyebrow lifted, her lips pressed together as she repressed a smirk.
 
   Sebastian glared at her. “What?”
 
   “A vampire backing down to a human. I never thought I’d see the day.”
 
   “She’s a very stubborn human,” he muttered.
 
   Iona grinned at Serenity. “So, I see.”
 
   “Let’s just get on with this,” he said. “My patience is wearing thin.”
 
   The grin dropped from Iona’s face. “Yes, let’s continue.”
 
   She walked over to stand beside the bed. “Put your hands above your head and lie still.”
 
   Sebastian did as she instructed, his eyes focused on the low ceiling.
 
   Serenity stepped back, her fists clenched at her sides, trying to subdue her rising panic. Sebastian’s head twisted to watch her and they locked eyes.
 
   I love you, she mouthed at him, trying not to cry.
 
   He gave her a restrained smile in return.
 
   “We must begin,” said Iona. She closed her eyes and spread her hands above Sebastian’s chest. His eyes remained wide and his gaze flicked between the sorceress and Serenity. His fists clenched the bedspread, his knuckles even paler than the rest of his skin, and his biceps strained against the material of his shirt. Serenity recognized the tension in his body.
 
   Iona spoke in a low, steady tone. “I call upon the five elements—air, fire, earth, water, and ether—to give me control over the being who has been banished here. Give me your power to communicate with the demon who resides within.”
 
   Immediately, the air above Sebastian’s body changed, became thicker, like heat rising from the sidewalk on a scorching summer day. Suddenly, his right wrist slammed back against the bed. He cried out and tried to jerk away, but the arm didn’t budge. The same thing happened to the left wrist and then both ankles. His head twisted from side to side, trying to see what was happening.
 
   Serenity stood by, a fist pressed against her mouth, unable to either help or provide comfort.
 
   Iona didn’t move. “Show yourself to me, demon. What is your name?”
 
   Sebastian’s mouth opened in a wide stretch, too wide to be comfortable. His eyes rolled back in his head and a strange mewling pealed from his throat.
 
   “Tell me, demon,” she demanded. “By all the natural forces of my world, you will tell me your name.”
 
   The muscles and veins in Sebastian’s throat stood out, strained. His jaw was clenched, his teeth clamped together.
 
   “Don’t fight it, Sebastian,” Serenity called. Iona shot her a glare and she fell silent.
 
   The sorceress spread her fingers further, closing the gap between her hands and Sebastian’s chest. The air between them thickened, becoming viscous like a cloudy liquid. 
 
   “Indica mihi nomen tuum,” she said. “Tell me your name!”
 
   Sebastian’s whole body went rigid and he roared as though being tortured. Darkness flooded his face, starting at the spot between his eyes and quickly covering the rest of his features, rippling over the whites of his eyes.
 
   “Oh, God,” Serenity breathed, stepping back. She’d been here before.
 
   “Speak to me, demon. Tell me your name!”
 
   “Leave me be, bitch,” Sebastian spat. But his voice was not his own, coming from somewhere else. He fell lank against the bed again as if this brief spell of communication had exhausted him and the black flooded from his skin.
 
   Iona flexed her fingers and held her hands above his body once again.
 
   “Do not defy me, demon. I am Mother Earth, I am Magik. I am everything you are not, creature of the dark. Creature of Dominion.”
 
   Sebastian’s limbs strained against the bed. His beautiful face appeared normal, but his head whipped from side to side as he fought against the thing inside him. Serenity knew it would not stay that way for long.
 
   Iona’s voice dropped and Serenity could no longer discern the words being spoken. She spoke in a low, mumbled chant, her stance rigid as she stood above him.
 
   Sebastian writhed, his back arching off the bed, the veins in his throat and temple popped, sweat sheening his skin. “Aaarghh!” he yelled.
 
   “No! Stop!” Serenity yelled. “You’re hurting him.”
 
   Iona turned her face toward her and Serenity screamed and stumbled back. The face she’d just witnessed was not that of the sixteen-year-old girl she’d met an hour earlier. 
 
   Her head flicked from side to side in an almost imperceptible movement. With each flick, her face changed, taking on the features of older women. But she moved with speed, so she appeared blurred, not allowing Serenity to get a proper look at any one of them.
 
   “Stay back,” the girl spat, but her voice didn’t sound like her own, the tone deeper and hoarser. She turned back to Sebastian and continued her chant, only now her voice—or the voice she channeled—was louder and more forceful. Sebastian’s roar turned into a scream and the sound made Serenity’s blood feel like it was going to burst from her veins. 
 
   “I said stop!” 
 
   Serenity threw herself at Iona, grabbing her shoulders and wrenching her back around. The girl gasped and immediately her face went back to normal.
 
   Iona blinked and gazed around as if trying to remember where she was. “My God, what happened?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Serenity trembled. “It was like you were possessed or something.”
 
   Iona closed her eyes briefly and nodded. “My ancestors. If I ever find myself unable to complete a spell, they automatically try to pass their power onto me.”
 
   “So you mean you weren’t able to do the spell?”
 
   “The demon is too strong. I was able to pull it to the surface briefly, but that was all. Not long enough to question it.”
 
   Sebastian half-sat, wincing as though his joints were stiff. “I think I can help.”
 
   Serenity rushed to his side, amazed he was able to sit up and speak as normal, considering what he’d just been through. She placed her hand on his arm and he gave her a grateful smile.
 
   “How?” Iona asked.
 
   “Yesterday, when I found myself out in the daylight, I made a decision to go back to the other place, the place that looks like this, but isn’t.”
 
   “Dominion,” said Iona. “That’s where you’re going. It’s another level, a place where everything dark has power.”
 
   He nodded. “When I made a conscious decision that I wanted to be there rather than here, I felt myself switch over. 
 
   “That’s a dangerous game to play. Each time you do that, you’ll become a little more a part of Dominion and less harnessed to the real world. You might not be able to get back again.”
 
   “Do we have any other options?”
 
   “Yes!” said Serenity. “There must be other options. If we can find Natasha, you don’t need to know how she called the demon, you said so yourself. You said it would only be better if you did know.”
 
   “Perhaps,” she admitted. “But we would be going in blind. She could have a circle of ten witches around her and we wouldn’t be prepared for them. What would we do then?”
 
   “You’re the sorceress,” Serenity said, her tone increasing in pitch. “Shouldn’t you know how to handle them? Aren’t you supposed to be incredibly powerful?”
 
   “This is dark magic, Serenity. It comes from another place. Of course I would do my best to subdue both the witches and the vampire, but by not understanding what we are dealing with, we’re increasing the danger ten-fold.”
 
   “I don’t care. I won’t have him lost in some other … place!”
 
   “Serenity,” said Sebastian. “What we’re doing here isn’t for me. If I die or I’m lost in this … Dominion, then so be it. All I want is for you and Elizabeth to be safe. If it means the end of my existence, then I accept my fate.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears. “No, I won’t hear you talk like that. We need you. Both Elizabeth and I need you.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, you’re both strong. You will live long and safe without me in your lives.”
 
   She pressed her lips together, trying to suppress a sob and failing. “Stop it. Don’t talk like that.”
 
   He held her with his intense gaze. “If it was the other way around, Serenity, and you needed to do something dangerous to keep me and Elizabeth safe, you’d want to be allowed to do it, wouldn’t you?”
 
   She couldn’t look at him. She dropped her gaze to the ground and nodded. What he said was true. She’d do anything to keep the people she loved safe.
 
   “Well, then let me do this.”
 
   “Okay,” she relented. “But come back to us. Promise you’ll come back to us?”
 
   “I’ll do everything in my power.”
 
   That would have to be good enough. She knew he didn’t have the ability to promise such things. Iona stepped from the room, giving them, Serenity assumed, some time to say goodbye.
 
   He leaned in, his cool lips pressing against hers. The back of his knuckles grazed against her jaw. “Do you know how much I love you?”
 
   “I think so.” Serenity took his hand. “Have you realized you didn’t have any of this stress in your life before I came along? No one was out to try to kill you or hurt you. You just got on with your life.”
 
   “Serenity, the reason nothing affected me before you came along was because I didn’t have anything in my life for anyone to take away. I didn’t have anyone to protect. I didn’t have anything I cared about.”
 
   “Wasn’t life easier before?”
 
   “Before you came along, I had no life. I was nothing.”
 
   She pressed her lips together, trying not to cry. She nodded frantically. “Me too,” she said. “I felt exactly the same way.”
 
   His hand squeezed hers. “I’ll come back,” he reassured her. “We’re meant to be together—you, me and Elizabeth. I won’t let some other vampire, or demon, or other place come between us.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Fear for his own well-being wasn’t something Sebastian was used to experiencing. Even when he’d been in the company of Demitri, he’d known the other vampire would never have been able to kill him—one vampire could not kill another. The threat of being holed up somewhere beneath the earth for hundreds of years to go mad with starvation had always been a possibility, but he would have made it out eventually. Now, the very real possibility of being stuck in that strange and frightening place the young sorceress, Iona, had called Dominion loomed and he was scared for his immortal life. There was a good chance he would spend the rest of his existence surrounded by scampering demons and lost souls. Just like him.
 
   “Get Iona back in here,” he told Serenity.
 
   The girl stepped through the door. “It’s okay, I’m here.” She looked between Serenity and Sebastian and her expression softened. “I’ll do everything I can to get this demon out of him,” she said, addressing Serenity. “Sometimes I wonder if my parents had survived ... would they love each other the way you both do.”
 
   She had listened to their conversation. 
 
   “I’m sure they would have.” Serenity reassured the young sorceress. “After all, they loved each other enough to be together despite the risks.”
 
   “You know about that?”
 
   Serenity nodded. “Bridget told me.”
 
   “Sometimes, it feels like they died because of me. As if I killed them myself.”
 
   Serenity left Sebastian’s side to take the girl’s slender hand. “You were a baby—an innocent.” 
 
   “But if I’d never been born, they would still be alive today. In love, like you and your vampire.”
 
   Sebastian tried to not bristle at “your vampire.”
 
   “Listen to me,” Serenity continued. “As a parent, the most important person in the world is your child. However much we love each other, we’d give up each other in an instant if it meant keeping Elizabeth safe.” She glanced over at Sebastian and he nodded in confirmation. “All we want is for her to be safe and happy. The rest of life is a bonus.”
 
   Iona’s big, blue eyes swelled with tears. “Really?”
 
   Serenity nodded. “I’m sure your parents would have felt the same way about you.”
 
   “Thank you. I hope so.” She turned her face away and wiped at tears she didn’t want them to see. She turned back and put on a brave smile. “Right. Let’s try to talk to this thing. Are you ready?” she asked Sebastian.
 
   He nodded, trying to hide that fact that nerves churned his gut. “As I’ll ever be.”
 
   “Okay. Serenity, if you would stand back.”
 
   Serenity did as she was told and took three steps back, away from the bed. 
 
   In the same way as before, Iona held her hands over Sebastian’s body. The experience was strange for him, lying there with a girl standing over him. He didn’t like his new found vulnerability and he felt more exposed than if he’d been faced with a room of angry vampires. At least with vampires he knew where he stood. Right now, caught between the powers of a sorceress and a demon, he was lost in the unknown.
 
   Iona repeated the words she’d spoken before. “I call upon the five elements—air, fire, earth, water and ether—to give me control over the being that has been banished here.”
 
   A strange buzzing started inside Sebastian’s head, like all the molecules of his brain were jostling together.
 
   He closed his eyes to stop himself from focusing on what the sorceress was doing. 
 
   I want to go back, he said in his head. I want to go back, I want to go back.
 
   He pictured himself walking down the streets, each spot of darkness and shadows hiding strange and monstrous creatures he’d never known existed before. And no part of him wanted to be there.
 
   Iona’s words tumbled down around him like falling leaves and the intensity of the buzzing increased, uncomfortable now. The room around him seemed distant, as though he was being pushed deeper inside himself. Or something else was rising up. He wanted to move, to get up from the bed and shake himself off, but he realized he couldn’t. His whole body was pinned to the bed by some invisible entity. 
 
   Iona’s magic.
 
   He knew she couldn’t do this on her own. She needed him to remove himself from the equation and allow the demon through.
 
   Do this! For Serenity and Elizabeth, you can do this!
 
   But the buzzing in his head began to fade and he sensed his consciousness starting to rise to the surface. He opened his eyes to find Serenity staring at him, her dark eyes wide, her face pale. Though he’d not achieved what he’d hoped, he realized Serenity had caught a glimpse of the demon at least.
 
   Sebastian sighed in frustration and sat up. “I’m sorry. I can’t get myself to want to be in Dominion enough. When I willed myself there before, it was because I’d found myself standing in broad daylight and I was burning. I can’t get myself to want to leave here enough to will myself to go.”
 
   The sorceress stared at his face and then her eyes flicked to Serenity.
 
   “Then you need an incentive,” she said. She swung to face Serenity and shot out a hand. A bolt of blue light flew from the palm of her hand and hit Serenity in the chest. Serenity flew back and crashed against the wall, half sliding down the surface. She clutched at her chest, struggling to breathe, looking between Sebastian and Iona, her eyes wide with panic.
 
   “What are you doing?” Sebastian roared.
 
   “You said you needed to want to go, so go back to Dominion or I will kill her.”
 
   “I can’t! Stop this immediately!”
 
   “The last thing I want is a demon-ridden vampire running around here out of control. The loss of her life is less important than sending that thing back where it came from.”
 
   “So kill me,” he said, springing from the bed to stand in front of her. He tried to put his body between the blue light and Serenity, but as soon as he went near, the light repelled him, throwing him away. He hit the floor with a crash. Curling his hands into fists, he slammed them against the floor in frustration.
 
   “I can’t do that, Sebastian” Iona said. “If you die, the demon will simply look for somewhere else to go. I won’t have it taking an innocent.”
 
   He glanced at Serenity. She seemed only able to take tiny gasps, as though her throat had constricted or something heavy sat on her chest. Her eyes rolled in their sockets and her lips were turning blue.
 
   “Look at her, vampire,” spat Iona. All of a sudden, she wasn’t some innocent, young girl. She encompassed all of the powers and magic of her ancestors before her. “Go to Dominion and I’ll release her.”
 
   Sebastian had no choice. Part of him wanted to tear the girl to shreds, but he couldn’t. Not only was she their only hope, she reminded him too much of Elizabeth for him to ever do her harm. If he even could.
 
   He roared in frustration again, but forced himself to focus, to lock his eyes on Serenity’s distressed face. Only by going back to Dominion would her suffering stop.
 
   He wanted to be there. He needed to be there.
 
   All at once, the walls of the trailer grew faint—transparent—and he could make out the dark world of Dominion through them. The wallpaper began to flake away, holes opening in the walls, the now crepe paper-thin fortifications breaking apart.
 
   Sebastian turned back to Serenity, but the spot where she had been thrown was empty. Turning his head slightly, he caught a glimpse of Iona, still standing with her hand outstretched. She gave him a brief nod, one that told him “well done,” and then she, too, was gone.
 
   When Sebastian looked back around, the whole trailer had vanished. Only the scrubby desert landscape surrounded him. He frowned. Why was the trailer not still here? In the city, all of the buildings had remained the same, so why not the trailer? The chain link fence and gate enclosing the compound were still present. Then he realized something else. The freeway had been empty of traffic. Perhaps anything that moved wasn’t reflected here?
 
   The post-apocalyptic sky churned overhead, the thick clouds swirling and rippling as though a hurricane force wind hurried them along, though no such wind touched his face or blew back his clothing. Here in the enormous expanse of the desert, with no city skyline to break up the vastness, the color and depth of the sky had even more of an impact, stretching as far as the eye could see. 
 
   Sebastian went to shove his hands into the pockets of his jacket, only to discover he wasn’t wearing it. Feeling even more exposed, he wondered exactly what he should be doing now that he was here. 
 
   Had Iona conjured the demon? Was the demon sitting up in bed right now, using his body like a puppet, telling them what Iona needed to know?
 
   The thought made Sebastian uneasy. He felt so lost here, untethered to the real world. Exactly what Iona had told him was the most dangerous thing to be.
 
   The small town of Lenwood lay ahead. Behind him stretched the city of Barstow. Like in Los Angeles, they blazed against the night sky—every bulb and fluorescent strip in them alight. With his vampire’s speed waning, he stood no chance of getting back to L.A. anytime soon. But then he had to question his reason for wanting to be back in the city. It wasn’t as though Serenity or Elizabeth would be waiting for him.
 
   If he did decide to go home, he wondered, would his body vanish from Iona’s trailer and reappear in the city when Iona and Serenity brought him back? Or, even worse, would the distance between his physical body in the real world and whatever form he took here make it harder for him to get back to them?
 
   I won’t go far, he decided, not liking the idea of venturing out and somehow increasing the distance between himself and the real world. But, while he didn’t want to take any risks, he couldn’t just stand in one spot and wait.
 
   Without the presence of the trailers, the desert plants had taken over—thick patches of green-grey, spiky leafed brittlebush, the plant’s small yellow flowers not in bloom at this time of the year. Dotted between the brittlebush, clumps of creosote sprouted from the sandy soil, permeating the air with the bushes’ distinctive smoky scent.
 
   He started to walk, figuring he’d get back on the road and decide his direction from there.
 
   To his right, one of the bushes rustled. 
 
   Sebastian’s attention flicked to the movement. The rustling stopped instantly, as though whatever had caused the movement knew it had been spotted. He frowned, uneasiness crawling up over his shoulders and the back of his neck.
 
   An animal? 
 
   Some desert creatures liked to dig their burrows between the roots of the creosote bush. Perhaps even a coyote? He didn’t like not having his heightened senses. Normally, he’d be able to smell what kind of animal was near long before he ever laid eyes on it.
 
   Behind him, another shrub rustled and he spun around. Everything fell silent once again. He scoured the dimly lit land. He’d never found the desert threatening before, but right now, every square inch held the potential for something frightening.
 
   With every muscle in his body tensed, he turned back and continued toward the road. More movement came from the bushes ahead now. With it came the same whispered chattering he’d heard coming from the fronds of the palm trees in Los Angeles.
 
   I don’t like this.
 
   He picked up his pace, wanting to get his legs out of the shadows of the bushes in the same way a child jumps into bed to avoid the dark spot beneath the bed. At least on the road he’d be able to see something coming at him. 
 
   He didn’t like being frightened; the emotion didn’t sit right with him. He was a vampire, goddamn it!
 
   Suddenly, movement burst from beneath the bushes all around him. Little black creatures—like the one’s he’d seen in L.A., only smaller—launched at him. They ran with a scurrying sideways movement, like small primates. They snarled and chattered with mouths full of spiky white teeth. One leapt at him and attached itself to his leg. He let out a yell of shock and kicked it off. The creature flew into the bush, but rebounded. Before Sebastian had the chance to recover, the weight of another landed on his back, its sharp claws digging into his skin. One jumped on his arm, another on his shoulder, pulling him off balance.
 
   His strength all but gone, Sebastian found himself lying on his back, surrounded by little creatures of darkness with red eyes and needle-like teeth. They had hold of his arms and legs, though he bucked and fought against them, lashing out with his arms and kicking. But nothing made a difference. As soon as he dislodged one, another took its place. He felt himself being lifted, the cool rush of air in the space between his back and the desert floor. The creatures held him above the ground as they ran along, holding him up by his arms, legs, and torso. He struggled against them, trying to get away, but he couldn’t. They chattered and laughed as they went—sounds of madness.
 
   He managed to snatch one of the creatures in his hand, the texture of the thing like a rat slicked with oil. He had hold of the thing around the waist and lifted it up before slamming it to the ground, crushing it into the dirt. The little body crunched, but then the consistency changed and it melted away, turning into air and shadows beneath his hand.
 
   Around him, the little creatures shrieked with rage, but they let him go. He landed heavily on his back, the back of his head smacking against the ground.
 
   Not allowing himself to rest for a moment, Sebastian leapt back to his feet. He spun one way and the other, but there was no sign of the strange critters. They had vanished.
 
   Hurry up. Get me back again.
 
   If he stayed here too long, he feared he might never return.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity gasped for breath, her hands clutching at her throat, the interior of the trailer pulling away as darkness crept into her vision. 
 
   In front of her, Sebastian slumped on the floor and immediately the pressure that had been constricting her chest and throat vanished.
 
   Iona’s hand pressed against Serenity’s shoulder and she glanced up. “I’m so sorry I had to do that to you. I couldn’t see any other way.”
 
   Serenity’s throat and lungs burned, but she managed to nod. “It’s okay,” she croaked. “I understand.”
 
   “Close your eyes. I’ll help the pain.”
 
   Serenity looked up into the girl’s clear blue eyes. Genuine concern etched her face. 
 
   “Please,” Iona said.
 
   Serenity closed her eyes and Iona’s small, warm hand pressed against her sternum. Heat flared through her throat and lungs and, instantly, the raw, burning pain vanished. Iona’s hand withdrew and Serenity opened her eyes.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Iona shrugged. “It was the least I could do.”
 
   “So, now what?” she asked, glancing over at Sebastian. He appeared to be unconscious on the floor, collapsed on his side, his eyes closed. Trepidation tripped though her, stealing her breath once again. She didn’t want to go near or touch him, terrified the demon would reappear in his face.
 
   “Help me sit him upright,” Iona said, already heading over to his inert form. “And then we can get on with this. The sooner I find out what I need to know, the sooner we can try to get your vampire back again. And, believe me, we want to get this done quickly. The longer he stays on the other plain, the harder it will be to bring him home.”
 
   “Okay.” Serenity got to her feet, pushing aside her fears. She would face a hundred demons if it meant saving Sebastian.
 
   Together, struggling with his bulk, they hoisted him to sitting, his back resting against the wall, his chin dropped to his chest. He looked so helpless, like a shell of himself.
 
   Serenity straightened, her hand pressed against the base of her spine. “So what now?”
 
   “Now I try the spell again, only this time without your vampire resisting.”
 
   “He’ll be okay, won’t he?”
 
   Iona didn’t answer. “Just stand back and keep quiet.”
 
   Serenity pressed her lips together and took a step back. Was this girl really only sixteen? At moments she seemed exactly what Serenity would expect of a sixteen-year-old, and other times she acted like something else entirely.
 
   Iona knelt in front of Sebastian, his large form dwarfing hers.
 
   “Don’t hurt him,” Serenity said, sounding like a child herself.
 
   Iona looked back over her shoulder, sweeping her mane of white-blonde hair across her back. “I’ll do whatever I need to.”
 
   She didn’t have the power to stop Iona, even if she wanted to.
 
   Serenity tore herself from her chain of thought. She needed to trust that Iona was doing the right thing to help them. The girl might not like vampires, but she did like Elizabeth and wanted to stop this thing from getting out.
 
   Iona held her hands out, placing them over Sebastian’s chest with an inch of space between. In low tones, she began her chant again.
 
   Within moments, darkness rushed beneath the surface of his face until it swam beneath his skin like a bruise. His cheekbones swelled, one side of his nose bulging outward. Something moved beneath the smooth skin of his forehead and Serenity had to stifle a scream.
 
   “Tell me what circle summoned you here,” Iona demanded.
 
   Seeing the face of something else behind the features of one Serenity loved so dearly was horrifying. It was as though the demon wore Sebastian’s face as a mask.
 
   He strained against invisible bonds which held him where he sat. His back bowed, pushing out his chest, his biceps bulging.
 
   “I come from no circle, witch!” Sebastian spat, his voice deeper and harsher, not his own. “Only the promise of a soul has brought me here.”
 
   Iona’s hands trembled with effort as she continued to use some kind of invisible magic to pin both the vampire and demon to the wall. “Explain yourself!” she commanded.
 
   “The one who brought me here made a deal with the power of Dominion. She promised the soul of an original and, in return, I will do her bidding and kill those who have caused her harm.”
 
   “An original what?”
 
   “An original child. A soul half-light and half-dark. She will help us break the boundaries between our worlds.”
 
   “Elizabeth!” Serenity breathed.
 
   Iona’s head turned, her wide eyes horrified, clearly having come to the same conclusion. The break in concentration made her lose her control of the demon and Sebastian fell back against the wall, his body relaxing, the darkness in his face clearing.
 
   But for once, Serenity’s attention wasn’t on him. “She doesn’t have a half-dark soul,” she cried. “Elizabeth is light, through and through.”
 
   “She’s half vampire,” Iona reminded her.
 
   “I don’t care! There isn’t a bad bone in her body.”
 
   “Right now, I agree with you, but perhaps in the future she has the potential to choose to go one way or the other.”
 
   Serenity stared at the girl. She didn’t want to believe her. She knew her own daughter and there was nothing bad about Elizabeth. She was as sweet as a child could get.
 
   But what about the time she’d spent with Demitri? He had fed her blood and Elizabeth admitted that she’d liked it, that she’d wanted more. Was that the dark side this demon spoke about? If Elizabeth had continued down the route, if things had gone differently and Demitri had won, would Elizabeth have continued wanting blood? Would she have turned into a child who killed?
 
   The thought was abhorrent. 
 
   She turned her attention to Sebastian.
 
   “Is the demon still inside him?” she asked, nervous. He looked like himself again, though he was unconscious—or whatever the vampire equivalent of unconscious was.
 
   Iona nodded. “It’s still inside him. Hiding beneath the surface.”
 
   “But what about this circle you were talking about? Did you get what you needed to know?”
 
   Iona chewed at her lower-lip. “There is no circle. Somehow the vampire you’ve spoken of has done this herself.”
 
   “Does that make things better or worse?” Panic rose in Serenity’s chest, catching her breath. Now, it seemed not only could she risk losing Sebastian to this other world, but her daughter was at risk as well.
 
   Iona held her gaze. “I don’t know.”
 
   Shouts from outside caught their attention.  
 
   They exchanged a confused glance.
 
   “What the hell?” said Serenity.
 
   Iona had already turned to run from the trailer. Serenity followed and they raced outside to find Vincent standing on the outskirts of the camp. A number of burly men from Iona’s people stood around him, but the huge, skinhead vampire held his own, his eyes glaring yellow in the dark, his pale skin catching the light spilling from the trailers. The men from the camp danced around him like matadors around a bull. He snarled, revealing his fangs, his jaw thick and protruding in the dim light. He made an imposing and terrifying figure.
 
   Bridget stood by, Elizabeth clutched behind her. “That’s my son!” she cried. “He’s supposed to be here.”
 
   “It’s another goddamn vampire,” one of the men snapped.
 
   “He’s my son!” Bridget insisted.
 
   Iona strode forward. “Henry, Conner, stand down. The vampire has been asked here."
 
   One of the guys—a black-haired man in his late thirties—turned to her, confusion and anger on his face. “What the hell are you doing, Iona, bringing more of their kind onto our turf?”
 
   “Back down, Henry. This isn’t your business.”
 
   “Hell it isn’t! This is our home. Our children live here.”
 
   Vincent spun around to face him. “I’m not going to eat your goddamn children, moron.”
 
   Henry scowled. “No, you won’t, cause we sure as hell won’t let you!”
 
   “Don’t think for a minute that you fairies could stop me.”
 
   Bridget released Elizabeth and the little girl ran to Serenity. 
 
   “Stop it!” the older woman cried, walking forward to put herself between her son and Iona’s men. “Just stop it. Iona and I need Vincent to be here. We asked him here.”
 
   Iona stepped up front, her presence somehow greater than her slight figure. “She’s right, Henry. We need this vampire to help us find someone. There is more at stake here than just a dislike of their kind. If we don’t stop this thing, it might be the end of our world.”
 
   The man’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
 
   Her eyes flicked to where Elizabeth stood with Serenity. “Exactly what I said. Allow the vampire past. We have bigger things to battle.”
 
   Vincent shoved past the man, knocking his shoulder. Henry stared after him with fury in his eyes. As Vincent walked on, he hit something, like an invisible force field and rebounded off it. Henry’s mouth turned up in a smirk.
 
   “What the hell is this?” Vincent demanded.
 
   “Sorry,” said Iona. “We couldn’t take any chances. Henry, Conner, you can remove the shield.”
 
   The men narrowed their eyes, but both lifted their right hands and spoke something in Latin.
 
   Straight away, Vincent pushed his way past the invisible line. He rolled his thick shoulders as though shrugging the magic off. “So, do you need this ring or not?”
 
   Serenity stepped forward. “We do, Vincent. Thank you for coming.”
 
   “Wasn’t much of a welcome party.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but they need to be careful.”
 
   His eyes flicked to Elizabeth. The girl cowered behind Serenity’s legs. Whatever else the rest of them thought of Vincent, Elizabeth clearly still remembered her time in captivity.
 
   The big vampire glanced awkwardly away.
 
   Bridget placed her hand on her son’s heavily muscled arm, drawing his attention. “Did you bring what we need?”
 
   Vincent nodded. “Of course.” He scowled at the men still surrounding him. “I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”
 
   “Come with us,” said Iona. 
 
   The small group—Iona, Serenity, Elizabeth, Bridget and Vincent—made their way back to Iona’s trailer and closed the door on the aggressive vibes still coming from Iona’s people. Serenity prayed this wouldn’t all go wrong. She didn’t want her small family on the wrong side of the angry Irish.
 
   They stood together awkwardly in the middle of the sorceress’s living room. “I need for us all to join hands,” said Iona.
 
   Serenity cast her gaze around the strange ensemble. “But we’re not witches.”
 
   “No, but you’re the ones who need to find this … woman. Your need will help my magic locate her. That and the ring the vampire has brought.”
 
   Vincent fished in his jeans pocket and pulled out a band of gold, circles of diamonds embedded in its surface. “Demitri gave it to her,” he said. “I think she imagined the ring meant something, though he probably stole it from a woman he’d killed.”
 
   Serenity cringed, wanting to cover Elizabeth’s ears with her hands. But Elizabeth had already seen far worse—memories Serenity would never be able to wipe from her daughter’s mind, however much she might want to.
 
   Iona took Natasha’s ring from the center of Vincent’s huge, overstretched palm. The massive vampire made her appear even more petite than before. She placed the ring on the floor in the middle of the room and extended a hand out to Elizabeth. 
 
   Elizabeth smiled shyly at her and took her hand. On the other side, Iona reached out to Bridget. Bridget took the girl’s small hand and then outstretched her other to Vincent.
 
   Iona shook her head. “Not him. The dead interfere with the living.”
 
   “I’m not dead,” Vincent said with a scowl.
 
   “You’re not alive either.”
 
   Vincent pressed his lips together, obviously repressing another remark, but he managed to hold himself back and took a couple of steps back to the outskirts of the room.
 
   Iona nodded at Serenity, motioning for her to join them. Serenity took a shaky breath and stepped forward, joining hands with Elizabeth and Bridget to complete the circle. Elizabeth’s eyes locked with Serenity’s and the girl gave her a brave smile. She forced herself to smile back, though involving both herself and her daughter in any kind of magic made her nervous.
 
   “What’s about to happen may feel strange,” Iona said. “But if you want to find this other vampire and free Sebastian, you can’t break the circle.”
 
   Serenity and Elizabeth nodded obediently.
 
   Iona closed her eyes to concentrate and began her chant. “I draw from the elements of the earth to locate the owner of this object. I draw from the elements … I draw from the elements … I draw from the elements …”
 
   The air seemed to vibrate around them and Serenity’s hair lifted from its roots, her skin prickling with a sensation close to pins and needles. The experience was uncomfortable, but not painful. She glanced at Elizabeth, hoping the prickling wasn’t hurting her, but Elizabeth’s attention remained focused on the ring.
 
   “Integer possessorem!” Iona declared, her voice sounding older, stronger. “Find her!”
 
   The ring began to spin, speeding up and becoming a blur of gold. Around the circle of metal, specs of multi-colored dust began to gather, whirling around the object. More dust gathered, a mini sandstorm in the middle of a double-wide trailer. Before their eyes, the movement seemed to erode a hole into the trailer floor, the tip of the twister digging deeper as the sides grew higher.
 
   Serenity gasped, her hold on both Elizabeth and Bridget’s hands tightening.
 
   “Show us!” Iona cried. A wind whipped up around them, blowing their hair from their faces. Bridget’s long skirt wrapped tight around her legs. Serenity expected the dust to lash against her face, clog her throat and scratch her eyes, but, strangely, she didn’t feel it at all. Though she could see the specks as clearly as the room around her, the dust itself seemed to have no form.
 
   The spiral grew wider, enveloping them. Serenity twisted her head to check behind her. The twister wrapped around the group, reaching right up to the trailer’s ceiling. The hole in the floor spread, causing them to edge back.
 
   “Don’t break the circle!” Iona yelled above the wind.
 
   Their arms were stretched, Serenity’s fingertips barely clasping Elizabeth’s. If the hole before them grew any larger, she’d have no choice but to break the circle and she’d do so by pulling Elizabeth into her arms.
 
   But the hole remained the same size, like a twister on the ocean.
 
   “Show us the location of the owner of this ring.”
 
   Where before, the spiral of dust had been a whirl of color, the colors now began to separate and gather, forming shapes and patterns. The wind continued lashing around their bodies, yet the gusts didn’t disperse the molecules. Instead, behind them and below their feet, pictures began to appear, as clear as if Serenity were looking through a window and seeing a view outside.
 
   A white sign post reading Serra Mesa Recreation Center. A small airfield. Rows of citrus groves, a horse stable nestled in between. A freeway signpost for the Interstate 5 Freeway to San Diego. Then the expanse of gray industrial buildings. 
 
   Suddenly, the wind stopped and the twister dropped into small piles of dust around them. The hole vanished, leaving the polished wood floors intact.
 
   Breathing hard, Iona dropped Elizabeth and Bridget’s hands, breaking the circle.
 
   “Did you see what you needed?” she gasped, bent over, her hands on her knees as she looked up at Serenity.
 
   Serenity pressed her lips together and nodded. “I think so. She’s definitely in Serra Mesa, in San Diego. I can only assume we’ll find her in one of the industrial buildings.”
 
   “Do you think you’ll be able to find the right one?”
 
   Vincent spoke up. “If you get me close enough, I’ll be able to sense her.”
 
   Serenity turned to him, hope lightening her heart. “Are you sure?”
 
   He gave a surly nod. “I’ll chase her out like a weasel from a hole.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian’s eyes shot open. 
 
   Serenity rushed to his side, relief flooding through her. Though she hadn’t wanted to admit it out loud, she’d been terrified he might not find his way home this time. 
 
   “Hey.” She smiled at him. “You’re back.”
 
   He tried to return the smile, but his expression seemed to be forced. The patch of dried skin had spread upward, creeping over his jaw and cheek. Serenity thought if she touched his cheek, flakes would come away on her fingertips, like the wing of a butterfly or moth. 
 
   Sebastian looked around at all the faces watching him, his green eyes dull. With effort, he pushed himself to sitting and struggled to his feet.
 
   “Excuse me,” he said, muscling his way through the room, not looking at anyone. “I need some space.”
 
   “Daddy?” Elizabeth stared after him, worry written all over her small face.
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie,” said Serenity. “Stay here a minute, okay? I’m just going to talk to your father.”
 
   The little girl’s lower lip trembled. “He’s not going to die, is he?”
 
   “No, Elizabeth.” She tried to be firm, tried to make herself believe her own words as well. “No one is going to die.”
 
   Iona, Bridget and Vincent all glanced at one another, but Serenity tried to ignore the implication of their expressions. Instead, she followed Sebastian from the trailer. She almost expected Iona’s men to be surrounding him, but they were nowhere to be seen. Neither was Sebastian.
 
   She went in search, her panic mounting. What if he didn’t have full control? What if the demon affected the way he acted? Then she saw his familiar shape sitting on a low wall at the back of the camp and sighed with relief.
 
   He sat with his elbows rested on his knees, his head sunk below his shoulders. The position offered Serenity a view of the back of his neck and, in the moonlight, she noticed that the flaky, white patch of skin had grown once again, disappearing down below his shirt collar. The thought of how far the patch had spread over his beautiful skin made her want to cry. 
 
   Sebastian already seemed defeated.
 
   “Hey,” she said softly as she approached. She nodded to the spot on the wall beside him. “That seat taken?”
 
   Sebastian lifted his eyes to her. The brilliance had gone out of his green gaze, a milky film starting to form over his irises. A fist clutched at her heart, a painful lump tightening in her throat.
 
   How could someone do this to him?
 
   Serenity swallowed her emotions, knowing she needed to be strong. She sat down close, their thighs touching. Wanting to get his attention, she gave his leg a nudge with hers.
 
   “How are you doing?” 
 
   “I’m frightened,” he admitted, casting his gaze to the ground, ashamed to even look at her. “Of what’s going to happen.”
 
   “When the daytime comes?”
 
   Sebastian nodded. “I’ll sleep and then this thing will take control. I can’t stop it, Serenity. I’m scared of what I might do.”
 
   She laced her fingers through his and he lifted his eyes to hers once more. “Everything will be fine. We’ve got Iona now to stop you if the demon tries to control you.”
 
   “She’s only a girl, barely older than Elizabeth.”
 
   “But she’s powerful. She controlled the demon, made it tell her about Natasha. Don’t doubt her abilities, Sebastian.”
 
   “I’ve never been like this before. Never been helpless or at the mercy of something else.” His eyes burned. “I hate it.”
 
   She squeezed his large hand and pressed her lips together, trying to stem the tears threatening to overwhelm her. She hung her head so her hair fell over her face and stared at the ground, willing them away. Her self-control wasn’t enough and the ground blurred.
 
   “Serenity. Don’t cry. Please don’t cry.”
 
   He pulled her against him and she allowed herself to be held, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing her face into his shoulder. He still felt so solid beneath her face, still so him. If she didn’t look at him, she could almost imagine there was nothing wrong—that he was still just Sebastian with nothing dark lurking beneath the surface.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She sniffed, lifting her face. “I wanted to be strong for you. It’s you who is suffering and I’m the one blubbering like a baby.”
 
   He cupped her face between his hands, holding their faces level. “I’d cry if I could, Serenity. Believe me.”
 
   She closed her eyes briefly and nodded. When she opened them again, he leaned forward and placed a smooth, cool kiss on her lips.
 
   “I love you,” he said, brushing her remaining tears from her cheeks.
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   They locked eyes, their hands held, the intimacy of the moment more than any words could contain.
 
   Sebastian broke the moment with a sad smile. “So what now?” he asked.
 
   “Iona located Natasha.”
 
   Immediately, he sat up straight. “Where?”
 
   “San Diego. We think she’s in an industrial area in Serra Mesa.” 
 
   “So, she’s close,” said Sebastian. “Convenient.”
 
   “Perhaps she wanted to be near in case something went wrong.”
 
   “Well, what are we waiting for? We should go now!”
 
   She shook her head. “You’re not going. You need to stay here with Elizabeth.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We don’t know how long we’ll be or how much control Natasha has on the demon. Taking you to her might be asking for trouble.”
 
   “Okay,” he said slowly. “So, who is going to take on Natasha?”
 
   “Bridget and Elizabeth will stay here with you and I’ll go with Iona and Vincent. We’ll make Natasha take this thing back.”
 
   “It won’t be easy, Serenity,” he warned. “You know that.”
 
   “I know.” She gritted her teeth. “But if she doesn’t cooperate, she won’t be the first vampire I’ve had to kill.”
 
   He shook his head. “Just be careful.”
 
   “I will. I’ve got Vincent and Iona to protect me.” She stood and put her hand out to him. 
 
   Sebastian took her hand, rising from the wall. He followed her back into Iona’s trailer, where everyone regarded him anxiously as he walked in.
 
   “Daddy!” Elizabeth rushed to his side and took the hand Serenity wasn’t holding. “You’re going to be okay, I know you are.”
 
   He smiled weakly down at her. “Have you seen anything, Elizabeth?”
 
   She understood what he meant and shook her head. “Not yet. I still see you in that other place. Still lost.”
 
   He smiled again. “I was hoping for something a little more positive.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose and gave an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, Daddy.”
 
   Iona stepped in. “We’ve only got about six hours of night left. I’m not sure we’re going to be back before it gets light. I’m worried about what will happen when day comes and the demon can take over.”
 
   Sebastian nodded. “I understand. Is there anywhere I can go if you’re not back before daybreak?”
 
   “There’s a crawl space below the trailer,” she said. “You won’t be comfortable, but you’ll be protected from the light.”
 
   “That’s fine. Thank you.”
 
   Serenity squeezed his hand and he turned to her. “We’ll be back before then. You won’t have to go through another day with this thing inside you.”
 
   He forced a smile. “I hope you’re right.”
 
   Serenity released Sebastian’s hand and crouched down to her daughter. “You be good for Bridget and your dad, okay?”
 
   Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom. I’m not a baby anymore, you know.”
 
   Serenity grinned. “I know, but you’ll always be a baby to me—even when you’re twenty.”
 
   Elizabeth’s face scrunched up. “That’s really old, Mom.”
 
   She laughed, the first time in a while. “Yeah, ancient.”
 
   “We need to get moving,” said Iona.
 
   Serenity scooped Elizabeth up in a final hug, imprinting the memory of her daughter’s soft hair beneath her face, her arms around her neck in a tight squeeze, on her mind. Elizabeth hugged her back, hard. 
 
   Serenity untangled herself and stood straight. She turned and kissed Sebastian goodbye, aware of all the eyes in the room on her. 
 
   “Be careful,” he told her.
 
   “You too.”
 
   The small group divided into two—Bridget, Elizabeth and Sebastian all staying at the trailer, while Serenity, Iona and Vincent headed to the car. Henry and Conner were back, flanking the trailer door like two doormen at a club. Their presence was for Bridget’s benefit—just in case the others didn’t get back in time for sunrise.
 
   Serenity climbed into the driver’s seat. Vincent slid in beside her around the passenger side and Iona climbed in the back. It felt strange to have another girl sitting in the spot where Elizabeth should be.
 
   With her stomach in knots, she started the vehicle and maneuvered a three-point turn to head back the way they’d come.
 
   Before long, they left the town and the trailer camp far behind, driving along the open, empty desert road.
 
   “We’ll reach San Diego within a few hours,” said Iona from the back seat, as though sensing Serenity’s anxiety about not only being parted from the two people she loved best in the world, but also having to face another vampire who wanted her dead. “This Natasha won’t stand a chance against us. My magic is stronger than a solitary vampire will ever be.”
 
   “And even if it isn’t,” interjected Vincent. “I’m as strong as she is. We were created at the same time by the same vampire. No one else in the world is more her equal than me.”
 
   “So, she’s like your sister,” Iona said, pursing her lips and casting her gaze upward.
 
   Vincent snorted. “I guess she suffers from a bad case of sibling rivalry. She didn’t like anyone else being close to our maker. She wanted to be the only one. We were never exactly going to be friends, but then Demitri learned of my mother’s powers and forced her into Sebastian’s home. He threatened to keep me locked beneath ground, to starve me, if I didn’t get my mother to do as he wanted and find out more about the girl.”
 
   “Elizabeth,” Serenity said, her voice hard. She’d also not forgotten that Vincent had played his part in keeping her daughter captive, even if he had been threatened himself. “Her name is Elizabeth.”
 
   “Sorry.” The big vampire looked away, glancing out the window. “Anyway, Natasha couldn’t believe her luck when she found out about Demitri blackmailing my mother and me. In her twisted little mind, she figured Demitri’s actions meant he loved her best, that I was only being used. The stupid creature didn’t understand Demitri used everyone eventually. Her turn simply hadn’t come yet. But then you killed him, so her turn would never come. She’ll never truly understand what Demitri was about.”
 
   Serenity allowed his words to sink in. The monologue was the longest she’d ever heard him speak.
 
   He turned to Serenity, fixing her with his gray gaze. The vampire dwarfed the inside of the large car, his presence overwhelming her in the same way Sebastian’s did—as though he took up more space than regular people, and not just because of his physical size. “I’m sorry for what I did to you daughter. I want to make things right.”
 
   “Thank you, Vincent.” She paused for a moment. “What about Sebastian? It’s unlikely we’ll return before daybreak. We’ve got to drive to San Diego and back and still find and confront Natasha.”
 
   “They’ll be fine until daybreak,” said Iona. “Sebastian has been able to keep the demon at bay when he’s been awake. Only when he’s asleep does the demon take control.”
 
   “And what happens if we’re not going to make it back for morning?”
 
   Vincent set his jaw. “If we’re running out of time, we’ll have to dump the car and I’ll run with you.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that,” said Iona.
 
   He twisted in his seat to face her. “Well, unless you can do some kind of transportation spell, I’m afraid we don’t have many other choices.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Iona,” said Serenity, keeping her eyes on the road. “I’ve traveled that way with a vampire before. The speed takes some getting used to, but it’s safe.” Sensing the tension radiating off the young sorceress, she changed the subject. “I’m worried whether we made the right choice about how we separated.”
 
   “I need you with me,” said Iona. “You’re the one with experience killing vampires. And I’m sure as hell not approaching one vampire without another one on our side. Besides, I’m sure you don’t want Elizabeth involved in all of this. Leaving her behind was for the best. Bridget is strong enough to protect her and my people are around in case she needs help.”
 
   “So, you don’t think Sebastian should be with us?”
 
   She shook her head. “Too dangerous. We don’t yet understand the sort of control this Natasha might have over the demon. Putting the two in the same room may create all sorts of consequences.”
 
   Serenity sighed. “Okay, you’ve convinced me. I’m just terrified about how all of this will turn out.” She took her eyes off the road briefly to glance at Iona.
 
   The girl looked back, her ice-blue eyes wide. “Honestly, so am I.”
 
   She gave her a wry smile. “You’re not making me feel any better.”
 
   She shrugged. “Sorry. I might have all this power, but I’m still only sixteen.”
 
   Serenity’s heart went out to her. It was easy to forget Iona was not much more than a kid. And one who’d grown up with no parents. In many ways, she shared much in common with Elizabeth. After all, her own daughter had spent most of her childhood so far with one of her parents missing.
 
   They stayed on the interstate, Serenity pushing her speed as much as she dared. She wished they’d used Vincent instead of taking the car. It would have saved them a couple of hours easily. But she knew Iona would never have gone for that option and Iona’s men would never have allowed it. Only when they had no other choice would the sorceress’ hand be forced.
 
   Serenity blinked hard, her eyes hot and gritty from tiredness, and forced them open. After a while, Iona dozed in the back, though of course Vincent remained bolt upright and wide awake.
 
   “I can drive, if you’d like?” the vampire offered.
 
   She shook her head. “No, thank you. I’m fine.” She didn’t want to relinquish her small amount of control.
 
   Eventually, the landscape began to change, the desert giving way to greener mountains. About an hour outside of the city, Serenity pulled over at a service station and took a break, using the time to buy herself coffee and use the restroom. Vincent stayed by the car, looking like an intimidating bodyguard. Iona didn’t wake when they stopped, so Serenity let her sleep.
 
   She wished she’d thought to carry her own phone. A call back to Bridget now to check on Elizabeth and Sebastian was just what she needed.
 
   Back on the road again, her nerves grew in relation to the distance they’d covered. She had no idea what they were going to find. The demon told Iona that Natasha had acted alone, but the demon may have been lying. No one had even thought to question that possibility. She chewed on her lower lip, trying not to let her worries get the best of her. She had a massive vampire in the passenger seat beside her and a powerful sorceress asleep in the back seat.
 
   What could possibly go wrong?
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later, they entered the city and Serenity followed the signs for Serra Mesa. At this time in the morning, the wide streets of San Diego were deserted. Tall, evergreen eucalyptus trees lined the sidewalks.
 
   They crossed Areo Drive, into the Serra Mesa district. Immediately, the small group sat up, watching out the windows for any signs of an industrial estate.
 
   “I knew I should have gotten sat-nav,” Serenity muttered. She wished she hadn’t let Sebastian’s dislike of all things technological affect her own choices quite so much.
 
   Much of the housing on either side were smaller properties than Serenity was used to in the Hollywood Hills, homes for single-parent families or those on a low income. No wonder the government had allowed an industrial area to crop up here. The residents didn’t have enough money to fight them.
 
   “There,” Iona said, pointing to a crop of tall buildings. Serenity turned left and slowed the car to a crawl. Most of the buildings were clearly in use and would probably be populated with night guards—electrical businesses, hardware stores, and a US Army Maintenance shop.
 
   “Pull over,” said Vincent. “I’ll be able to get a better sense of her with my feet on the ground.”
 
   Serenity did as he asked and they all climbed from the car. 
 
   “Anything?” she whispered. 
 
   “Shhh.” Vincent stood still, his huge muscles tensed, his head cocked to the side like an animal.
 
   She fell silent, not wanting to interrupt him again, praying he’d pick up a scent.
 
   Suddenly, he strode off and called back over his shoulder, “Follow me.”
 
   Serenity and Iona exchanged a glance and then hurried after him.
 
   They half-jogged around the corner into a square parking lot surrounded by single-story buildings with roll-down shutters like garage doors. Many of them had business names beside the shutters, but a few had For Rent signs attached to their doors. 
 
   Vincent put out a hand to stop them. “She’s here,” he said, keeping his voice low. “And she probably knows we’re here too.”
 
   The vampire strode over to one of the units, wrapped his fingers beneath the shutter and ripped up. The bottom of the door came away, turning the previously rigid structure into a floppy piece of metal.
 
   The stench of rotting eggs hit them like a tidal wave.
 
   In unison, they gasped, turning their faces away. Serenity lifted her arm over her mouth and nose, her eyes watering from the stink. The back of her throat contracted and she consciously tried not to breathe through her nostrils.
 
   “I knew you’d come.”
 
   Natasha’s voice came from the back of the unit and Serenity braced herself, expecting an attack. When none came, she nodded to Vincent, who lifted the now-ruined door, allowing Serenity and Iona to duck beneath. The big vampire followed close behind.
 
   Only a single florescent strip lit the large space, causing darkness to spill over much of the walls and floor. At first, Serenity didn’t see Natasha, but then her eyes grew used to the change in light and she could make out the vampire sitting against the far wall, cloaked in shadows.
 
   Natasha struggled to her feet.
 
   Her short blonde hair was missing in clumps, leaving her skull pale and flaking beneath. Patches of pink flesh were exposed on her cheeks and the backs of her arms and hands. She stood, her shoulders rounded over, her back curved like an old woman.
 
   As they stepped farther into the unit, the stench grew stronger. 
 
   “Sulphur,” Serenity realized aloud. “The smell is sulphur.”
 
   Vincent stared at Natasha in horror. “What the hell did you do?”
 
   The other vampire laughed, a raw, coarse sound. “Hell is about right, Vincent. I made a deal with the other side, my immortality in exchange for a demon.”
 
   “That wasn’t what the demon told us,” said Serenity, hoping her voice wouldn’t shake.
 
   She cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve spoken with it?”
 
   “We summoned it. It told us you’d promised Elizabeth’s soul.”
 
   Natasha laughed again. “Yes, well, of course that was a promise I couldn’t necessarily keep. You could call the addition of my own immortality a …” She sought for the words. “Fringe benefit.”
 
   “So, you’re going to die?” Serenity shot Iona a frantic look. If Natasha was going to die anyway, threatening to kill her would make no difference.
 
   “I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   Iona stepped forward. “You need to reverse whatever spell you used.”
 
   Natasha’s milky gaze traveled up and down Iona’s petite body. She curled her lip in a snarl. “So you brought a little witchy friend with you, Vincent. You don’t now believe a witch is stronger than a vampire, I hope?”
 
   Vincent folded his arms across his chest. “No, but Serenity wanted her here.”
 
   “Tell us the spell you used,” Iona insisted.
 
   “I didn’t use a spell. I’m not a witch.”
 
   Iona’s eyes narrowed. “So how did you do this?”
 
   “Do you actually think I’d tell you? If so, you people are more stupid than I gave you credit for.”
 
   “Well, whatever you did, you need to stop!” said Vincent. “A little girl might end up dead because of you.”
 
   “Good!” she spat, her eyes blazing yellow with venom. She directed her gaze at Serenity. “It’s her I want to hurt and if killing her child is the best way of doing so, then I’ll enjoy every minute.”
 
   “Even if it means the end of your own existence?” Vincent continued. “Look at yourself, Natasha. Look at what you’ve done to yourself. And for what?”
 
   “I don’t care about anything except getting revenge for what she did to Demitri.”
 
   Vincent dwarfed the female vampire as he stood before her, his whole body tense. “How can you say that? He was a monster! He kidnapped a small child.”
 
   “Demitri was my maker. He was everything to me.”
 
   “He didn’t love you. He only cared about himself.”
 
   She snarled at Vincent. “How could you do this, traitor? He was your maker too!”
 
   “Demitri used my mother to get what he wanted.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes and smirked at him, flashing her fangs. “Aw, mama’s boy…”
 
   Serenity turned to the sixteen-year-old sorceress at her side. “Iona…?” Her eyes beseeched her. This was a pitiful situation. It would almost have been better to find Natasha strong and fighting. As it was, she’d already given up her life. What did they have left to threaten her with to make her take back what she’d done?
 
   “You need to take back your vow, vampire,” said Iona. “Remove the demon from Sebastian or I will make sure you die here and now.”
 
   Natasha’s milky eyes flicked over to Serenity and then back to Iona. “What can you do? You can’t hurt me.”
 
   Iona glanced back over her shoulder toward Vincent. “I suggest you stand back.”
 
   He didn’t need to be told twice. The vampire flicked back in a blur, moving to stand close to the entrance.
 
   Iona held her hand out at chest level, chanting words in a low tone, her head bent. Natasha stared at the girl, her nose wrinkled in scorn. 
 
   A ball of light, like a crystal ball, burst from Iona’s palm and she held it toward Natasha. Beams of light radiated from the orb and a scream tore from the vampire’s throat. Immediately, her skin began to burn and smoke, the acrid stench of burning flesh filling the air.
 
   The young sorceress snapped her palm shut and the ball disappeared. 
 
   Natasha gave another shriek of rage, holding her smoldering hands out in front of her. “Look what you’ve done to me, you little bitch!”
 
   “Tell us how you called the demon into our world and I won’t burn you again.”
 
   “Never!”
 
   Iona huffed air through her nostrils in determination. “Very well.”
 
   She spoke her words again and the ball of light reappeared. With a simple tilt of her hand, Iona sent the light pouring toward Natasha. The vampire held her arms crossed in front of her face as though hoping to protect herself, but small flames licked her skin and acrid smoke began to fill the room, catching in the back of Serenity’s throat.
 
   Natasha continued to scream, the flames growing higher.
 
   She could run. Why doesn’t she even attempt to run?
 
   Fresh nerves wormed their way through Serenity’s stomach. Something wasn’t right here.
 
   Iona snapped her hand back again and the light vanished.
 
   Natasha howled in anger and pain, but both the flames and smoke dissipated and the vampire began to heal, albeit far more slowly than she normally would have.
 
   “If she won’t help us, just kill her,” said Vincent.
 
   Iona stepped forward, closing the gap between herself and Natasha, and then frowned. Her head tilted to one side as if listening for something.
 
   Vincent snarled, barging forward. “What are you waiting for?”
 
   “Wait,” said Iona, putting out an arm to stop him. “Something’s different about this place.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Serenity took in the sight of the windowless container. It was totally devoid of any soul. Cold and sterile, with the exception of the two vampires and the sorceress in the room, nothing could be more ordinary. 
 
   “I’m not sure. I’m getting some kind of—”
 
   “Okay, okay! No more,” Natasha interrupted, her eyes flaring yellow beneath the milky glaze on her irises. “But the only person I’ll tell is her.” She pointed at Serenity.
 
   “Why?” demanded Serenity. “I’ll only tell the others what I know.”
 
   “This is between you and me. No one else.”
 
   Serenity’s eyes narrowed. “So why are you involving my family?”
 
   “Because you stole mine from me, that’s why.”
 
   Serenity looked to the others for confirmation about what to do, but Iona gave a shrug—she could hardly ask advice from a sixteen-year-old—and Vincent stood with his arms folded, his face stony.
 
   The vampire was injured and looked like she was falling to pieces. Surely, she was no longer capable of doing her any harm, especially with Iona and Vincent there to protect her. 
 
   With her heart in her throat, Serenity stepped forward. “Fine. Tell me what you did, but don’t expect me not to pass on the information.”
 
   “Do with it whatever you will.”
 
   As she drew closer, the stench of rotting eggs grew almost overwhelming and she had to fight the urge to gag.
 
   Only a couple of feet remained between them. Serenity could clearly make out the extent of Natasha’s wounds, the way the skin peeled back from the flesh, how raw and awful the sores appeared. She hated the idea that if they didn’t sort this thing out, Sebastian might end up the same way.
 
   From out of nowhere, Natasha launched at Serenity. The vampire filled her vision and then collided with her, knocking her to the ground. Serenity’s back slammed against the floor. The stench overwhelmed her, a thick blanket making her gasp for fresh air. The vampire’s hand locked in her hair, yanking her head back, and the next thing Serenity knew a searing, burning pain pierced her throat.
 
   I’ve been bitten, she thought, panic surging through her. Oh God, I’ve been bitten!
 
   A moment later, Natasha’s weight lifted off her body, the burning pain in her throat lessening to a dull ache. Vincent’s huge form towered over her and he twisted his body like a shot-putter, flinging the other vampire against the far wall. Natasha smashed against it and slid down to a sitting position. She tilted her head back, laughing, Serenity’s blood dripping down her chin in rivulets of deep red.
 
   “I don’t care what you do to me, Vincent. Now I know the people who killed Demitri will die, I welcome my death.”
 
   Serenity’s attention left Natasha, snatched by the sight of Iona. The girl’s face was twisted in rage. Her white-blonde hair streamed out, as though a wind Serenity could not feel blew around her. Her ice-blue eyes appeared silver in the dim light. A ball of light enveloped her, her feet lifted two inches from the ground, her toes dipped toward the floor. 
 
   Serenity stared, her mouth hanging open, her injury momentarily forgotten.
 
   Iona held her hand out toward Natasha. “Combustio!” she declared. “Burn!”
 
   A beam of light poured from Iona’s fingertips and hit Natasha directly in the chest, right above her heart. The vampire had only a moment, her expression registering a strange combination of exultation and horror, when suddenly she went up in a puff off ash which fell down around them like soot from a volcano.
 
   Iona dropped back to the floor and the light vanished.
 
   Serenity sat up, clutching a hand to her throat. Her blood was hot and sticky beneath her fingers, and the flow didn’t seem to be slowing. 
 
   “Vincent …” she croaked.
 
   In a smear of color, the big vampire darted to her side. He crouched beside her. 
 
   More hot blood soaked into the collar of her shirt and her vision started to blur at the edges, black dots dancing in front of her vision.
 
   His serious grey eyes locked on hers, a frown creasing his forehead. “You know what I need to do, Serenity. So you’ll heal.”
 
   She knew. She’d need to take his blood. Doing so made her feel as though she was betraying Sebastian, but she had no choice. If she didn’t, she would die.
 
   “Okay.” Her voice came out weak and raspy. “Okay, do it.”
 
   Vincent’s eyes glowed yellow in the dim light and he snarled, his fangs protruding from beneath his full upper lip. The muscles in his huge jaw knotted up, making him seem even more ferocious and big than he already was. His eyes locked on Serenity’s bleeding throat. A spike of terror jarred through her, certain the vampire was about to launch at her and finish the job Natasha had started, but then he lowered his mouth to his own wrist and bit hard.
 
   Serenity pushed down her revulsion at needing to drink blood. This wasn’t the time to be squeamish. 
 
   The big vampire offered his bloodied wrist to her, locking her focus with his fierce yellow eyes.  “You need to be quick,” he hissed.
 
   Not allowing herself any more time to think, her world continuing to gray at the edges, she leaned forward and placed her lips against the cool of his skin. The room spun around her and her grip on the real world loosened. She began to fall backward, about to hit the floor once again, but he caught her, his arm wrapped around her back to hold her up, the huge bulge of his bicep pressing between her shoulder blades.
 
   As the first drops of his cool blood passed her lips, she felt herself rise back to the surface. She swallowed, the slick fluid dribbling down the inside of her throat. Regaining strength, her lips locked around the wound on Vincent’s wrist, sucking harder to draw more of the thick, rich blood into her mouth.
 
   Her fingers gripped the bulk of his shoulders, digging into the hard knots of his muscles. God, she wished taking a vampire’s blood wasn’t so damn intimate. She didn’t want anything to change the way she felt about either Sebastian or Vincent. She drank, gulping down mouthfuls of thick, iron-tinged blood, connecting with Vincent in a way she had only ever done with Sebastian. A part of her sensed how he felt—how he focused on the thud of her heartbeat and how her pulse began to speed up the more she drank. And he centered his attention on the warmth of her lips pressed against his skin, on the soft brush of her moist tongue against the wound as it started to heal …
 
   Serenity forced herself to pull away. But a buzz existed between them now, a strange connection she couldn’t see, like they were somehow walking in each other’s skin.
 
   “I’m sorry …” she said, not even sure why she was apologizing.
 
   “It’s okay, look. He took her hand and placed her own fingers upon the place where the gash in her throat had been. Though still sticky with her blood, the skin was smooth.
 
   Still holding her, Vincent pulled her hand away and stared down at her blood-covered fingers. Without even thinking, she allowed him to lift her hand to his lips and slowly suck the blood away with his cold mouth, his gray eyes locked on hers.
 
   Her senses came back to her. “Oh, God,” she snatched her hand away. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let you do that.”
 
   Vincent didn’t subdue the intensity of his gaze. “What? Save your life?”
 
   She scrabbled to her feet. “You know exactly what I mean.”
 
   He seemed to study her for a moment, then ducked his head in a strange mock bow. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
 
   “When you two have finished,” interrupted Iona. “There is something you need to see.”
 
   Grateful for the distraction, Serenity turned from Vincent to where Iona now crossed the pile of ash that used to be Natasha. The girl grimaced as the substance clung to her sneakers. “Damn vampires,” she muttered.
 
   She reached the back of the unit, only a couple feet past where Natasha had been standing.
 
   Iona reached out her hand and stroked the air with one outstretched finger. The air rippled and shimmered, like a thin film of oil on water.
 
   Serenity blinked, wondering if what she’d seen was real and not just a trick of the light. But there wasn’t enough light to cause a trick. The place Iona touched seemed to conjure up a luminosity of its own.
 
   “The boundaries between our world and Dominion are thin here,” the sorceress said. 
 
   The madness of what had just happened had left Serenity bewildered and this didn’t help. “What does that mean?”
 
   “The other world that Sebastian visits—Dominion—exists around us all the time, but we can’t see the other world and they can’t see us. Yet we exist in the same time and space. In some places, the layer that hides their world from ours becomes thin, like a translucent veil. In these places, it’s sometimes possible to draw an entity between the worlds.”
 
   “Like how Natasha brought the demon over and into Sebastian.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “So, can we use this place to send the demon back again?”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure we can.”
 
   “Don’t we need Sebastian to be here?”
 
   She shook her head. “The demon doesn’t have a physical form here, yet. This veiled place is simply a way of reconnecting the demon with its own world. If I can make that connection happen, the demon will leave Sebastian and go back.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I can do a spell ordering anything not of this world to return through the veil. This is the only place my magic will be strong enough to penetrate between the two worlds.”
 
   Serenity realized what this meant and her heart lifted. “So, you can remove the demon from Sebastian?” Saying his name caused a pang of guilt to tighten in her stomach. He’d smell Vincent on her. Would he think differently of her now, even though she’d had no choice but to take his blood?
 
   “Natasha realized I’d sensed the veil,” said Iona. “That’s why she tried to distract us by promising to tell you the truth and then attacked you.”
 
   “She must have known we wouldn’t let her live!”
 
   “I think she realized there was nothing more she could do that would stop us finding the veil. But she wanted to die. Did you see the expression on her face when I destroyed her? It was triumph.”
 
   “Why would she want to die?”
 
   “She’d done everything she could,” said Vincent. “She knew she’d hurt you. I guess that’s all she ever wanted.”
 
   Serenity scowled. “Great.” She couldn’t help but feel some animosity toward Vincent, her emotions a mess, sensing his presence too acutely in the room. She turned to Iona. “So what do you need to do?”
 
   “A spell—a calling of the natural forces and an incantation.”
 
   “And you can do this right now?”
 
   Iona nodded.
 
   “Do it then!” Serenity cried. “What are we waiting for?”
 
   “It’s dangerous. If Sebastian is back in Dominion as well, he might not be able to get back.”
 
   The implication of her words sank in and Serenity’s heart dropped like lead in her chest. “Do we have any other options?”
 
   Iona shook her head. “I’m sorry, but no.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “Okay, do whatever you need to do.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The force of Sebastian’s nervous tension filled the trailer.
 
   He sat at Iona’s round dining room table, his elbows pressed on the glass surface, his forehead rested on his hands.
 
   Elizabeth had finally given in to sleep and lay curled up on the couch, her head resting in Bridget’s lap. Bridget, too, slept, her head down, her chin resting on her chest.
 
   It was impossible for Sebastian to while away the hours so easily. He hated feeling not only weak and useless, but also like he was constantly under suspicion. Yes, he was a vampire, and perhaps should be used to not being trusted, but since meeting Serenity, he’d fallen too easily into the role of protector. He took care of his family, he wasn’t the one who threatened their safety. 
 
   He sensed the presence of Iona’s two pieces of Irish muscle standing either side of the door outside the trailer. He heard the rhythmical thump of their hearts, felt the heat their bodies radiated. Smelled their blood. He was sick of being in this situation—two humans thinking themselves better than him—watching him as though he were a piece of dirt.
 
   Sebastian didn’t like being cooped up, but he had little choice in the matter. He needed to be here for news of what was happening in San Diego. He also needed to be here in case the damned demon decided to take over again.
 
   He wished he could confront the thing inside him. He tried to focus internally, to get some sort of sense of the thing everyone told him appeared when he lost consciousness, but, other than the loss of his strengths and the changes in his physical appearance, he got no impression of the threat lurking inside him.
 
   A low moan from the couch dragged Sebastian’s thoughts from himself. Elizabeth’s head twisted one way and then the next, squirming away from her old nanny. A frown marked her small forehead and she muttered in her sleep, “No … please, no …”
 
   Sebastian pushed back his chair and darted to crouch at her side. “Elizabeth?”
 
   She didn’t wake. Instead, the volume of her moans increased. She thrashed from side to side, her hands bunched into fists, her whole body tensed as though in the grips of a fit. Distress pinched her small features.
 
   Elizabeth’s movements woke Bridget. The older woman blinked and rubbed at her eyes, then looked around as though reminding herself where she was. She caught sight of Elizabeth and sat up straight. Her gaze flicked to Sebastian, concern etched across her features. “Is she okay?”
 
   Sebastian frowned. “She’s dreaming.”
 
   Implication weighted his words. They both knew Elizabeth’s dreams were not always just dreams.
 
   “We should wake her,” said Bridget, leaning across to shake the little girl awake.
 
   Sebastian’s hand shot out, halting her. “No, wait. We may interrupt her learning something important.”
 
   Bridget stared at him in dismay. “You can’t let her suffer, Sebastian!”
 
   He gave himself a mental shake. What the hell was he thinking?
 
   “No, of course not.” He reached out and stroked Elizabeth’s hair from her face. Her forehead felt clammy, her dark curls clinging to her skin. She moaned again as his cool fingers touched her. “Elizabeth, honey. Time to wake up.”
 
   “No, Daddy!” Elizabeth shrieked. “Don’t! Stop it!”
 
   Alarm raced through him. “Elizabeth, you’re having a bad dream. You need to wake up now!”
 
   Elizabeth’s eyes shot open and she bolted upright, panting. In a parody of Bridget only moments earlier, she looked around. Only, unlike Bridget, she didn’t seem to see the trailer or the people around her. Her eyes didn’t focus on either of their faces, instead, staring right through them as though witnessing a scene they weren’t privy to. 
 
   “What is it?” Sebastian asked, terrified of the answer. “Is it Mommy?”
 
   It was all he could think—that something had happened to Serenity. Normally, he sensed her presence in the world, a connection through the blood she took from him once a month and from the emotional connection they had. But, right now, he sensed nothing, as if something had interrupted their connection. His instincts told him he couldn’t hold the demon responsible for this particular change.
 
   He hoped she was safe.
 
   Bridget reached out and placed her palm over the back of Elizabeth’s hand. “Did something happen—” she started, but Elizabeth’s eyes widened in horror and locked on Bridget’s face.
 
   “Oh, no, Bridget!” The little girl burst into tears.
 
   Sebastian reached for his daughter, but she flinched away, moving fully into her old nanny’s embrace.
 
   “Something bad’s gonna happen,” she sobbed. “Something real bad.”
 
   “Tell me, Elizabeth,” Sebastian demanded, his tone firm. “You need to tell me what’s going to happen, so we can stop it.”
 
   The girl cringed closer to Bridget. “Get away from here, Daddy! You need to leave, right now!”
 
   “Why?!” He reached for her again, but she cowered and cried.
 
   “Stop it, Sebastian,” said Bridget. “You’re frightening her.”
 
   “She’s already frightened. I need to know what she saw.”
 
   The two Irish men banged in through the door. “What’s going on?” demanded the sandy-haired Conner.
 
   Sebastian spun around the face them, his eyes blazing yellow. “My daughter had a nightmare. It’s none of your concern.”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t seem to me like she wants you to comfort her right now, buddy.”
 
   Sebastian spun between the burly Irish men and his frightened child. He knew his eyes blazed yellow and he fought to control his emotions. His actions only created a vision of the thing they were all frightened of.
 
   And right now, it didn’t seem to be anything to do with a demon.
 
   Right now, they were afraid of him.
 
    
 
   Iona stood before the veiled place, that thin membrane between the two worlds. She stood with her feet apart, her hands held in front of her body, palms up. With her head lowered, her long white-blonde hair fell over her face.
 
   Serenity waited several feet behind, anxiously chewing her lower lip. She felt Vincent’s presence looming just behind her shoulder. Even though he’d saved her life, she struggled with her emotions about having him so close. 
 
   Guilt, she realized. That was the reason she didn’t want him near her, near any of them. She’d experienced an intimate connection with the big vampire—something she hadn’t experienced with anyone but Sebastian before. Also, this vampire had played a hand in kidnapping her daughter. The last thing she should be thinking about is how his mouth felt around her fingers.
 
   Damn it! Stop thinking about it then. They had bigger things to worry about.
 
   She forced herself to concentrate on Iona. The girl spoke in mumbled tones, just loud enough for Serenity to understand that she spoke in Latin. With her words, the area in front of her began to thicken, like textured glass, but with a fluid motion.
 
   She wondered what would happen if she were to attempt to step through the strange spot. Would she find herself in the other place? If she put one arm through, would the arm exist in one reality and not the other?
 
   Or had she got the whole thing completely wrong? After all, Iona said it was a veil, not a doorway. Perhaps she’d watched too many sci-fi movies?
 
   The young sorceress’s words grew louder, more commanding. With her hair falling over her face, Serenity couldn’t see her lips move or the expression on her features, but part of her wondered if the same thing would occur as what happened at her trailer when she’d been unable to summon the demon. Would Iona’s ancestors find her here, at this random place in San Diego, and help her complete the spell?
 
   A spot of darkness gathered above Iona’s head, like a small gathering storm cloud set in fast-forward. With it came a distant scream of rage and Serenity gasped, taking a step away. That forming darkness seemed awfully familiar—the same thing she’d seen lurking beneath the skin of the man she loved.
 
   Iona lifted her face upward with a sudden, jerking movement. Her eyes were wide, but unfocused. The pool of black continued to grow, swirling above her head.
 
   “Return to the world from hence you came,” she commanded, speaking to the entity above. “Release your hold on this world and go back to where you belong. I command you through the power of our nature.” 
 
   Noooo!
 
   Serenity heard the word screeched in defiance. 
 
   “The pull of your world in this place is too strong for you to resist. Release your hold on the one you inhabit and return!”
 
    
 
   Sebastian’s consciousness jolted to one side, the room going black for a fraction of a second, before returning. Something had changed.
 
   Elizabeth stared at him with wide, terrified eyes. “It’s happening.”
 
   “What? What’s happening?” 
 
   Something seemed to move inside his head and across his vision, like catching movement from the corner of his eye. Instantly he knew what he’d seen.
 
   The demon.
 
   Serenity and Iona must have done something, but what? A fission of fear raced through him. Whatever it was, he didn’t think it was good.
 
   Sudden pain raced through him, like every nerve ending was on fire, and he roared in alarm. Falling in on himself, his knees hit the floor and he hugged his arms to his chest, his back curled over. He was dimly aware of every eye in the trailer fixed on him, the tension elevated to a point of breaking.
 
   Sebastian lifted his pale hand and something dark rippled beneath his skin, passing from the tips of his fingers, across the back of his hand and up his arm. Was this the demon? The thing Serenity had seen in his face?
 
   Suddenly, he could feel the creature inside him, like a huge parasite wanting to crawl from his skin. Overcome with revulsion, Sebastian roared. He wanted to reach inside and somehow rip the fiend from his own body.
 
   Gripped in madness, he thrashed from one side of the room to the other, knocking furniture flying, like a whirling dervish. His skin stretched outward, as though the demon was trying to tear skin from bone, muscle and tendon. 
 
   Sebastian’s consciousness started to pull from the edges, like he was falling into a deep hole. Somehow he knew the hole didn’t exist inside himself. Instead, it was the other place—Dominion—trying to pull him back. If he went, would the demon take over forever? Would it hurt his daughter?
 
   “Get out of here, Elizabeth.” Bridget’s voice yelled in the distance. “Run and hide.”
 
   But the little girl ran to stand in front of her old nanny, holding her arms out, as though trying to protect her. “No,” she sobbed. “I can’t leave you.”
 
   “Yes, you can and you will!” Bridget turned to Conner. Roughly, she grabbed the top of Elizabeth’s arm and shoved her at him. “Get her out of here!”
 
   “Jesus, Mary and Joseph. What the fuck is that?!” Conner and Henry’s eyes were wide with horror, locked on Sebastian’s face. Sebastian couldn’t even imagine what they witnessed.
 
   He could feel his skin stretch—his face, his arms, his chest—the demon trying to burst from his body. He screamed in agony, a sound that filled the relatively small space of the trailer. The pain and the horror inside of him encompassed all thought. He’d forgotten who he was—the names of the people he loved. He was no more than a ball of writhing, struggling emotion and instinct.
 
   Out of the blur of pain and darkness, only one thing focused his mind, offering him the promise of strength and healing. 
 
   With a roar of defiance, he snapped around and bit. Merciful, hot blood poured down his throat. He focused only on the act of feeding, blocking out the screams and yells of those around him, of pitifully weak arms attempting to pull him off.
 
   As he fed, the sense of the demon weakened, as though shrinking inside of him. A screech of rage not coming from his own mind filled his head.
 
   But, instead of the blood healing him, Sebastian’s grip on the world loosened further, like he was looking at the room from the end of a long tunnel.
 
   
  
 

The last thing he saw before he lost himself to the darkness was Elizabeth clutched in Conner’s grip, her white, terrified face as she stared at him holding Bridget’s limp body in his arms.
 
    
 
   A burst of light exploded around Iona’s body, smoothing the swirling pool of darkness like water drenching flames. Serenity ducked away, her arm raised to cover her face. She collided with Vincent’s solid form, but barely registered being held in his arms once again.
 
   The light dissipated, leaving Iona standing there looking small and frail.
 
   “It’s done,” she said, though her face remained grim.
 
   “The demon is gone?” Serenity couldn’t keep the hope out of her voice.
 
   Iona nodded. “Yes. The demon is gone back to Dominion. But so, I fear, has your vampire.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity stared at Iona, aghast. “Are you telling me we’ve lost Sebastian to Dominion?”
 
   Iona nodded, her slender eyebrows drawn together with worry. “I think so, yes. The demon somehow attached itself to him and took him back with it.”
 
   “How do we get him back?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I don’t know if we can.”
 
   Serenity’s whole body trembled, tears flooding her eyes. She bit them back, fighting against the painful knot in her throat threatening to choke her. “No! Don’t say that! There must be a way.”
 
   She still stood, engulfed in Vincent’s huge frame, her back pressed against his chest. His hands gripped her upper arms and he squeezed her gently. “Something else is wrong too.”
 
   She twisted to face him, looking up at him in alarm. “What?” What else could possibly have happened?
 
   His gray eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure, but I think something’s happened to my mother.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Something doesn’t feel right. We need to get back to the trailer right away.”
 
   Serenity understood what he was saying. “We leave the car here?”
 
   “For the time being. We can’t afford to waste any more time.”
 
   They both looked to Iona for confirmation. The girl nodded. “Okay. I can’t say I’m looking forward to this, but I guess I don’t have much of a choice.”
 
   Vincent shrugged. “Unless you know some kind of teleportation spell …”
 
   She gave a wry smile. “Unfortunately not.”
 
   Serenity didn’t relish the idea of traveling with the big vampire that way either—an hour or more of being held against him while he ran through the desert. But how she felt didn’t matter. She only wanted to be by Sebastian’s side, to find a way of making this right again. She prayed Elizabeth was all right and not in too much distress over what had happened to her father.
 
   What will Sebastian look like? The same as when he slept—physically present, but otherwise vacant? She didn’t want to think about any other possibility. An awful thought occurred to her—what if they were unable to bring him back? What if they were left with a shell of a man? What would they do then? Would he continue to deteriorate and eventually die? Or would she and Elizabeth be forced to continue their lives around the shell of the man they both loved, like the family of a coma victim?
 
   She clutched the palm of her hand tight to her mouth, suppressing a sob. She couldn’t stand the thought that she’d lost him—forever this time. How would she go through each day knowing she’d never hear him speak again, never hearing him say the words “I love you?” How would Elizabeth cope? She loved her father more than anything—she worshiped him. How would she grow up to be normal—as normal as she could be—living with the knowledge her father existed in some other place?
 
   “Serenity?”
 
   Vincent’s voice drew her from her thoughts and she shook her head, sniffing back her sorrow. “Sorry.” She turned to Iona. “What about this?” She gestured to the area Iona had worked her magic through. “Do we leave it … open … like this?”
 
   “The veiled places are a part of our world and theirs, like mountains or the ocean. I wouldn’t feel comfortable trying to close it. I don’t know what effect it would have on either world.”
 
   Serenity nodded. “Okay, so we just leave.”
 
   Iona gave a single nod in return. “We just leave.”
 
   They stepped from the unit and Vincent held out his arms to them both. The two women exchanged a glance and Serenity forced a smile for Iona’s sake. If the girl had never traveled this way before, the experience was bound to be daunting. Nerves danced in Serenity’s own belly, but for different reasons. She was terrified of what they’d find when they got back, and she didn’t want to be in such close proximity to Vincent.
 
   But she had no choice.
 
   Vincent scooped Iona up in one arm and the girl suppressed an almost flirtatious squeal of surprise. Serenity stopped herself raising one eyebrow. Oh yeah? Vincent was clearly far too old for her, and not just in vampire years. He must have been in his late twenties when he’d been turned—twenty-eight, she guessed—and so was even younger than Serenity in human terms.
 
   Serenity mentally stopped herself. What was she thinking, getting possessive over him? 
 
   She cast a glance to Vincent. He studied her face and one corner of his lips turned up in a smirk, as though he knew exactly what she was thinking. Damn that vampire blood.
 
   Focusing on her need to get back to Sebastian, she stepped forward into Vincent’s body space. She wrapped her arms around his broad back, her fingers digging into muscles layered over muscle. Even if Vincent wasn’t a vampire, she thought he’d still be strong enough to carry them both. Iona clung to his other side, her legs wrapped around his waist, one arm around his neck. Vincent held them both, one in each arm, the bulge of his bicep pressing into Serenity’s back.
 
   He set off with a sudden lurch and Iona gave a shriek of surprise. The sound was quickly lost as the rush of wind snatched the air from her lungs. Serenity was used to traveling this way and tucked her face against the ball of his shoulder, trying not to inhale the musky, masculine scent of him. She still had his blood racing through her veins and, as such, was aware of everything around her with a heightened sensitivity—including his muscles contracting beneath her body in a way that went beyond distracting.
 
   His run felt different from Sebastian’s, somehow less graceful, more loping, despite the obvious speed.
 
   Sebastian, Sebastian, Sebastian …
 
   She clung to the hope that Iona had been wrong and he was safe.
 
   Another fear worried at her. What if, by her taking Vincent’s blood, Sebastian had lost his connection to her? What if that connection had been the last thing holding him to this world?
 
   Or, even worse, he had sensed what happened between her and Vincent and simply decided to let go.
 
   No, she couldn’t blame herself. If she hadn’t taken Vincent’s blood she would have died, no question. But perhaps her physical and emotional response could have been different?
 
   She struggled against fresh tears, knowing they wouldn’t help anyone. She couldn’t change what had happened, but, if it turned out Sebastian was lost in this other place, she would do everything in her power to get him back again.
 
   With Vincent’s speed, the journey back through the desert took only a fraction of the time. Because of the wind and sand his passage whipped up, Serenity was unable to judge the distance they’d traveled, but as soon as he slowed, she lifted her head from his shoulder. To her surprise, the shapes of the trailer park rose like sleeping giants out of the expanse of desert ahead.
 
   Vincent dropped them both to the ground. Serenity stretched out her arms and legs, the cool of the desert night and the cramped position having stiffened her muscles. Iona leapt down and started to stride across the sandy terrain, her age making her more limber than Serenity.
 
   Vincent took a step forward and then froze. He lifted his face to the air and sniffed, his nostril’s flared. Panic streaked across his face. “Oh, no!”
 
   Serenity’s stomach lurched. “What is it? What’s—”
 
   He didn’t answer her question. In a movement that was a blur, he raced to the park.
 
   Iona and Serenity exchanged a glance and ran after him. His howl of rage filled the desert night as he hit the force field Iona’s warlocks had put up as protection against vampires.
 
   They reached him, Serenity gasping for breath, a stitch threatening to cramp her side. He spun around to her, his eyes blazing yellow in his fury.
 
   “What’s he done?” he snarled. “What’s your goddamned vampire done?”
 
   Serenity fell back, terrified of the sight of the huge vampire towering over her, his eyes blaze, his face white and terrible.
 
   She shook her head, her eyes wide. “I don’t know. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I can smell my mother’s blood.”
 
   Her fingers pressed against her lips. “Oh, God.” Her voice came out as a breath.
 
   “Stand back,” said Iona, striding forward. She swept one arm up around over her head. “Protection, disseminabunt!” Protection, disperse!
 
   With the force field gone, Vincent vanished from their sides, the door of Iona’s trailer opening and closing with a bang that ricocheted like a shot around the still night. Immediately, the yells of Iona’s men followed and Serenity heard Elizabeth’s cries.
 
   “Elizabeth!” She took off after Vincent, Iona at her side.
 
   Together, they burst through the trailer door. Serenity’s focus was on Elizabeth, at first ignoring the rest of the scene around her. Her eyes sought out her daughter and she found her huddled up in the corner of Iona’s big white, leather couch, Henry and Conner sitting on either side of her. The little girl’s face was white, her eyes huge and dark in her head. She caught sight of Serenity and burst into tears.
 
   “Mommy!” she cried, climbing off the couch and running to Serenity. She collided with Serenity’s legs, almost knocking her off balance. Serenity scooped her up and Elizabeth’s arms and legs wound around her body, clinging to her. The girl’s whole body shook with uncontrollable tremors.
 
   With her daughter safe in her arms, she allowed herself to absorb the rest of the scene. 
 
   “Oh, God, Sebastian!” 
 
   Sebastian lay collapsed on the floor, as though one moment he’d been standing up and then, like a puppet, his strings had been cut, leaving him helpless. Serenity started toward him, but Henry and Conner appeared in front of her blocking the way.
 
    “Hey!” She stared between the two men. “Get out of my way!”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that, miss,” said Conner. “He’s dangerous.”
 
   “What are you talking about? He’s unconscious!”
 
   The men exchanged a glance and Serenity looked past them, her attention taken by the huge vampire crouched on the ground, rocking back and forth over a shape covered by a blanket.
 
   Two questions sprang to mind—what was under the blanket and where was Bridget?
 
   Realization dawned, her heart clenching with fresh pain. “Oh, no,” she gasped. “Please don’t let it be true.”
 
   “It is, Mommy,” Elizabeth sobbed into her neck. “Sebastian hurt Bridget.”
 
   Vincent sprang to his feet, his eyes burning yellow, fangs exposed, his huge jaw knotted in a ball of muscle. “He killed my mother.”
 
   Frantic, Serenity shook her head. “No, I can’t believe it!”
 
   The big vampire snarled. “That son of a bitch! He’s wanted her dead ever since he found out she betrayed him to Demitri. This whole thing was just an excuse to satisfy his blood lust.”
 
   “Vincent,” Serenity tried to keep her voice level, though internally her whole being screamed with terror, her heart wrenching in two at what Sebastian had done. With the calming influence of his mother gone, and Sebastian incapable of protecting them, she was all too aware of how fragile they were in the presence of this massive, grieving vampire. “If Sebastian had wanted Bridget dead, he would have killed her long before now. You must be able to see Sebastian wasn’t in control. You know the demon has been controlling him. You saw the state of Natasha, of what it did to her.”
 
   He shook his head. “No. The demon was gone. Iona made sure of it. He killed my mother anyway!”
 
   Iona stepped forward and Serenity felt thankful for the girl’s presence. Despite her age and small size, she radiated power and authority. Even a hulking vampire couldn’t help but take notice.
 
   “I expect the demon didn’t want to be sent back. It must have fought for control and while Sebastian fought the demon, he lost control of himself. His natural instincts for blood kicked in and Bridget was the closest human at hand.”
 
   Serenity’s heart clenched with pain and she hugged her daughter closer to her body. What if Elizabeth had been closer? What if Sebastian had attacked Elizabeth?
 
   Iona turned to Serenity. “Just because I understand what happened, doesn’t mean I agree with or forgive it. Blood has been spilled on my property. This is the exact reason I don’t want vampires hanging around. This vampire is no longer a threat to you or Elizabeth, so I’m asking you to now take him away from here. I want no more to do with this.”
 
   Serenity’s mouth dropped open. “You can’t leave him like this!”
 
   Elizabeth’s worried voice came from below. “Mommy …?”
 
   “It’s okay, honey. We’ll get this sorted out.”
 
   Iona shook her head. “No, I’m the one who is sorry, but I refuse to have any more involvement. I won’t put my people at risk.”
 
   “But what else are we …” Serenity’s voiced trailed off, her eyes locked on the blanket covering Bridget’s body. Something wasn’t right. Had she seen something? She gave her head a slight shake. No, she must be imagining things.
 
   The blanket twitched. Nausea and dread swept over Serenity, and Sebastian’s words rang in her head. Sometimes the bodies come back …
 
   Iona’s gaze followed Serenity’s line of sight.
 
   The blanket jerked again.
 
   Vincent leapt to his feet. “She’s alive!”
 
   Serenity put out a hand to stop him. “No, Vincent, she’s not!”
 
   Her warning didn’t stop him. He reached down and whipped the blanket away. Bridget lay on her back, her arms and legs at uncomfortable angles. Her eyes were open, but unseeing, her face a deathly white.
 
   “Mother?” Vincent’s voice was uncertain.
 
   “She’s dead, Vincent,” said Serenity. “Bridget is gone.”
 
   “No,” he insisted. “I saw her move.”
 
   “I know, but she’s still gone.”
 
   Serenity untangled herself from her daughter’s embrace. She turned to Henry. “Can you take Elizabeth outside?” she asked him. “I don’t want her to see any more.”
 
   “Why, what’s going to happen?”
 
   “Please,” she said, her voice firm, her focus locked on his green-grey eyes. “Just take her outside.”
 
   Iona must have picked up on the anxiety in her tone. “Do as she asks, Henry.”
 
   “Mommy?” Elizabeth’s eyes begged her, breaking Serenity’s heart. “I don’t want to go without you.”
 
   “I know, sweetie, but I need you to do this for me, okay? I need you to be strong.”
 
   Elizabeth’s lower lip quivered, her eyes swimming in tears. 
 
   A painful lump formed in Serenity’s throat. She didn’t want to force her child out, but she had no choice. If she was right about what was about to happen, she didn’t want Elizabeth to be exposed again.
 
   “Come on, Elizabeth,” Henry said in his soft, Irish lilt. “Let’s do what your mammy says.”
 
   Elizabeth gave her mother a final longing glance before allowing herself to be led from the trailer.
 
   Vincent spun to face her. “Serenity …?”
 
   “They’ve been coming back, Vincent. After Sebastian kills them, they come back.”
 
   Bridget’s arms and legs jerked as though a bolt of electricity had zapped through her.
 
   He looked between his mother and Serenity. “No, it’s too soon.”
 
   “It’s not the same as normal. They come back …” She struggled to find the words. “Wanting to kill.”
 
   Bridget moved again, her limbs flying outward, like someone who is dropping into a deep sleep but jerks themselves awake. Her back arched, lifting from the ground. 
 
   “Mother?” Vincent’s voice came out as a whisper. He lifted his gaze to Serenity. “She isn’t dead.”
 
   “She is, Vincent! You of all people should know that.”
 
   Bridget’s eyes shot open, her milky gaze focused on the ceiling. 
 
   “Jesus,” said Conner, taking a couple of steps back, bumping against the kitchen counter. With his accent, the word came out Jay-sus.
 
   “A vampire? Is she coming back as a vampire?” asked Iona, her tone strangely hopeful.
 
   Serenity shook her head, edging away and pulling Iona back with her. “No, something much worse.”
 
   With four sets of horrified eyes locked upon her, Bridget sat up and staggered to her feet. She turned to them, the whites of her eyeballs bloodshot red, the blue pupils almost white. Her upper lip curled in a snarl, exposing bloodied teeth. This creature looked nothing like the woman who had loved and taken care of Elizabeth for years. Serenity couldn’t even think of this thing as being the same person.
 
   “Iona!” Serenity cried. “Do something.”
 
   The girl stood, staring at the abomination staggering toward them, but Serenity’s cry seemed to bring her around. She blinked a couple of times and then opened her palm and spoke the same words she’d used in the industrial unit. The ball of powerful light burst from her palm and she directing the beams right at Bridget’s chest. The light spilled over Bridget’s corpse but she kept coming, smoke rising from her torso.
 
   They’d all edged to the farthest corners of the trailer, only a matter of feet separating them. Vincent stood against the back wall, his gray eyes fixed on the creature that used to be his mother. From their blood connection, Vincent’s horror and heartbreak washed over Serenity in equal measures, so she experienced his emotions just as he did. She wanted to cry for him, but she couldn’t allow herself to be distracted. She needed him.
 
   “The head!” Serenity yelled at Vincent. “You’ve got to remove the head.”
 
   With a roar that sounded as though his heart was splitting in two, Vincent leapt forward and darted around the back of his mother, catching her from behind. He wrapped his huge arm around her throat and wrenched. A sickening rip and a cracking of bone filled the trailer, making bile rise at the back of Serenity’s throat. Bridget’s knees gave way, her body seeming to fold in on itself, collapsing. 
 
   Vincent opened his arms and dropped his mother’s head to the floor. It rolled slightly from side to side, eyes open and staring.
 
   “Oh, God,” Serenity turned from the sight, her knuckles pressed against her mouth. Vincent appeared in front of her and she gave a small shriek of surprise. He grabbed her shoulders, forcing her back around to face Bridget’s body.
 
   “Your vampire did that,” Vincent addressed her from behind. “You should be forced to face up to what he is capable of.”
 
   She spun back around. “Don’t make out like you’re an innocent,” she snapped. She wanted to list off all his crimes—his part in kidnapping Elizabeth, the numerous innocent people she knew he’d killed—but she held herself back. She didn’t want to anger him further. Though Vincent had played his own part in this, he’d suffered enough.
 
   Her eyes flicked to where Sebastian still lay on the floor, his eyes closed, utterly unaware of what had occurred around him. Was he really responsible for what had happened? Surely there must be some mistake.
 
   No. Their own daughter had told her what Sebastian had done. If she couldn’t believe her, who could she believe?
 
   A horrified silence fell over the trailer.
 
   Conner broke the quiet. He strode forward and picked up the blanket that had previously been covering Bridget’s body. “Jesus Christ, someone cover the poor woman up.” He spread the linen out over the remains of Bridget’s body, covering her dead, staring eyes.
 
   With Bridget covered, the tension in the room relaxed, but only a fraction.
 
   Motion at the door snatched Serenity’s attention. Elizabeth burst through, swiftly followed by Henry.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, his hands held out either side of his body. “She distracted me.”
 
   Serenity glared at him, but reached out and pulled Elizabeth to her side. “She’s seven-years-old. How the hell did she distract you?”
 
   Elizabeth grinned up at her. “I told him I needed to pee.”
 
   Serenity rolled her eyes, torn between wanting her child by her side and wanting to keep her the hell away from this mess. “And you fell for that?”
 
   “She said she was going to pee on my shoe.”
 
   “Elizabeth!” she scolded.
 
   The girl shrugged. “Sorry, but I knew what was happening anyway.”
 
   Serenity dropped to a crouch. “Are you okay?”
 
   The smile dropped from Elizabeth’s face. “I guess. I have to be, don’t I?”
 
   “No, you don’t have to be all right. It’s perfectly okay for you to be upset—about Bridget, about your Daddy …”
 
   “He didn’t mean what he did,” she said, shaking her head. “He didn’t realize he was hurting Bridget.”
 
   Serenity’s jaw locked, her eyes burning with unshed tears. She pulled Elizabeth closer and kissed the top of her head. She spoke in a whisper against her hair, “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear you say that.”
 
   She rose, her attention refocused on Iona. “You heard what Elizabeth said. Sebastian didn’t know what he was doing. Please tell me you’ll help him.”
 
   Iona shook her head, her blue eyes wide, her silver-blonde hair flicking down her back. “No, I’m sorry, but this is too much. I have families here, people who trust me to keep them safe.”
 
   “People are already talking, Iona,” Henry butted in. “They’re saying you’re putting outsiders before your own people.”
 
   She spun to him, her eyes narrowed and Serenity caught a glimpse of the fearful creature that had been suspended in the industrial unit, surrounded in light. 
 
   “I had no choice, Henry! The demon using Sebastian to kill Elizabeth would have opened up a gateway between our world and theirs. A couple of vampires would have been the least of your worries.”
 
   Henry’s shoulders dropped, but he wasn’t giving up his argument so easily. “But the demon is gone.”
 
   Iona nodded. “Yes, the demon is gone.” She turned back to Serenity. “I’m sorry, Henry is right, I must ask you to leave now.”
 
   Serenity felt Elizabeth’s hand slipped into hers, and she looked down to find her daughter staring up at her. “We can’t leave Daddy in that other place,” she said. “He needs to be with us.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart. We’ll find a way to a way to get him back.”
 
   Serenity moved her attention back to Iona. “Please,” she beseeched her. “I’ve got no one else to turn to.”
 
   The truth of her statement hit her. With Sebastian and Bridget gone, she found herself alone once more. 
 
   Iona glanced away. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Elizabeth broke from Serenity’s hold and walked forward. She stopped directly in front of Iona and reached out and took the older girl’s hands.
 
   “Please don’t make me have to live without my daddy. You grew up not having your parents. Please don’t make me do the same.”
 
   Iona closed her eyes briefly and shook her head. “Elizabeth …”
 
   “He won’t hurt you. I promise.”
 
   She looked at Elizabeth, making eye contact. “Did you see that in a vision?”
 
   Elizabeth hesitated, then wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “Not yet, but I know my Daddy. He might be different, but he loves me and he’s the only one I’ve got.”
 
   Iona gave a deep, shuddering sigh. “If I do this, I’m doing it for you, Elizabeth. No one else. I’m helping you because I know what it’s like to grow up without my parents.”
 
   Serenity’s heart lifted with hope. She opened her mouth to get Iona’s confirmation, but then shut it again. Elizabeth seemed to be handling this one pretty well on her own.
 
   Conner muscled in. “We won’t have him on our turf, Iona.”
 
   Serenity glared at him and was about to argue when Elizabeth said, “So come home with us. We can take Sebastian with us. Then he’ll be nowhere near your people.”
 
   Iona’s gaze flicked to where Sebastian lay on the floor. Serenity watched the girl study his face. He looked like a sleeping statue, a god carved in ivory. With his eyes closed, the milky change in his beautiful green irises was hidden and his shirt and jacket covered most of the patches of dry, flaky skin that had developed since the demon took hold. 
 
   Overwhelmed by a desire to be near him, she crossed the room and knelt at his side. She leaned down and placed her head against his motionless chest, wishing she at least had his heartbeat to remind her he was still a part of their world. A solitary tear gathered in the corner of her eye and slid down her cheek, dampening his shirt.
 
   She sensed someone standing above her and lifted her head. Elizabeth knelt across from her, on the other side of her father’s chest. She reached out, across his body, and touched her mother’s damp cheek.
 
   “Don’t be sad, Mommy. Iona will help us.”
 
   “She hasn’t said that yet, Elizabeth.”
 
   “Yes, I will.”
 
   Serenity twisted her neck to glance over her shoulder at the young sorceress.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I can see how much you both love him, even after what’s happened. I guess if I’d been able to ask someone to help save my own father’s life, I’d have done so, even though being with my mother eventually killed them both. They knew the dangers, but nothing stopped them loving each other.”
 
   “Thank you, Iona. Thank you so much.”
 
   “I hope I don’t regret it.”
 
   She became aware of Vincent still standing there, his mother’s blood splattering the material of his close-fitting t-shirt. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Vincent,” she said, knowing the words were meaningless. Nothing she could say would ever make what had happened right again. She didn’t know what he would choose to do now. Would he leave them? She couldn’t deny feeling something for him, though she couldn’t explain what. Perhaps she could blame it solely on his blood, or maybe it was something more. Either way, letting him leave hurt a small part of her. However, the emotion was incomparable to the pain she felt at the possibility of losing Sebastian and over Bridget’s death.
 
   Vincent turned to her, his feature’s softening. “Serenity, I want to help you—I want to be on your side—but I can’t stand by and watch you try to help him. After everything that’s happened, if you really intend on bringing him back, you can’t expect me to stay.”
 
   “Vincent, please …”
 
   “You know I can’t kill him, though I might want to, but I can’t play any part in helping the vampire who was responsible for my mother’s death.”
 
   “It wasn’t him,” she pleaded. “You know the demon was responsible.”
 
   He lifted a hand to stop her. “Just be careful, Serenity.” He reached out and took her hand and lifted her fingers to her lips. “Stay safe,” he said, his eyes locking with hers.
 
   He moved in a streak of color around the trailer, scooping up the remains of his mother.
 
   And then he was gone, the trailer door banging in his wake.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian was lost. 
 
   He walked down the empty freeway, the desert stretching out for miles either side. Something terrible had happened—he knew that much—but he had no idea what. Only the image of Elizabeth’s terrified face had filled his mind as the darkness claimed him. 
 
   Had he done something to his daughter? No, he would never hurt Elizabeth. Whatever else happened, he would die himself before he harmed his child.
 
   Movement rustled in the shrubs on either side of him. He ignored it and picked up his pace, breaking into a jog. He needed to get back to Los Angeles. He wouldn’t stay here in this expanse of nothingness, inky patches of darkness hiding all kinds of unthinkable creatures.
 
   Though his strength and speed were waning, he could still move faster than any human—his long legs still covered miles in minutes. He would go back home. What other choice did he have? At least, in his own house, he could hunker down and wait for whatever might happen next. 
 
   Things were different from before—the real world no longer within reach—he felt it intrinsically. He remembered the battle that had raged within him, how the demon had fought to stay. He’d been dragged here, torn from the real world to this place of shadowy creatures and darkness.
 
   He had no idea how to get back again.
 
   Would this be his existence now? Wandering this strange, dark place until he eventually forgot who he was and became like the bizarre, primate-like creatures, or perhaps the tall humanoid ones he’d encountered previously. Would he starve here, he wondered? Was that to be his fate?
 
   In a way, he hoped so. If he was to live in a world without Serenity or Elizabeth, he could only hope for a quick death.
 
   A flash of a memory—blood and screaming—burst across his brain.
 
   Sebastian shook his head. 
 
   What have I done?
 
   He forced his concerns away and concentrated on closing the distance between himself and Los Angeles. He wanted to cut across country, but the memory of being attacked by the weird creatures hiding in the shrubs remained fresh in his mind. At least on the empty highway he was able to see on all sides if anything approached.
 
   The huge distance drained what little strength he had remaining and he slowed to walk awhile. The weight in his arms and legs and the way his muscles burned felt foreign to him. 
 
   He raised his hand to his mouth and touched the sharp fangs hidden behind his upper lip. He was still a vampire. His strengths might be leaving him, but he was still an immortal.
 
   An immortal in a place of the dead.
 
   As he closed the distance between himself and the city he’d come to think of as home, his thoughts remained with Serenity and Elizabeth. Would he ever see them again? Hold them again? His heart clenched with pain and a low moan escaped his throat. To be taken from his family was the worst of punishments.
 
   Punishment? Why had his mind taken him in that direction? 
 
   What had he done?
 
   The world remained ominously quiet around him, as though paused in wait for something to happen. Was he being allowed to go back to his city, his home? Did this place have a reason for wanting him to be there? 
 
   With no moon in the sky, he struggled to tell the passing of time, but Sebastian was sure he’d been on the move for several hours now. His limbs ached in a way he’d never experienced during his immortal existence, his lungs burning in exertion.
 
   Finally, the bright lights of Los Angeles lit the horizon. Sebastian forced himself onward and put on a burst of speed, digging into his final reserves. He entered the outskirts of the city, the lights from the houses and apartment spilling onto the street. 
 
   Sebastian focused on getting back to his house. He’d still seen no sign of any other beings, something that made him nervous. The trees stayed motionless and silent, though he was sure he felt eyes from above watch him pass.
 
   He reached his neighborhood, big, walled properties on either side of the wide streets. Suddenly, the sensation of being watched blanketed him, a feeling he could no longer ignore. He spun around, certain he’d sensed a presence behind him. 
 
   A shadow darted between the tall walls of the property opposite, as silent as smoke.  
 
   Was someone following him? But why? To find out where he lived? Or to drag him into some other version of Hell like the transparent man being dragged across the road he’d seen before.
 
   “Who’s there?” he called, his voice too loud in the still nothingness. “Show yourself!”
 
   Nothing—and no one—responded. 
 
   He took off at a run again, quickly covering what remained of the distance between himself and his home—or at least the Dominion version of his home.
 
   He remembered his thoughts of finding Serenity and Elizabeth waiting for him, faceless and terrifying. He shook the thought from his head. They would never exist in this place. He deserved no better, but his family was made of goodness and light. They didn’t cross the boundaries of what should and shouldn’t exist.
 
   Even Elizabeth? A wicked voice spoke in his head. She’s half vampire. Surely she transcends both the light and dark?
 
   Might that be what the beings of this world were after? They had no interest in him—they only wanted a way to connect to Elizabeth, a way to bridge the boundaries between our world and theirs.
 
   Could they somehow use me to get to Elizabeth?
 
   Sebastian stopped outside the tall gates of his home and paused, composing himself. He didn’t know what he would discover, if anything, but at least this was one place he might find some respite.
 
   The sense of someone watching him grew in intensity and he spun around to find two of the humanoid creatures, with their cavernous black holes for eyes and wide-stretched mouths, standing directly behind him. 
 
   He let out a yell and stumbled back, but they were suddenly upon him in a flurry of black, like cloaks of darkness being whipped around his head. He raised his arms instinctively to protect his head, but the two creatures had hold of him, one on each arm. 
 
   In his mind, Sebastian saw a flash of the transparent man he’d seen before, being dragged, screaming across the street. Was that to be his destiny? What did they even want with him?
 
   Elizabeth.
 
   The thought struck fear afresh into his heart. With an extra burst of speed and strength, he thrust his arms and shoulders back, catching the beings by surprise. They grappled at him, their strange faces expressionless, but he managed to wrestle out of his jacket, leaving the two creatures holding only that item. He raced away from them, leaving his home, his one place of sanctuary, far behind.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
    
 
   Outside the trailer window, the sky had begun to lighten, a thin strip of orange scoring the horizon.
 
   Working together, Serenity and Iona covered Sebastian in a thick, woolen blanket. They couldn’t risk him being exposed to the rising sun. 
 
   Henry and Conner seemed happy to help load the vampire’s inert body into the open trunk of an old, green Toyota. Conner slammed down the trunk lid and brushed his palms together as if physically wiping the responsibility from his hands.
 
   He leaned against the car. “You know I don’t like this, Iona,” he told the girl. “You’re exposing yourself and leaving us unprotected.”
 
   “Your magic is strong enough to protect the site until I return,” she replied, heading around the side of the vehicle to the passenger door.
 
   “And what about you? This vampire is capable of killing those who are trying to help him. How do we—”
 
   “It wasn’t Sebastian’s fault,” Serenity interrupted, but the man ignored her.
 
   “There’s nothing to stop him hurting you as well,” he continued to argue.
 
   Iona scowled. “You’ve seen the state of him, Conner. He couldn’t hurt anything right now.”
 
   “What happens if you manage to bring him back?”
 
   “Sebastian wouldn’t hurt her,” Serenity tried again, terrified Conner would manage to talk Iona out of accompanying them back to Los Angeles. “I know you don’t believe me, but he hates to hurt humans.”
 
   Conner snorted. “He’s a vampire. He doesn’t have any control over himself, we all saw that.”
 
   Serenity snapped, rounding on the man, glaring. “That wasn’t him! It was the goddamned demon. You have no idea who he is whatsoever!”
 
   Iona’s slender hand touched Serenity’s arm. “It’s all right, Serenity. I’m not going to change my mind. We need to go now.”
 
   With Elizabeth already in position on the back seat, Iona climbed in the passenger side. Serenity took the keys from her and stuffed the keys to her own car into her pocket. She wanted to drive, not trusting herself to be passenger to a sixteen-year-old driver, however powerful a witch she might be. She imagined herself backseat driving the whole way home, stomping her foot down on non-existent pedals whenever a hazard approached. She didn’t want the sorceress to hate her by the time they reached LA.
 
   Iona lifted her hand in a wave as they drove from the site, the small group of her people watching them go, each with equally stern expressions on their faces.
 
   Serenity was glad to put the place—and what had happened there—behind her as much as she could. Exhaustion and an awful, deep soul-wrenching sorrow made her limbs heavy, her eyes hot and gritty. She wished she’d been allowed to get a couple of hours sleep, but the travelers would not have allowed them to stay on their property for a moment longer.
 
   She focused on the road ahead, trying not to think about the shell of Sebastian bundled in the trunk, her traumatized daughter sitting silent in the back seat, or Vincent—heartbroken and furious—having taken shelter, she assumed, somewhere out here in the desert.
 
   Instead, she thought about the comfort of their home, of the tall, protective walls and gate surrounding the property, and their big, soft bed. She wondered if they would ever share the same bed again.  Would Sebastian ever be conscious enough for them to be a family within the property’s walls?
 
   No matter where her thoughts took her, they always came back to Sebastian, and she wanted to scream in horror and denial about what he’d done.
 
   Sebastian had killed Bridget.
 
   No, no, no. She couldn’t allow herself to think that. The demon inside him had either caused him to do it or had killed her itself. Sebastian said he’d killed before when the demon had control and not remembered, why should this be any different?
 
   Because Iona said she’d sent the demon back, that was why.
 
   She scrunched up her fist and pressed her knuckles hard into her forehead, causing herself pain. This physical pain was far easier to handle than the emotional anguish clutching at her heart. Would she ever be able to look at him the same way again without seeing Bridget’s decapitated head?
 
   All of this was a moot point. If Iona wasn’t able to bring him back, wondering if she could still love him in the same way wouldn’t even matter. 
 
   When the city’s outline eventually came into view, relief made her whole body sag. She navigated her way through the suburbs until she finally reached home.
 
   Feeling conspicuous in the old vehicle in their neighborhood full of Audis and BMWs, she took her keys from her jean pocket and pressed the fob to open their automatic gate. She gave a quick side glance at Iona and caught the girl’s jaw drop at the sight of their impressive home. Serenity’s cheeks heated in embarrassment at the luxury of the place, wanting to make excuses for where she lived—wanting to reassure the girl that she’d come from a poor family—and, like Iona, wasn’t used to such riches.
 
   But she knew she’d sound like she was trying too hard to make excuses for both herself and Sebastian, knowing the money they lived from wasn’t earned through honest means.
 
   Bridget’s Prius sat in the driveway. The car was like a physical accusation, the sight of the vehicle like a knife stabbing in Serenity’s heart. She still fought with the idea that Bridget was gone. Not only gone, but taken by Sebastian’s hands. 
 
   Serenity pulled up beside the Prius. They climbed from the car and she opened the front door of the house for them, sending Elizabeth in ahead.
 
   “Go up to bed, honey,” she said, knowing her daughter was exhausted. “I’ll come up and sing you a song in a minute, okay?”
 
   “But what about Daddy?”
 
   “Iona is going to help him, but right now, I need you to go up to bed. We’ll make sure your daddy gets to bed safely, won’t we, Iona.”
 
   Iona smiled and nodded. “Yeah, of course we will.”
 
   Taking Iona’s word above her mother’s, Elizabeth yawned, big and wide, and made her way up the stairs to bed.
 
   Serenity waited until she heard Elizabeth’s bedroom door open and shut, then headed back to the car. She popped the trunk, exposing Sebastian’s covered body to the bright, California sun. She didn’t know how well the blanket would protect him and wanted to do this quickly.
 
   “Okay, I’ll lift him under his arms and you get his legs.”
 
   Iona nodded, looking every bit as young as her years.
 
   Feeling like they were trying to maneuver more than two hundred pounds of dead body—and supremely glad they weren’t overlooked by neighbors—they managed to drag Sebastian out of the trunk. His hand dropped from beneath the blanket and the back began to crinkle and smoke.
 
   Iona’s blue eyes widened at the sight. “Oh, shit!” she exclaimed and then dropped Sebastian’s leg and clapped a hand over her mouth. 
 
   Serenity grabbed his hand and tucked it back beneath the thick material. She lifted her eyebrows at Iona. “I think we’re a long way past worrying about a bit of bad language.”
 
   The girl gave her a lopsided grin and picked Sebastian’s leg back up.
 
   Together, they struggled across the gravel drive, up the steps leading to the huge front door, and into the entrance hall. Breathing hard and bent over, sweat poured down Serenity’s forehead, back, and into her cleavage. She felt filthy and thought she must stink. Iona didn’t look much better, her white-blonde hair plastered to her face and neck. 
 
   They stopped for a moment and put Sebastian down in order to catch their breath and consider their next move.  
 
   Serenity eyed the big, curved staircase. He’d be protected from the sun in the bedroom with its blacked-out windows, but she didn’t think they’d manage to get him there. Her eyes flicked to the kitchen. He’d be protected from the sun in the basement, but did she have the heart to leave him?
 
   Oh, Sebastian. Why did you have to do it?
 
   Tears threatened once again and she blinked them back, needing to hold it together.
 
   She glanced over at Iona. Dark marks hollowed her big eyes and her skin was pale and drawn. She was lucky if she weighed much more than a hundred pounds. Serenity couldn’t put her through trying to drag Sebastian up the stairs. He didn’t even know where he was anyway, she would only be doing so to ease her own conscience.
 
   “We’ll put him in the stairwell to the cellar,” she said. Relief flooded across Iona face.
 
   Serenity took hold of his arms again and, grunting with exertion, dragged him across the kitchen floor. With one hand, she opened the small door to the cellar. She got hold of Sebastian around the chest and wrestled him onto the top step, which was wider than the others. She left him there, propped up against the back wall, his chin resting on his chest.
 
   He’d be safe until night fell.
 
   “I’ll come back for you,” she told his inert form. “I won’t give up on you.” Backing out, she gently closed the door behind her. “Let’s get some rest,” she said, putting her arm around the Iona’s shoulders, guiding her upstairs to the guest bedroom. Iona smiled at her thankfully and headed to the big bed, shedding her sneakers as she went.
 
   Serenity left her to sleep and paused outside her own bedroom door. She couldn’t sleep in their bed, knowing Sebastian’s body was propped on the cellar steps and his soul was lost somewhere in Dominion. Instead, she continued down the hall to Elizabeth’s room. The little girl had fallen asleep fully clothed on top of the bedcovers. Careful not to wake her, Serenity removed her shoes and pants and then pulled a patchwork quilt from the end of the bed up over her shoulders.
 
   Serenity climbed in behind her and snuggled up close, her arm around Elizabeth’s small waist. She pressed her face into her daughter’s hair, inhaling her familiar scent.
 
   Exhaustion overwhelmed her and she fell into a deep and troubled sleep, dreaming of chasing Sebastian down long, dark corridors, knowing he was ahead of her, but unable to reach him.
 
   For once, she feared Elizabeth wasn’t the one having precognitive dreams.
 
    
 
   Serenity woke several hours later, groggy, disoriented and starving. Her stomach felt as though someone had hollowed it out. Immediately, a pang of guilt gripped her for thinking about herself when Sebastian still lay unresponsive on the cellar steps.
 
   Or perhaps, with nightfall, he’d woken.
 
   Her heart hitched in hope and she slid out of bed, careful to not wake Elizabeth. Barefooted, she ran down the stairs. The world outside the kitchen window was now dark. Perhaps Iona had been wrong and Sebastian hadn’t been dragged to Dominion with the demon. Maybe she’d find him sitting on the top step, confused about finding himself in the cellar, but otherwise okay.
 
   With her heart in her throat, she crossed the kitchen and cracked open the cellar door.
 
   The shadowy shape of Sebastian, in exactly the same position as she’d left him, greeted her. He didn’t move in response to her entering and his eyes remained closed. He hadn’t woken up when the sun had gone down. 
 
   She pressed her lips tight together and backed away, closing the door gently. Her head fell forward, her forehead pressing against the cool, hard surface of the wood. She missed him terribly already, wished so badly he were with her to fold her in his strong arms and keep her safe. She didn’t want to be alone again.
 
   The soft pad of footsteps caught her attention. She turned to find Iona standing there, Elizabeth at her side, the two girls holding hands. Both of their hair was mussed from sleep—Iona’s white-blonde mass and Elizabeth’s thick dark curls, so much like her own.
 
   She took a deep, shaky breath—not wanting Elizabeth to see her cry—and forced a bright smile. “Before anything else, I suggest we eat.”
 
   Elizabeth gave an uncertain look toward the door.
 
   “Your daddy is safe,” Serenity told her. “He wouldn’t want you to go hungry.”
 
   “He’s not going to wake up, is he?” she said, her voice small.
 
   Iona’s hand tightened on Elizabeth’s and the younger girl looked up at the sorceress. “We’ll get him back. I promised I’d help, didn’t I?”
 
   Elizabeth smiled and Serenity felt overwhelming relief at having Iona with them. Tears welled in her eyes, the kitchen swimming before her. What would they have done if she’d stuck to her original plan and refused to help?
 
   “Okay!” She clapped her hands together, dragging herself out of her doldrums. “Let’s get you girls fed.”
 
   Serenity cooked up eggs and bacon and they sat at the kitchen counter. She couldn’t ignore the fact that Sebastian was behind the door, his presence like an elephant in the room.
 
   Is this what their lives would become if Iona couldn’t get him back?
 
   When they’d finished, she dumped their dishes in the sink and left them for later. They had more pressing matters to attend to.
 
   She lifted her gaze to Iona, sitting across the counter. “So, what do we do now? When we were in San Diego, you said you didn’t know if there was even a way to get him back. Do you still think that?”
 
   Iona shook her head. “I wouldn’t be here if I did. I realized, after we’d left San Diego, that I could still feel some of the energy of the veiled place. I think I must have absorbed some of its magic when I did the spell to send the demon back. I’m planning on channeling that magic.”
 
   “Okay,” Serenity said slowly. “So what can I do to help?”
 
   “I’m going to need some space. A floor I can draw on.”
 
   “Draw on—” Serenity started, but then decided not to question her. Years of telling Elizabeth not to draw on the walls or furniture were about to go out the window. “We can go into the living room,” she said. “And what about Sebastian?”
 
   “We’ll need him with us too.”
 
   Serenity went through to the living room and rolled the big Persian rug off the polished, dark wood floor. “How’s this?” she asked Iona.
 
   The sorceress smiled. “Perfect.”
 
   Together, they went back into the kitchen, Elizabeth standing by, watching with big, worried eyes. Serenity opened the cellar door and the two of them half dragged, half wrestled Sebastian across the kitchen and hallway, into the living room.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” Serenity asked.
 
   “I’m going to send you to Dominion to find him.”
 
   Serenity’s stomach dropped. “What?”
 
   “He’s lost his connection with this world. You need to find him and bring him home again.”
 
   “How can I do that?”
 
   “I’ll use magic to put you into a kind of trance. I’ll use the small amount of power from the veiled place that I absorbed to open up a slip of space and send you through.”
 
   Serenity took a deep breath. “Will it work?”
 
   “I hope so. I’m only going to be able to keep this connection open for an hour at the most. You need to find him and bring him back within that time or you may end up lost there as well.
 
   Serenity glanced anxiously at Elizabeth. Her daughter smiled back. “It’s okay, Mommy. You’ll come back.”
 
   “Do you know that, Elizabeth? Have you seen it?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, but I trust you.”
 
   Serenity turned to Iona. “If something goes wrong, I have a friend—James Bently. His name is in my address book on the hall console near the front door. Call him and explain. He’ll take care of Elizabeth. He’ll understand.”
 
   “I hope it won’t come to that,” she said. “If I feel time is running out, I’ll pull you out of there.”
 
   “But what if I haven’t found Sebastian yet?”
 
   “Then you’ll have to choose between him and your daughter.”
 
   She’d never choose anyone—not even Sebastian—above Elizabeth. 
 
   She nodded. “Okay.”
 
   Sebastian lay on the floor. Serenity had positioned him as he normally slept, on his back with his hands rested on his chest. His eyes were closed, his dark lashes resting upon pale cheeks. She bent down and kissed his smooth, cold lips, trying not to think about the fact that his mouth had also stolen Bridget’s life. “I’m coming to find you,” she told him. “Watch out for me.”
 
   Iona put her hand out to Elizabeth. “I need your help.”
 
   Immediately, Serenity tensed. “Wait! Why do you need Elizabeth?”
 
   “She’s going to be my connection to you both. I already know she has the power to link to other minds, I experienced that for myself before I’d even met you.”
 
   Serenity looked at her daughter. Elizabeth’s dark eyes stared back, such innocence in her young face.
 
   “That’s right. You did speak with Iona before we’d reached her site. How did you know who she even was?”
 
   Elizabeth shrugged. “I don’t know. Everything else just kind of grayed out and seemed real far away—like I wasn’t part of the real world anymore—and then Iona was standing in front of me, asking me who I was.”
 
   “And you were able to talk to her, the same way you and I are talking now?”
 
   “Kind of,” she said, her forehead crumpling in a frown. “Only, I know it’s not real talking. It feels like I’m opening my mouth and words are coming out, but I know it’s not happening in the real world.”
 
   “So, it’s like you’re on another level—another layer to the world—a bit like where Daddy is?”
 
   She nodded again. “Yes, only my level goes up. Where Sebastian goes is definitely heading down.”
 
   A shiver ran through Serenity and she reached out and grabbed her daughter, pulling her into a tight squeeze.
 
   “You amaze me,” she said into Elizabeth’s soft hair. “Never forget that.”
 
   The little girl pulled away and gave an exaggerated sigh, rolling her eyes. Serenity had embarrassed her in front of the older girl. “I won’t, Mom.”
 
   Elizabeth was growing up far too fast. Would she ever realize how remarkable what she could do was, Serenity wondered. Would she hit her teenage years and understand how much her abilities and what she was differentiated her from others? Growing up was hard enough to do without adding vampire genetics and pre-cognitive abilities into the mix.
 
   She remembered Demitri’s prediction about Elizabeth’s powers getting stronger once she hit puberty, about how her vampire side would strengthen.
 
   A dread settled over Serenity’s heart. She had only ever wanted a normal life for Elizabeth, something that seemed to be becoming harder and harder. She prayed Elizabeth’s vampire side would never subject her to a need for blood. Just the possibility made her want to cry for her child.
 
   She realized both Elizabeth and Iona were staring at her. She shook her head, bringing herself back to the moment.
 
   “Sorry,” she said to Iona. “What else will you need to do?”
 
   Iona smiled awkwardly, embarrassed for intruding on their moment. “I’m going to need four candles and some chalk. Do you have them in the house?”
 
   “I’ve got chalk on my easel, Mommy,” chirped Elizabeth.
 
   “That’s right, you do. Be a good girl and get it for me.” 
 
   Elizabeth hopped up and ran up the stairs to her room, where her art easel was located.
 
   “I’ve got candles somewhere in the kitchen,” Serenity said, heading to the other room. “I keep them for when we lose power during storms.”
 
   Within a minute, she returned to the living room, four stubby church candles clutched awkwardly against her body. Elizabeth came bounding back into the room behind her, a box of chalk in her hands. 
 
   “Got them!” the girl declared, showing no nervousness at what was about to happen.
 
   Iona took the chalk from her. She opened the lid and removed a white stick covered in multicolored dust from the mixed box of chalks. The young sorceress spoke Latin in low tones and placed the tip of the chalk against the dark wood floor to the left of Sebastian’s head. She closed her eyes briefly and demanded, “Aperire!”
 
    Her eyes flicked open again and she began to draw a rectangle around Sebastian’s body. Then she took the candles and placed one on each corner of the shape she’d drawn. She held her hand above the wick of each candle. With a click of her fingers, the wicks fizzed and burst to life.
 
   Serenity had seen a similar trick performed by Bridget, but the older woman had needed longer to perform the spell, it hadn’t happened as instantly as Iona’s magic had. Serenity’s heart contracted with pain at the thought of the other woman—pain for the loss of not only Bridget, but for the act that had caused her death.
 
   “You need to sit in the doorway with him.”
 
   Serenity looked at Iona in confusion.
 
   “Inside the chalk box,” the sorceress confirmed. “It’s your way into the other world. I absorbed enough of the veil’s energy to create something similar here, but not for long. You’ll be able to cross, find your vampire and bring him home again, but I’ll only be able to keep the doorway open for a short time.”
 
   With her heart in her throat, Serenity stepped over the chalk line and knelt at Sebastian’s head. She sat back on her heels and lifted his head into her lap. Outside of the box, Iona kneeled on one side of his body and nodded for Elizabeth to sit opposite. She reached out and took the younger girl’s hands so their arms stretched across his broad chest.
 
   “Now, your mom is going to look like she’s sleeping while she’s in this other place,” she told Elizabeth. “But it’s nothing to worry about, okay?”
 
   Elizabeth gave a brave smile, “I’m ready.”
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity barely heard the words Iona spoke. She bent her head and closed her eyes, concentrating on the weight of Sebastian’s head in her lap, trying to connect to him somehow. The heat from the candles warmed her skin as they flared higher in response to Iona’s spell, the scent of wax smoldering on the air. 
 
   This isn’t going to work, she thought, the whole set up similar to someone being hypnotized. I don’t even feel any different. What am I going to do if the spell doesn’t work? How am I going to live with Sebastian just …?
 
   Her thoughts trailed off as she realized the weight of Sebastian’s head in her lap had vanished. A light breeze touched her face and her eyes snapped open. No longer was she sitting on her living room floor. Instead, she stood outside, in the grounds of her house.
 
   She staggered around in a circle, her mouth hanging open. She was on their property, but this place was different. A sky like none she’d even seen before boiled and raced above her head. Swollen purple clouds rippled and swirled, like a post-apocalyptic oil painting put into motion. No stars blinked in the sky, though she knew night had long fallen in her own world. 
 
   Both the old Toyota and Bridget’s Prius had vanished from the driveway. The tall walls and gate surrounding the house loomed, inky shapes in the darkness. But not everything was dark. Bright, yellow light poured from every window in the house.
 
   Elizabeth!
 
   Despite knowing she’d been brought here to find Sebastian, she couldn’t help her daughter being at the front of her mind. She raced to the living room window. Would she see herself kneeling on the floor with Iona and Elizabeth either side?
 
   Her fingers hooked the window ledge and she leaned forward, her face pressed against the glass. Though every light in the room—the overhead chandelier and three lamps—was on, the space where she’d been only moments before remained empty.
 
   “But not in the real world,” she said out loud, her voice sounding strange in this new place—too hollow. “In the real world, we’re all still there.”
 
   A shiver trembled over her shoulders. How creepy to think in another place they were all kneeling on the floor. She was like a ghost now. Or perhaps they were.
 
   Serenity turned from the window. She needed to find Sebastian and didn’t have much time. She wished she’d worn a watch, though she wondered if it would have worked here anyway. Nevertheless, time was short and she’d struggle to judge the passage of time with no moon or sun in the sky. Iona said she’d only be able to keep the gateway open for an hour at the most. If it took any longer for her to find Sebastian, she may find herself trapped here with him, leaving Elizabeth with no parents to take care of her.
 
   That was the last thing Serenity wanted. Even if it meant leaving Sebastian here—something she desperately didn’t want to do—she couldn’t risk losing track of time and Elizabeth ending up alone.
 
   Setting off at a jog, she ran to the gates. Normally, they were locked electronically, but when she wrapped her hand around one of the metal bars and tugged, the big gate swung open easily.
 
   Where would Sebastian be?
 
   She paused and closed her eyes, trying to get a sense of him. But the effect of his blood had been overridden by her taking Vincent’s and she got no pull toward him. She couldn’t even be sure if he was in the city, though she didn’t know where else he would go. This was his home. Would he have reached Los Angeles already and be heading for the house or would he still be traveling from Iona’s trailer?
 
   She stepped out onto the road. Every house in the street was ablaze with light.
 
   Who put the lights on? Did people live in the homes?
 
   Somehow, she doubted it. Nothing human resided in this place.
 
   Another shiver ran down her spine. Nervous, her head darted one way and then the other as she ran down the road. The patches of darkness—a contrast to the floods of synthetic light—seemed too dark, as though she could step on them and fall into an endless hole.
 
   Something darted just out of her line of vision, scampering between two spots of darkness between the property’s wall and the street lamp. She spun around, her heart thumping.
 
   What the hell was that?
 
   Her head told her it had been some kind of animal, but her heart said something else. 
 
   This was a place of childhood night terrors, she realized. A place where the dark really did hide the creatures of your nightmares.
 
   Something lay in the middle of the road up ahead. Serenity’s eyes narrowed. Something was familiar about the shape, though she couldn’t place it. She broke into a run and stopped beside the item. She bent and picked it up, her breath catching.
 
   Sebastian’s jacket.
 
   She gave a low moan and buried her face in the material, breathing in his heady, masculine scent. Her heart ached for him. But at least the jacket told her two things:  he was here and somewhere nearby.
 
   “Sebastian!” she yelled, lifting her face to the portentous sky. “Where are you?”
 
   This was crazy. Did she really think he’d hear her? 
 
   Clutching his jacket to her chest, Serenity ran through the streets, heading downtown. Over and over again, she called out his name—a solitary voice in this silent world—praying with all her heart that he would hear her.
 
    
 
   On the outskirts of downtown Los Angeles, Sebastian drew to a stop and frowned. Had he heard something? Something had caught his attention …
 
   No, I must be imaging things, he decided. The acoustics of this place were strange. 
 
   Since being attacked by the humanoid creatures … demons, he corrected himself, all the things here were demons in one form or another … he’d concentrated on putting distance between himself and the house. He didn’t think it a coincidence that his home was the place where they’d chosen to attack him. The demons had been waiting for him the whole time—waiting for him to get close enough to his home—before jumping him. Their attempts to grab him in the desert had failed. This time, they’d not taken any chances, but they’d clearly underestimated him. 
 
   But what did they want from him? The only thing that came to mind had to do with his family. More precisely, Elizabeth. He worried that, somehow, the house and him being inside it would help them connect back to his daughter in the real world.
 
   The thought filled him with fear. Light and dark—the two contrasts of this place. Also the thing that connected Elizabeth. The girl was also two contrasting halves—half human-half vampire, half light-half dark. 
 
   Natasha had been able to make a deal with this place to have the demon enter his body. That deal had been about delivering Elizabeth. Just because Natasha was out of the equation, he assumed, didn’t mean this place had given up on what it wanted.
 
   Something else troubled him—a repressed memory of blood and violence. He’d hurt someone, he was sure, he just couldn’t remember who. Fresh blood pumped through his veins and the connection gave him a hint of what the person he’d fed from experienced as they died—shock, disbelief, fear. 
 
   Someone who’d known him.
 
   He couldn’t shake the conviction he’d done something terrible.
 
   Sebastian continued to run, wanting to put more distance between himself, the house, and the demons waiting for him, but the sound came again, the faintest echo of a cry.
 
   His heart hitched.
 
   Serenity?
 
   No, it couldn’t be. Serenity didn’t belong in this place, she belonged in the light. With Elizabeth.
 
   But then, why did he feel so certain he’d heard her calling his name? After the empty silence of this place, he was sure he hadn’t imagined things.
 
   Sebastian paused, uncertainty rippling through him. With his sensitive hearing, he picked up the sound again, coming from the direction he’d just left—toward the house. 
 
   Perhaps it was a trick? The bizarre creatures of this place mimicking her voice in order to lure him back? But what if it wasn’t? What if Serenity had somehow found her way here and she needed him now? Could he take that risk?
 
   Not pausing any longer, Sebastian turned on his heels and took off at a run again, heading back toward the sound.
 
    
 
   Serenity ran down the middle of the road. She had no concern for traffic. So far she’d seen no sign of any vehicles. She’d slipped Sebastian’s jacket on, the sleeves swallowing her arms, the material flapped behind her as she ran. She took comfort in wearing something of his, as though it offered her protection against the strange world she ran through, or perhaps drew him closer.
 
   She didn’t think she imagined the black creatures running alongside her, hiding in patches of darkness and slipping briefly into the light before disappearing again. When she turned her head to see them directly, they vanished, as though deliberately trying to hide. She couldn’t pretend the shadowy things didn’t terrify her. They reminded her too much of the demon she’d seen in Sebastian’s face. 
 
   She couldn’t let them distract her. If she allowed her fear to take over, she’d never find him.
 
   Serenity paused for breath and took in a lungful of air before yelling, “Sebastian!”
 
   The shadows moved around her. Above her head, something in one of the tall palm trees rustled.
 
   Not allowing herself to pause any longer, she set off again, rounding a corner.
 
   Sebastian’s solid, indomitable form stood in the middle of the street. 
 
   “Sebastian!” Her heart swelled with joy to see him standing there.
 
   But a frown marked his face and he made no attempt to move toward her. 
 
   “Serenity?” The reality of seeing her seemed to sink in and panic blanched his already pale features.
 
   She started toward him, but he lifted a hand, halting her.
 
   “No, Serenity. What are you doing here? Where’s Elizabeth?” His eyes widened. “She’s not here, is she? Please don’t say she’s here.”
 
   Serenity shook her head. “No, of course not!”
 
   She took a couple of steps forward. 
 
   “Stop!” He stepped back. “You shouldn’t be here. I did something terrible, Serenity. I can’t remember what, but I know something happened.”
 
   “It’s all right.” She lifted a hand toward him, pleading. “Come with me. I can get you home.”
 
   “No, you need to leave me here. Forget about me!”
 
   “What? Why are you speaking like this?”
 
   “I’m a danger to you both. You need to go home, Serenity.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere without you.”
 
   Dark shapes flitted around her, snatching her attention. What was going on?
 
   “Please, Serenity. Go before it’s too late.”
 
   “No. You’re my best friend. You’re the love of my life. How am I supposed to give you up?”
 
   “They’re coming, Serenity.” His head darted either side. “I think they want to use me somehow to get to Elizabeth. They’ll use you too if they can!”
 
   She ignored his warnings. “Iona is holding a gateway open for me to bring you home. She can’t keep it open for long. We need to hurry.”
 
   His eyes widened in horror. “A gateway? No! That’s the last thing that should exist. Can’t you see, Serenity? This isn’t about me or you; it’s Elizabeth they want. Holding a doorway open between our two worlds will only make it easier for them to reach her.”
 
   “Who are you talking about?”
 
   “The creatures who live here, the demons. They’re trying to use us.”
 
   “Then hurry up and come with me,” she demanded. “The sooner we go back, the sooner Iona can close the doorway.”
 
   He shook his head. “You need to leave me here. I’m only a danger to you. At least if I’m here, you and Elizabeth will be safe. From me and this place.”
 
   Tears welled in her eyes. “No! I won’t leave you here. I won’t!” 
 
    
 
   Though part of Sebastian wanted nothing more than to race to Serenity’s side and pull her into his arms, the other part of him was horrified to find her here.
 
   She didn’t belong in this place. What if the same thing happened and one of the demons who resided in this world used her to break through to their own world? He knew without a doubt that their focus would be on Elizabeth, on opening a permanent doorway between the two worlds. The longer Serenity spent in this place, the harder it would for her to get back. The idea of her being trapped here too terrified him.
 
   Movement came from all sides, shadowy creatures darting between spots of darkness.  
 
   He shook his head, frantic. “Please, Serenity. If you’re ever going to do as I ask, let it be now. Go home.”
 
   She moved toward him, her dark eyes haunted with confusion, fear and longing.
 
   Should he turn and run from her? If he vanished into this strange place, would she understand his intentions and leave him, or would she continue to try to find him and take him home?
 
   From out of the shadows, directly behind Serenity, bled two of the humanoid demons with the blank eyes and the stretched, screaming mouths. They approached her from behind, moving with a gliding motion like ghosts, heading for her. Her attention focused on Sebastian, she didn’t notice. 
 
   “Serenity! Watch out.”
 
   “We need to get back, Sebastian. Time is running—”
 
   Sebastian started at a run toward her, but creatures of darkness burst from the shadows, the small primate-like demons scampering across the ground, the sight cutting off Serenity’s words. The evil spirits rushed them from every direction, as though everything dark and shadowy in this world was drawn to them. Above their heads, the strange sky continued to swirl and roil, though its intensity had increased—the angry gray and purple clouds lower than before, the air thickening. From out of nowhere, a wind picked up, whipping Serenity’s hair from her face and her clothes—including his jacket, he realized—around her body.
 
   A set of impossibly long, black fingers wrapped around her upper arm and she cried out in shock. She glanced down in confusion and began to struggle, but another set of hands caught her by the shoulders and started to drag her back.
 
   “Sebastian!” she cried. “Help me!”
 
   The smaller demons leapt at him, hooking their claws into his skin, trying to drag him down. They chattered all around him in strange, high-pitched voices—a mixture between gibberish and laughter.
 
   With a roar of anger, he struck out with one arm and knocked one of them away. The demon skittered across the road, tumbling over before coming to a stop at the curbside.
 
   Serenity was being dragged away, her heels scraping on the ground. She reached for him, her eyes wide and frantic. She twisted her neck to see who had hold of her. Her eyes locked on the demons’ terrifying faces and she froze.
 
   Then her paralysis broke and she screamed and turned back to him, her face blanched white. With one hand, she clawed and battered at the arms holding her. Her other hand stretched toward Sebastian, begging for his help.
 
   “Serenity!”
 
   He tried to run for her, but one of the primate-like demons jumped in his face, its arms wrapping around his neck like an affectionate lover. Its red eyes glared at him with a mixture of malice and glee. The thing opened its mouth, revealing its needle-like teeth, and hissed. 
 
   Sebastian snapped his head to one side, his fangs sinking into the thing’s neck. He shook his head like a terrier with a rat, and flung the thing to the ground. It limped away, one clawed hand held to its injured neck. 
 
   Christ. What the hell were these things made of? The creature had left no taste in his mouth, as if it didn’t even exist.
 
   “Sebastian!” 
 
   Serenity’s terrified scream fueled his anger, and he fought with renewed force. He wouldn’t let her be taken by these things. He wouldn’t let them win.
 
   But the demons wouldn’t let him go so easily. More attacked, clinging to his arms, legs and back, and every step forward was a step he fought for. The strength of the wind increased, howling past his ears, and the sky had grown even lower, as though trying to smother them into submission. The whole atmosphere felt as though it supported what was happening, reacting to the battle occurring within its environs.
 
   It’s all joined, Sebastian realized. Everything in this place was one, all joined together through the darkness. It worked toward a single goal as a unit. A power that held dominion over all things.
 
   And Dominion wanted them in that house. To use, Sebastian assumed, both him and Serenity and the gateway Iona had opened.
 
   With a final burst of strength, Sebastian managed to throw a couple of the creatures off. Only a few feet separated him from Serenity now. She hadn’t given up, still fighting with everything she had.
 
   He sprang for her, reaching with desperation. She fought back, twisting in the demons’ grip, bucking like a wild thing. Momentarily, she managed to shift one of the faceless being’s hands from her right arm and she lunged toward Sebastian. 
 
   “Serenity!” he cried, reaching for her hand.
 
   “Sebastian!”
 
   And their fingertips touched.
 
   



  
 



 
   Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
    
 
   Serenity’s eyes blinked open. The first thing she became aware of was the solid weight of Sebastian’s head cradled in her lap.
 
   “Sebastian?”
 
   She looked down at him. His eyes were still closed, his face motionless. A moan of despair escaped her throat. It hadn’t worked!
 
   “Mommy!” Elizabeth’s voice distracted her and she glanced away from Sebastian. 
 
   “Elizabeth,” she said, tears blurring the colors of the room. “I’m so sorry …”
 
   “What for, Mommy?”
 
   “Your father …”
 
   But a smile lit her small face. “Mom, look.” 
 
   Her heart lifted with hope and she glanced back down at Sebastian’s face. His features remained motionless; nothing had changed. 
 
   She shook her head. “He’s gone, Elizabeth. He—”
 
   Sebastian’s eyes shot open.
 
   She cried out loud in surprise and joy.
 
   He blinked twice and frowned. He went to sit up, but Serenity didn’t give him the chance. She leaned over his face, laughing and crying at the same time, kissing his cheeks, his mouth, his eyes, dampening his skin with her tears.
 
   His eyes were back to normal—no sign of the milky cataracts that had disguised their jade beauty—and she tugged down the collar of his shirt to reveal his perfect, flawless skin.
 
   “The demon’s gone,” she cried. “You’ve healed.”
 
   Sebastian pushed himself to sitting and pulled her into his arms. He reached one hand out to Elizabeth, tugging the girl into their embrace. Serenity wound an arm around their daughter and they held each other close.
 
   This was what she thought she might never experience again—them, as a family, together.
 
   Sebastian kissed them both before untangling himself. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said to Iona who stood awkwardly to one side. “I’m not sure me being back is the right thing, but I thank you for helping my family.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Serenity with a frown. But he gave his head a slight shake. He clearly didn’t want to talk now.
 
   “Now you’re all back together, I’m going to go,” said Iona. “I can drive the Toyota back to my people.”
 
   “Are you sure you’ll be okay?” said Serenity, her natural instinct to mother the sixteen-year-old girl. She wasn’t sure if she felt comfortable allowing her to drive that distance on her own.
 
   Iona cocked an eyebrow. “It’s not like I’m regular teenager, Serenity. Though I appreciate the concern.”
 
   “Sebastian can run you back.”
 
   She glanced at the vampire. “I think I’d rather take the car.” She shrugged. “No offense.”
 
   He gave her a wry smile. “None taken.” He got to his feet and helped Serenity up. His gaze focused on the candles and chalk drawing on the floor. “Is this the gateway?”
 
   Iona nodded.
 
   “Is it closed now?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. As soon as Serenity pulled you back, we broke the circle.”
 
   “I was worried the demons would use the gateway—” His eyes flicked to Elizabeth and he stopped, obviously not wanting to frighten their daughter.
 
   Iona’s lips pressed together. “There was a possibility, but I warned Serenity that I wouldn’t be able to keep the doorway between the two worlds open for long.” She gave Serenity a smile. “You worked quickly.”
 
   Serenity returned the smile. “I didn’t have any choice.”
 
   The young sorceress walked forward and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “Thank you,” said Serenity. “We owe you everything.”
 
   “Stay safe,” Iona said. She went to Elizabeth and gave her a bear hug. 
 
   The younger girl hugged her back. “I wish you didn’t have to go.”
 
   “My people need me. Don’t be a stranger, okay?”
 
   Elizabeth gave a shy smile. “I won’t.”
 
   They stood in the front door and watched Iona climb into the old Toyota. She lifted a hand in a wave goodbye before maneuvering the old vehicle in a three-point turn on the gravel and driving out of the gate.
 
   Serenity waited until she drove away and then turned to Sebastian. She flung her arms around his neck and kissed him hard, her fingers laced in the hair at the base of his neck. Her heart swelled with happiness at having him back again. For a moment back there, she’d thought she would never be able to have him hold her again.
 
   Sebastian broke the kiss and stepped away, his dark brows knitted together, his mouth a thin line. Serenity frowned, her heart dropping slightly. Something was wrong.
 
   He ran a hand through his hair and gave his head a slight shake. “I need you to tell me what happened.”
 
   “We got rid of the demon, Sebastian. You’re safe. That’s all you need to know.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, there’s more.” He stopped and frowned, his eyes locked on her face, searching with an intensity that speared daggers through her heart. “Something is different about you. I can feel it … I can smell it …”
 
   Nerves jangled in her stomach. “I took Vincent’s blood.” Her voice was barely a whisper.
 
   “You what?”
 
   “Natasha attacked me! I almost died.”
 
   His lips tightened, but she could see he wasn’t angry with her; instead he repressed his sorrow and pain. 
 
   “I didn’t want to,” she said, gently. “I didn’t have any choice.”
 
   His gaze left her face, trailing to the floor as though he couldn’t bear to look at her. A painful lump balled in her throat and she swallowed hard. She felt as though she’d somehow betrayed him or let him down.
 
   “It’s okay, Serenity. I understand. I’m sorry you had to go through that.” He closed his eyes briefly and then covered his face with both hands, composing himself for a moment before looking back up at her. “I knew something had changed, I sensed it the moment you took his blood, I just didn’t realized what. But something else happened too, didn’t it? Something I can’t remember properly.”
 
   She wanted to cry, her eyes burning. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I did something terrible, Serenity. You need to tell me what.”
 
   He didn’t remember! She hesitated, not wanting to tell him, knowing he’d take the news badly, especially on top of what he’d just learned. But she had no choice; he’d find out eventually.
 
   “Elizabeth, sweetheart,” she said, trying to keep her voice level. “Can you go in the other room for a minute?”
 
   Even though Elizabeth had been with Sebastian when he’d killed Bridget, she didn’t want her daughter to have to relive the experience while she told Sebastian what happened. 
 
   “Aww, Mommy,” Elizabeth whined.
 
   “Just do it!” She didn’t want to be harsh, but after everything they’d been through, she no longer had the reserves to be patient. She was terrified about how Sebastian was going to react.
 
   Elizabeth pouted, but stalked off into the living room. Serenity waited until she heard the sounds of the television click on and then said, “You’re not going to like it.”
 
    “Tell me,” he insisted. 
 
   “Bridget.” Her voice came out as a whisper. “You killed Bridget.”
 
   He stared at her in horror, covering his mouth with his hand. Slowly, he stepped back, increasing the distance between them. “Oh, God, no. I can’t believe I killed her. I am so, so sorry.”
 
   She put her hands out toward him, imploring, shaking her head. “You weren’t in your right mind. I don’t think you even knew who she was.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I killed her! What happens if I hurt you the next time?”
 
   “There won’t be a next time.”
 
   “You don’t know that. I need to leave, Serenity. I’m so sorry, but I have no choice.”
 
   His face blurred as tears swam in her eyes. “You can’t just leave us!”
 
   He looked at her, his features contorted with pain. “What would you be doing now if Elizabeth had been the one killed? Would you still be standing here, begging me to stay?”
 
   “Don’t even say something like that!”
 
   “What else do you want me to say? It could just have easily been her, Serenity.” He closed his eyes briefly, shaking his head. “Don’t tell me you don’t think of me differently now. After what I did, you should never think of me in the same way again.”
 
   She reached out and touched his forearm, but he jerked away. “Killing her wasn’t your fault. The demon’s power made you do it.”
 
   He shook his head. “You’re wrong. Yes, the demon fought me for control, but I think the demon had already gone when I killed her.”
 
   She reached for him, but he took another step away.
 
   Suddenly, she realized something. “Bridget’s body came back like the others! The bodies came back like they did because a little part of the demon was being passed on to them, so some of the demon must have been present when you killed her. How much more proof do you need that you can’t be held responsible?”
 
   But instead of being reassured, his green eyes widened in horror. “She came back? So you had to …” He trailed off, unable to say the words.
 
   “Vincent took care of it.”
 
   Her heart tightened in pain at the memory of what the big vampire who had saved her life had been put through. 
 
   Sebastian shook his head and took another step away. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry.”
 
   With every step back, she felt him putting the distance between them, not only physically, but mentally. In her heart, she panicked. He balanced on a precipice and she needed to talk him down.
 
   “Sebastian, I knew what you were within days of us meeting. That was eight years ago now. I’m a grown woman and I know my own mind. I’ve always been aware of the risks involved in being with you.”
 
   “And what about Elizabeth?” he asked. “She had no choice in having me as her father. What if I hurt her?”
 
   Serenity opened her mouth to speak, but no words would come out. Was she putting Elizabeth at risk by keeping Sebastian close? He was her father and Elizabeth would be heartbroken if she couldn’t see him. But wasn’t heartbroken better than dead?
 
   He picked up on her hesitation.
 
   And, just like that, Sebastian stepped back and off the ledge.
 
   Though physically he didn’t go anywhere, she watched the line of his jaw harden and his eyes grow distant.
 
   Oh, no. Oh, please, no.
 
   “Marry me!” she said, clutching at the one thing he’d wanted. “I love you, so marry me.”
 
   His features softened a fraction and her heart lifted. He stepped forward, captured her hands within his own and lifted her fingers to his lips. “Serenity, if you’d said that to me a week ago, I’d have jumped at the chance.”
 
   She shook her head. “Don’t say no.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
 
   She burst into tears.
 
   “I knew you’d do this,” she cried. “Deep down, I always worried you’d leave me again. How can you do this to me? To Elizabeth?”
 
   He cupped her face, kissing away her tears. “I love you both more than anything. That’s why I need to leave.”
 
   She shoved him in the chest, a bright spark of rage igniting within her. But her anger couldn’t obliterate the shards of pain cutting her heart. “No, no …” 
 
   He caught her wrists and held her back, focusing her attention to his face, his whole expression tightened in pain.
 
   “Do you think I want to do this, Serenity? Do you honestly think I want to leave you both? Can’t you see how hard this is for me?”
 
   “So, don’t go.”
 
   “I have no choice. You both mean the world to me. I can’t put you in danger.”
 
   She fell against him, sobbing, her face pressed against the solid muscle of his chest. Her mind couldn’t handle what he was saying, every part of her wanting to deny it, but she couldn’t. Because deep down, she understood what he was saying was right. How could she have him in the house knowing the potential danger he posed to them? He’d always believed he was in control, but on this occasion he hadn’t been. If it happened once, what would stop it from happening again?
 
   He held her until her sobs subsided.
 
   “I need to say goodbye to our daughter.”
 
   Serenity wiped her face and nodded, not trusting herself to speak again.
 
   She followed him into the living room where Elizabeth sat on the floor, a couple of books open around her. In the background, the television was on low. Elizabeth wasn’t reading the books or watching the screen, but instead sat with her legs crossed, her hands in her lap, her face pale. She’d obviously overheard their conversation.
 
   Sebastian crossed the room and switched off the television. He went back to their daughter and crouched to her level. “Elizabeth?” The girl looked up. “I have to go now, baby. Do you understand why?”
 
   Elizabeth’s lower lip trembled as she tried not to cry. “It’s because you think you might hurt us.”
 
   He reached out and ruffled her hair. “That’s right. And I love you both way, way too much for me to ever risk that happening. I’ll stay in touch, okay? I’ll write letters and call and I promise never to forget your birthday or Christmas.”
 
   Elizabeth lost control, tears spilling down her cheeks. “But I don’t want you to go, Daddy.”
 
   He reached out and smoothed her tears from her cheeks. “I don’t want to go either, sweetheart, but I have to. I’m a danger to you and your mother. I won’t ever let anything cause you harm, especially not myself.”
 
   “But you won’t hurt us. I know you won’t!”
 
   He shook his head. “You don’t know that, baby. The choice I’m making now is to protect you, but I’ll miss you every second of every day.”
 
   Serenity stood back, one hand clamped over her mouth to stifle her sobs, the other held against her body for comfort. She felt the pain of him leaving twice-fold—once for herself and again for her daughter.
 
   Sebastian picked Elizabeth up, hugging her tight. He kissed the top of her head and then carried her over and placed her on the couch. The little girl curled up in a tight ball of misery in the corner. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, baby girl. I never meant for things to come to this.”
 
   Elizabeth didn’t answer.
 
   Sebastian turned to Serenity. “This doesn’t mean I don’t love you,” he said, his eyes filled with a deep, soul-wrenching sadness. “I’ll still watch out for you. You and Elizabeth will go wanting for nothing. I’ll just make sure I’m a long way away from you both. There’s enough of my blood in bags in the chest freezer to keep you going, you only need a matter of drops. If you need more, I’ll send you some.”
 
   “I don’t care about your blood.”
 
   “You need it, Serenity, to keep yourself well for Elizabeth.”
 
   “So good of you to realize she needs at least one parent in her life,” she spat back. Her emotions were in a whirl of torment, knowing deep down his leaving may be best for their daughter’s safety, but also hurt and angry that he could even consider an existence apart from them.
 
   Sebastian sighed. “I’ll take Bridget’s car,” he said. “I’ll dump it somewhere a long way from here.”
 
   “People are going to know she’s missing. The police are going to be around asking questions again.”
 
   “Then it’s even better that I leave. Tell them I’ve left you and you’ve no idea where I am.”
 
   She scowled. “The cops are going to start getting suspicious about how all the men in my life like to hurt people and leave.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Serenity.” He reached for her, but she pulled away.
 
   “Don’t be. I don’t need your pity.” She stepped away from him. “Just go,” she said, her voice hard. “If that’s really what you think is for the best, then go.”
 
   Hurt rippled across his face, but she had no room for sympathy for him in the barrage of emotions she was experiencing.
 
   His eyes flicked between Serenity and Elizabeth, hesitating for a moment, and then spun from the room, a howl of pain escaping his throat.
 
   Serenity ran to her daughter, enveloping the little girl in her arms. They clung to each other, and she tried not to hear the sound of the Prius starting or the big gates of the property sliding open. Though she wanted to go after him, she refused to watch him walk out of her life for a second time. 
 
   She needed to focus on Elizabeth now, on helping her daughter through this. Though she understood Sebastian’s motives, she struggled to come to terms with the idea that he’d actually left them. The thought of not having him in her life broke her heart, but the idea of him hurting Elizabeth sickened her. To have him back would mean forever living in fear.
 
   They would come to terms with not having him as a part of their lives, though it might take months or even years. But despite knowing all of this, Serenity couldn’t help wonder …
 
   Would she ever see him again?
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