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      For every last one of my readers.

      
      You begged, harassed, threatened, cajoled, whined, and 
pretty pleased your way into this book.

      
      Enjoy!

      
      (And yes, the bitch finally 
gets it! … Well, maybe. Muhahahaha!)

   
      
      Printed in the United States of America
      
      
      “Whosoever wishes to know the fate of Demonkind must consult these prophecies …”

      
      “… as magic once more threatens the time, as the peace of the Demon yaws toward insanity …”

      
      “… it will come to pass that in this great age things will return to the focus of purity that Demonkind must always strive
            for. Here will come the meaning and purpose of our strictest laws, that no uncorrupted human shall be harmed, that peaceful
            coexistence between races shall become paramount …”

      
      —Excerpts from The Lost Demon Prophecy

      
      “… it is therefore forbidden for any of Demonkind to mate with creatures who are not their equals, not of their nature, not
            of their strength and power. Those lesser creatures are ours to protect from ourselves, not to be violated in impure sexual
            abomination. This is the law and the will of nature. The dog does not lie with the cat; the cat does not lie with the mouse.
            Whosoever breaks this sacred trust must suffer under the hand of the law …”

      
      —Excerpt from The Original Scroll of Destruction

   
      
      Prologue

      
      Samhain 2008

      
      “There’s too many of them!” Isabella cried out after a moment wasted in catching her breath. The dark ebony cloud of her hair
         was flung around her head in a wide arc as she whipped it around to look at her companion: her mate and husband, the father
         of her daughter, not to mention their son, whose impending existence they had only found out about a week ago. He guarded
         her back just as she guarded his in this fight, and together they were protecting the thing most precious to them both. “Jacob!”
      

      
      The female Druid was forced to turn her back on her attackers as she saw that the odds she faced were nothing compared to
         his. No matter how strong and skilled she had become as a fighter over her years beside him, no matter how powerful an Earth
         Demon he was, they would never survive against such forces. Not alone.
      

      
      But Jacob would not relent.

      
      He could not relent.
      

      
      It was not only because they were the Enforcers and it was their duty to fight these foul aggressors with every last breath in their bodies. It was because their daughter, Leah, was secreted away only a few yards distant from
         the ground they currently defended. Jacob would sacrifice his last breath before he would see his family harmed. Isabella
         would do no less.
      

      
      “Bella!”

      
      Jacob reached for her between one smooth strike at the enemy and the next. He linked his arm through hers, and like the perfectly
         fitting cogs of a watch, she rotated over his back, her legs windmilling in dual strikes that stunned and stumbled enemies.
         When her feet hit the ground, she instantly stepped back so the heel of her left foot touched the heel of his right. They
         braced themselves in that back-to-back position as the forces around them circled like vultures. Fortunately, both fighters
         knew that baser instincts would prevent these Transformed Demons from organizing themselves with intelligence, cunning, or
         strategy. The situation was critical enough with their bloodlust berserking; if they were to work in tandem, they would have
         a horrifying advantage.
      

      
      Even as Bella struck a mark with a petite arm that packed far more punch than would be expected in one so small, Jacob spread
         his hands out parallel to the earth, his fingers curling as if they were burying into the soil that, in actuality, was a good
         four feet below the thick stone under their feet. Shattered quartz and rich loam spewed up toward those commanding hands,
         starting in one place and rapidly exploding in a circle around him and his wife until they were being swallowed by a perfect
         cylinder of dirt, rock, and debris.
      

      
      Isabella wasn’t afraid when the ground caved in beneath her and the earth literally sealed its lips above her head and swallowed her up. She instantly dropped down into the chute of the tunnel being burrowed through the soil, her husband
         sliding swiftly beside her as they fell. Even though she could see and hear the rumble of clean fill collapsing above their
         heads almost as fast as they fell, she was not intimidated. On the contrary, she was relieved. The monsters above them could
         never catch them now. It was all Jacob; every grain and every pebble being manipulated around them was under her husband’s
         artful command. He was the most powerful Earth Demon alive. The oldest of his kind. None of the Transformed Earth Demons above
         them could match the speed and accuracy Jacob used to manipulate the Earth around them, or the way the soil was repacked above
         them tighter than nature herself had originally done. Now their enemies would have to figure out how to find their way through
         tremendous amounts of earth in order to find them.
      

      
      Finally they passed through what was once solid limestone before bursting out of the Demon-made tunnel and into a nature-made
         cavern. Jacob manipulated gravity so they landed gently on their feet, even giving Isabella an extra moonwalk bounce that
         made her laugh briefly in spite of their dire circumstances. Then she turned sharply around to face her mate.
      

      
      “The baby!”

      
      “Easy,” her husband reassured her. “She’s just through the caverns. I pulled her down, too. What did you think I was going
         to do?” He reached out and swatted her backside as she hurried in the direction he had indicated. But despite the playful
         gesture and her smart look over her shoulder, they were both very aware that they weren’t safe yet. Granted, most of those
         above could not follow them, but some …
      

      
      Some could.
      

      
      “I pulled Jasmine into the caverns as well, but she’s hell and gone from here,” he warned his wife. “It’s going to take some
         time for her to reach us.”
      

      
      Bella threw up a hand of acknowledgment, even though he already knew she had heard him and understood him. Understood they
         were on their own.
      

      
      Isabella’s speed as she ran along the twisting corridor still amazed her. It had been six years since she had evolved from
         a human into a Druid, or rather, a hybrid of human and Druid. The power that had come with that alteration in her genetic
         makeup, including her ability to run with incredible speed, had been one of many blessings in her life since then. As she
         rounded a corner, she saw one of her blessings indignantly dusting off the soil the other blessing in Bella’s life had caused to get on her dress.
      

      
      “Daddy, I’m dirty,” the five-year-old complained, the hands on her tiny hips and the jut of her lips all too reminiscent of
         her mother’s infamous gestures of pique. She completely disregarded the fact that she’d been in any danger.
      

      
      “Sorry, angel,” Jacob apologized halfheartedly as he looked up toward the cavern ceiling, sensing the danger looming above
         them. “We have to make haste,” he said softly as he leaned in toward Bella’s ear.
      

      
      Isabella was already scooping up her daughter as her husband’s hand fell into the small of her back to guide and hurry her.

      
      “Mommy, I can walk,” Leah reminded her with her trademark stubborn independence, just as she always did when Isabella tried
         to carry her.
      

      
      Of course, Leah let her father truck her around everywhere from dusk to dawn if that was his wish, and she never complained then, Isabella thought.
      

      
      “Mommy is faster than you are, sweetheart, and we have to run,” Bella explained as she began to do just that.

      
      She didn’t lose patience with her daughter’s distorted priorities. It wasn’t that Leah didn’t understand that there was peril
         around them, because she did. However, Leah had grown up watching her parents run into battle at the slightest threat to their
         home and homeland, their friends and family, or their monarch’s people. She was speaking like a child who wasn’t worried in
         the least about her safety because she knew her parents to be a mighty force, an undefeatable army of two that would never
         fail to protect her for as long as she lived.
      

      
      There was a bursting change in the cavern’s air pressure, one that all three of them recognized; although in Leah’s experience,
         the force that created that sinus-snapping aftermath was always friendly.
      

      
      This one was not.

      
      Isabella skidded to a halt, shoving her daughter behind herself so suddenly that Leah’s dress hit the dirt once more.

      
      Bella and Jacob squared off to face the traitorous Demon Ruth, who had become a powerful enemy as she’d added potent necromancer
         magic to her already vast repertoire of ability as an Elder Mind Demon. It was she who had betrayed and Summoned the Transformed
         Demons Jacob and Isabella had left up above them, layers of earth and rock away.
      

      
      Worse yet was the presence of the Vampire named Nicodemous, who now shared her power, just as he seemed to share her black
         magic abilities. Ruth had caused devastating death and destruction when she had defected, first with her daughter, and then, upon her daughter’s death,
         on her own. Now, mated to a Vampire of such age and avaricious might, she was an unfathomable force of evil.
      

      
      They both were.

      
      The only small thing in the Enforcers’ favor was that Ruth’s Transformed minions couldn’t immediately come to her aid. That
         wouldn’t last long, however. Ruth only needed a moment of concentration before she could begin teleporting them down to her
         side a bucketful at a time.
      

      
      Isabella refused to give her the advantage. The Druid released the tight rein she always kept on her ability to dampen the
         power of any Nightwalker. This was by far her most powerful ability, and it was also the most unpredictable and dangerous
         to her personally. She even forced herself to acknowledge the unknown damage it could do to the delicate fetus she carried.
         But she didn’t see that she had a choice with the lives of the rest of her family at stake. Even with Jasmine on her way to
         back them up, the female Vampire was only one person, and it would take an army to defeat these two evil creatures if their
         powers remained intact. They had learned much about how to use them over these past few years. And it was only going to get
         worse. Bella and Jacob had to strike now, while they had a chance.
      

      
      And besides, the traitorous bitch was coming after her child. Bella would see to it Ruth paid for even daring to think about touching Leah. Damn the painful consequences she might
         suffer. If Bella didn’t do something, they all would die anyway.
      

      
      Clearly Jacob felt the same, or he would have volubly protested her impending actions through the telepathic link they shared with one another. He knew what potential harm there was to his wife, but while he’d argued against
         it in the past on many occasions, there was no time to argue now.
      

      
      And so she opened herself to the dangerous unknown and drew it into her vulnerable mind and body. Bella had absorbed the power
         of a female Mind Demon before, but nothing like this blackness of soul. It was sucked harshly into her like acrid ammonia.
         She had taken the power of a corrupted Vampire before. He had stolen the lives of other Nightwalkers, gathering their power into
         himself through the drinking of their blood. But she knew instantly that this Vampire was tainted well beyond that, the stain of necromancer magic on his soul as well. It was like imbibing a double dose
         of pure, liquid evil. She felt the cloying blackness of dual channels of power from the twin sources; they seeped into her
         like thick oil and tar. The evil twisted together inside her, suffocating her from the inside out. Her eyes, normally a beautiful
         violet color, blacked over and she looked down at herself to see pitch liquid oozing out of her skin. She did not realize
         the vision was only in her own mind.
      

      
      Jacob felt his mate scream in horror long before she actually found the voice for it. He saw what she saw, just as he knew
         her every waking thought every moment of the day. He knew she was seeing a hallucination, and he couldn’t help the instinct
         that had him leaping into her mind to convince her of what was real and what was not. He whirled around to catch her in a
         single strong arm as she lurched in a back-arching seizure.
      

      
      Leah watched with wide, frightened eyes as her mother was flung backward by an unseen force. Her young heart leapt into her
         throat as her father spun to catch her mother, the long brown-black tail of his hair whipping like that of an agitated horse. She felt her heart seize fitfully with
         incomprehension as she watched him quickly ease his beloved wife to the ground as gently as he could, considering the violent
         contortions of her body.
      

      
      That was all the time it took for the enemy behind him to strike.

      
      It was the Vampire that moved. Leah watched, paralyzed with shock and fear as he reached with blinding speed into his long,
         dark coat, grabbing for something that looked sharp and deadly. Even Leah’s immature Demon senses could smell the sudden tang
         of rusted iron, the poisonous metal that was deadly to Demons. A moment later the Vampire leapt onto her father’s turned back
         and drove the iron spike between rear ribs and shoulder blade.
      

      
      Leah watched as if through someone else’s eyes as the spike burst through her father’s chest, spearing him straight through
         the heart. The inconceivable sight of her sire’s blood exploding out of his chest was nothing compared to seeing him fall
         to his knees in total shock, his face full of outrage and a clear frustration that only those who loved him would understand.
         Jacob looked up into his little girl’s violet eyes, so like her mother’s, and felt his failure to protect his family so sharply
         that the last sound to leave him was a keening cry of utter remorse.
      

      
      Then he fell forward onto her mother, the last exhale of his breath echoing in the suddenly silent cavern.

      
      “Daddy!”

      
      Leah screamed for her father as the Vampire reached to yank him off her mother, baring his fangs. He hissed and then threw
         Jacob away so violently that Leah heard her father hit the near wall with a sickening smack.
      

      
      “Dead.” A dead Demon with no heartbeat to pump his blood was of no use to a power-hungry Vampire, who could not feed from
         Jacob to gain one of his many powers. Nicodemous’s frustration was keen because of just how powerful a Demon Jacob had been.
         But he quickly turned his attention to Leah’s mother.
      

      
      Leah had been frozen in terror, but seeing those pale, bony fingers reaching for her mother galvanized her into headlong action.
         She flung herself between those hands and her twitching, seizing mother, throwing her small body protectively over her, not
         quite realizing yet that her parents’ symbiotic relationship meant her mother’s death knell had already begun at the moment
         of her sire’s passing.
      

      
      The Vampire grabbed her by the neck of her dress, ignoring her scream and easily overcoming the mighty grip she had on her
         mama’s clothing. He plucked her up like a fragile little flower and inspected her with a jaundiced eye.
      

      
      “It’s too small to have any power. I’d much rather feast on the Druid.” He cast her aside onto her dead father’s chest, the
         iron spike jutting from his chest stabbing into her, skewering her through a thigh left bare and vulnerable as the skirt of
         her dress flew up. The iron lodged in her flesh, burning her half-Demon tissue and blood with excruciating pain. Between that
         and the horror of lying on the rapidly cooling remains of her father, Leah dissolved into screams.
      

      
      “You idiot! We came here for the little girl! There’s nothing like her in the world!” Ruth hissed, reaching for the squalling
         child, who immediately shut up and found the unprecedented strength to pull herself off the spike that had speared her and
         scrambled away from the Demon coming after her.
      

      
      “There’s nothing like the Druid in the world either,” the Vampire spat at her, “and at least her power is developed! I can
         only absorb from one at a time! And what is she but a swallow or two?” He scoffed at the idea of feasting on the scrawny little
         girl.
      

      
      “Then we’ll take it with us,” Ruth mused, eyeing the child, who was wriggling her way between two boulders shaded by a natural
         shelf. “We’ll wait for it to grow and show its powers. Then you can eat it and kill it so no one else will have a chance at
         whatever power it gives you.”
      

      
      Nicodemous grunted noncommittally as he yanked up Bella’s torso by her arm, forcing the seizing woman against his chest. He
         opened his jaws wide, flashing vicious fangs that made Leah cower deeper into her cubby. Too terrified to make any further
         sound, she whimpered when he stabbed those wicked-looking teeth into her mother and ripped away at her flesh so she gushed
         blood into his mouth in a sloppy gluttonous mess.
      

      
      Ruth did the child an unintentional favor when she bent down next to Leah’s hiding place and blocked her from seeing any more
         of the Vampire’s cruel feeding on her mother. Ruth reached between the rocks and tried to fish for Leah, but the child wisely
         kept out of reach, backing up into the dark cubby as far as she could go.
      

      
      “Come here, girl. Don’t make me use magic on you. I’ll turn you into a lizard, you little brat.”

      
      But Leah knew that as long as her mother was alive and perhaps for some time after that, her attackers would be completely
         powerless. She knew what her mother could do, all the things her mother could do. The Vampire could drink all he liked, but he would only be able to earn one of her mother’s
         powers. For all he knew, he would earn her very benign ability to read any language she saw.
      

      
      But the child didn’t realize just how deadly that could be in a world full of black magic spell books in ancient and sometimes
         dead languages. Spells and magic that had faded away with the language they were written in. Powerful magics that once upon
         an age had been seen as biblical events, and perhaps still were.
      

      
      Suddenly Ruth got hold of the hem of Leah’s dress and immediately fisted the material into her fingers, pulling her toward
         the narrow spot between the boulders she had escaped through. Desperate and panicked, Leah did the first thing that came to
         her mind. She grabbed hold of Ruth’s forearm, opened her mouth, and did some biting of her own. She did it as savagely and
         viciously as she had seen the Vampire do, taking great satisfaction in Ruth’s surprised screech and her immediate withdrawal.
         Leah scrambled back into her dark corner, this time making sure her skirt was well out of reach.
      

      
      “You little bitch! Wait until I get my hands on you! I’m going to use you to beat your mother dead!”

      
      “Lovely. That should charm her out of there,” Nico said dryly, earning a nasty look from his other half. She was a beautiful
         woman, tall and tan and cool blond, but her blue eyes oozed utter and exquisite madness, and when she glared at him like that
         she really came off quite ugly. He took it in stride. He had grown used to her rapidly fluctuating moods. And her volatility
         kept him from growing bored with her, something that happened easily to Vampires who were as long-lived as he. “Cast a spell
         to get to her,” he suggested. “Our innate abilities may be gone, but surely a spell will work.”
      

      
      “And what spell do you suggest? There is no ‘Snag a Rotten Child’ spell.”
      

      
      “You could be creative. Surely you can think of—” Suddenly the Demon/Vampire team went still, both tilting their heads as
         they sensed the approach of another.
      

      
      “We had better go,” the Vampire said, using a sleeve to wipe at his mouth. It did little good. He was saturated with the blood
         of Leah’s mother, and it was smeared and splashed all over his face, arms, and shirt. “We do not have any power, thanks to
         her.” He flicked fingers dismissively at Bella. “And as you see, it is not a good idea to fight dependent solely on our spell
         work.”
      

      
      Ruth couldn’t argue with that. Instinct told her that whoever was coming was very, very powerful and would be fresh and not
         battle weary. Ruth and her Vampire were worn out from fighting the Enforcers and manipulating the Transformed minions they’d
         sent initially to attack Bella and Jacob.
      

      
      And just like that, they abandoned Leah and the cavern.

      
      Not without sensory abilities of her own, the child was aware of their leaving, and that the farther they went from her, the
         safer she was. She squeezed out of her hiding spot and raced over to her mother, using her small hands and diminutive strength
         to turn Bella over so she was faceup. But that was as far as she could pull her. It was as far as she dared to pull her. Every
         movement she made caused more blood to pump out of the torn flesh in her mother’s throat.
      

      
      Leah’s eyes filled with tears. She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know how to help. She had been born to the Enforcers,
         an indestructible team of strength, power, and intelligence that always knew what to do. And now it was shattered all around her, torn and broken. She
         ought to have been able to do something. Even at five she already had the sense that she was destined for great things, that
         she was one day going to be a very powerful Demon.
      

      
      But right then she was only five, helpless and vulnerable. Right then there was nothing she could do.
      

      
      Jasmine found the little girl sprawled over her mother’s chest, her tiny hands gripping at Bella’s shirt-sleeves, her face
         buried against Bella’s breast as she keened softly in an awful sound of despair. The female Vampire was not exactly known
         for her sentimentality and tenderness, but she would have had to be a stone-cold bitch not to be shocked and moved by the
         sight that greeted her. Over the past few years as head of the Nightwalker Sensor Network, the law enforcement net that had
         been put in place all over the world to catch lawless Nightwalkers that slipped through the cracks of their individual race’s
         policing systems, Jasmine had been always two steps short of Nicodemous and Ruth. The chase had gone on long enough for her
         to recognize their very special brand of aftermath, and she knew that was exactly what she was seeing now.
      

      
      She moved forward, stepping over the man she knew was beyond help and kneeling by Isabella’s shoulder. She gently reached
         out to touch the back of Leah’s head. Her brown and black hair, a mirror of her father’s, was caked with dirt and the blood
         of her parents, but the exceptional tenderness of the female Vampire was everything the frightened child needed. She looked
         up at Jasmine with wide, violet eyes filled with unshed tears and a traumatization that would no doubt last the remainder of her lifetime.
      

      
      “Please help my mama,” she begged Jasmine painfully.

      
      “Come, puss. It’s best we let your mama go,” she said as gently as she could, “else she will suffer in the long run.” Unlike
         Leah, Jasmine was well aware of the symbiotic relationship between the Demon and the Druid. Without Jacob’s energy to revitalize
         her, Bella would begin to waste away, and before two weeks were up, she would be dead. It was a long, slow, and agonizing
         death—especially for those who loved the Druid, those who would be forced to sit and watch it happen, knowing there was nothing
         they could do to help.
      

      
      “Please. Please!” Leah reached out for Jasmine, grasping the Vampire’s face between her hands and meeting her gaze with a
         chilling sort of wisdom radiating from her young eyes. “I was mean to her tonight. I don’t want Mama to leave me thinking
         I’m a bad girl.”
      

      
      “Puss, you and I both know your mama would never think that of you. She loves you more than anything,” Jasmine reassured her
         as she pulled her into her lap and hugged her close.
      

      
      “I know she loves me more than anything, but I don’t think she knows that I love her. I was mean to her.”

      
      “Oh, sweetheart. She knows. Mamas always know.”

      
      “Please. I need to tell her. Please …”

      
      The little girl pressed her lips to Jasmine’s, right over the spot where her upper left fang was hidden and retracted. Jasmine
         was well aware that this clever child was manipulating her, pulling out all the stops, doing whatever it took to save her
         sole surviving parent.
      

      
      “Damn.”

      
      Leah didn’t understand what saving Bella for the moment could cost Jasmine for the rest of her life. Jasmine had never drunk the blood of anyone who wasn’t human or Vampire before. The idea offended her every last sensibility.
         All her life it had been drilled into her that she shouldn’t ever drink the blood of a Nightwalker. Until recently it had
         been deeply forbidden. But then Prince Damien had drunk from a Lycanthrope, who later had become his bride, and it was discovered
         that the reason the cold and loveless Vampires lived lives of such bland emotion was because they were destined to find their
         mates in the other Nightwalker breeds … in the blood of other Nightwalkers.
      

      
      But there was no love to be found here. The thing Jasmine was considering was to drink in order to trigger the autonomic systems
         attached to her second bite, her finishing bite, which would inject coagulants into her victim’s body, thus stopping Bella’s
         bleeding. But to drink from Bella would mean to take on an aspect of her power, and Jasmine wasn’t interested in altering
         herself on a molecular level for all time. She liked herself just the way she was.
      

      
      But it wasn’t herself she was forced to consider. It was a pair of pleading violet eyes, a child on the brink of becoming
         an orphan, and it was that child’s mother who would suffer painfully if Jasmine saved her long enough to say good-bye to her
         daughter.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” the female Vampire whispered to the babe. “She’s gone.”

      
      She picked the little girl up and walked out of the cavern that held Leah’s dead and dying parents.

      
      One Week Later

      
      Noah, the Demon King, raged with grief, the temper of his volatile element getting the best of him. He hid himself in the very same caverns that had seen Jacob’s death and, using the power of his flame and Fire, he burned everything
         in sight until the rock was charred as black as the wounded places in his heart.
      

      
      Kestra, his Queen, grieved with love. Leah glued herself to Noah’s wife, scrawny legs around her waist and clutching arms
         around her neck beneath Kestra’s sugar-white braid of hair. While her husband burned in anguish, Kes rocked and comforted
         the orphaned child. They clung to each other, the parentless child and the barren Queen, each fulfilling places of desperate
         need in the other.
      

      
      Leah’s blood uncle, Kane, brother to her father, couldn’t bear to be in the child’s presence. Neither, it seemed, could his
         mate, Corrine, who was Isabella’s blood sister. They each saw too much of Bella and Jacob in Leah’s features and her coloring,
         and their avoidance would set a trend far into the future. Leah would feel it most keenly, and she would age knowing very
         little about them, except to realize just setting eyes on her caused them inconsolable pain.
      

      
      And they were not the only ones who would behave in such a manner.

      
      She learned not to mention anything about her parents to anyone who didn’t talk about them first. Within days she understood
         that she had no family anymore. That she was alone.
      

      
      And through the years to follow, a certain female Vampire would watch as the once close-knit Demons began to fall apart over
         the deaths of two of their finest and most beloved members, anguish and suffocating guilt stealing away what nothing else
         could have done. She quickly came to realize there was nothing at all she could do about it.
      

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Ten Years Later

      
      “Adam?”

      
      Leah’s dark head jolted up and around in her shock, her violet eyes going wide as she stared at her Siddah Elijah. Elijah looked at his foster daughter with amusement. He was well aware the fifteen-year-old had been tuning out most
         of her lessons up until that point.
      

      
      “Yes. Adam. Your father’s eldest brother was Enforcer before your father inherited the mantle from him.”

      
      “But … Daddy’s only brother is Uncle Kane.”

      
      “Trust me, angel, I was very good friends with Adam. You were perhaps just too young to recall your father ever mentioning
         him.”
      

      
      “But Uncle Kane never speaks of him,” she argued.

      
      No doubt, Elijah thought. Kane had not known Adam, having been born after Adam’s loss. Then again, the present Enforcer also avoided
         his niece whenever he could, so the opportunity for discussions about anything was nonexistent. The look flitting over Leah’s
         features told him that she was recalling that very same fact.
      

      
      Kane and Corrine had never recovered from the tragic loss of their siblings. They had become very insular, taking solace only
         in one another and avoiding anything that could possibly remind them of Jacob or Bella. At first, Kane had even refused to
         take on the position of Enforcer, this in spite of the fact that he knew he was the last of his line, the last of a very special
         legacy of Demon power that allowed him to sense when other Demons were on the brink of insanity.
      

      
      Eventually, Kane had very little choice. Then again, it wasn’t as though any of them had a choice. Life plodded forward, but
         they were all aware of the pall that had hung over their society this past decade. There were many who believed Jacob and
         Bella would have destroyed Ruth eventually, or at the very least the plague of rogue Vampires that now threatened to overwhelm
         the Nightwalker world.
      

      
      Kane always tried his best and he meant well, but his youth was against him as he struggled to fill his brother’s formidable
         shoes.
      

      
      Others, like Elijah, simply believed that the blow of the Enforcers’ deaths had taken the spirit out of the entire Demon community.

      
      “Adam was gone long before Kane was even born,” Elijah pointed out to his charge. “He didn’t even know him.”

      
      “Gone? You mean he died?” she pressed. As a rule, her Siddah was very careful with the words he chose, so the distinction caught the clever girl’s attention.
      

      
      “Actually, I can only assume so. Adam disappeared without explanation some four centuries ago on a Beltane night. We found
         no clues to his disappearance; however, since we were at war with the Vampires at the time, it was not unusual for even our best warriors to disappear.”
      

      
      “Oh! How terrible!” Leah’s violet eyes filled with empathetic tears. She often did this. Leah hungered for stories of her
         parents and felt a constant need to apply emotions to them. Elijah supposed it helped her to feel closer to them. The tragedy
         was that Kane and Corrine, the two people on earth who could best fill her hunger for information about Jacob and Bella, were
         as remote a resource to her as Pluto was to Earth, and it had very little to do with the fact that Leah was being raised in
         a distant Russian province in the court of the Lycanthrope Queen, Elijah’s mate, Siena. Being a Mind Demon, Kane was capable
         of teleporting at will. He could have brought himself and his mate to Russia whenever he wanted to.
      

      
      “You know, Noah was Adam’s best friend, as I recall. Perhaps you ought to ask him about your other uncle,” Elijah suggested.

      
      “Really? I can go to England?”

      
      “Of course.” He chuckled. “Kestra and Noah would be thrilled to see you.”

      
      “Yeah, I guess,” the young girl sighed. “But it stresses Kes out when she sees me. It stresses all of you out.”

      
      Leah knew that was exactly the truth of the matter. After her parents had died, there had been something of a terrible war
         over her custody. Demon tradition stated that upon the death of both parents, a Demon child’s Siddah would take immediate custody of the child, instead of waiting until the child’s power began to show itself in the child’s
         late teens. But Noah and Kestra had fought with Elijah and Legna for the right to raise her themselves until the proper time for her Fostering to begin. They wanted to raise her in the Demon court
         and in the hub of Demon life. Leah’s Siddah, Elijah and Magdelegna, both lived with their mates in the Lycanthrope court. A foreign court with foreign traditions.
      

      
      Of course Kestra’s motivations had been strongly oriented to her husband’s desires. She was unable to have children of her
         own and knew how deeply Noah felt for Leah. She had seen it as a perfect opportunity to provide him with the family he deserved.
         And Leah didn’t doubt that the barren Queen had been strongly in favor of the idea for other reasons as well. The fight had,
         she came to understand, caused some rifts between Elijah and his King … and even between Magdelegna and her brother. Legna
         and Noah had once been very loving and very close, but now the relationship was strained.
      

      
      All because of Leah.

      
      Eventually it had come down to the Great Council’s vote on the matter. The Council had strongly sided with Leah’s Siddah and Demon tradition, and so she had been raised by Elijah and Legna and Legna’s Demon mate Gideon. Siena, the Lycanthrope
         Queen, and Siena’s entourage of Lycanthropes had had their influence on Leah, too.
      

      
      Leah didn’t know if any of them were good or bad influences, or if Noah and Kestra might have been better ones, but frankly
         she was glad she had been raised outside of the Demon world. There was always so much weight in the eyes of the Demons who
         saw her mother and father in her looks or her bearing or perhaps even her smallest habits. That weight invariably led to sadness
         and an overwhelming guilt. Leah’s guilt. She felt bad for making them sorrowful, and the older she was, the worse it seemed to get. Apparently her face and
         eyes made her a dead ringer for her mother, while her build and hair reminded everyone of her father.
      

      
      “I think I’ll just stay here,” she said as she almost invariably did whenever she thought of visiting the Demon court. Actually,
         her thoughts were far more engaged with the fascinating concept of learning about an uncle she had never heard of before.
         “So what can you tell me about Adam?”
      

      
      “Adam? Sweet Destiny.” Elijah paused to thrust the blade he was forging deep into the hot coals before him. “Why are you so
         fascinated with him?” he asked his fosterling. He took a moment to look over her willowy frame, smiling as he saw how much
         she had grown these past few months. She also looked healthy and, considering her history, reasonably happy. But there would
         always be an element of sadness in this child, Elijah thought. The tragedy of her parents’ death was worn deep in her young
         spirit, and anyone who sat and talked to her for any length of time could see it sitting on her soul.
      

      
      “Well, you were good friends, yes?”

      
      Elijah didn’t see what possible use there was in bringing up stories of other great men who were also long gone, but she was
         animated and curious and it was infectious to see her that way.
      

      
      “Honestly?” the big blond Demon said with a crooked grin. “Your father was Adam’s best friend even above Noah. When they weren’t
         bickering, that is. Your dad loved to get under Adam’s skin and would poke and prod until he got his ass kicked for it.”
      

      
      Leah laughed, and Elijah relished the sound. It was a rare commodity in her. It was rare in just about everyone these days.
      

      
      “Then again,” he continued, “those sparring matches and their playful rivalry is probably how your father learned all the
         tricks of the Enforcer’s trade. From diplomacy to cunning to battle, Adam was the ultimate instructor, and your father a clever
         sort of student. Did you know that Adam was the one who devised most of the current punishments we use to deter Demons from
         straying during the Hallowed moons? There have been others throughout the centuries, but Adam’s were by far the most wickedly
         effective and have stuck the longest.”
      

      
      “Really?” she asked breathlessly, her expression rapt as she leaned in.

      
      “Yeah. Apparently, Adam thought the original forms of castigation and humiliation were a bit too warm and fuzzy for his tastes.
         What he devised has proved far more diabolical. Adam was …” Elijah grinned at her, his green eyes alight with distant memory.
         “Adam was the definition of a hard-ass. Believe me when I tell you it paid off. Whatever you hear people say about your father
         being militant, it was nothing compared to Adam. He was the all-time deadliest fighter on the block when he wanted to be.
         Not to disparage your father, but if Adam were still around, Ruth would have been dealt with long before she could ever have
         got this far.”
      

      
      Leah frowned as he turned to shift the blade under the coals. “You mean he was better than Daddy?” she asked as she licked
         the sweat from her upper lip. The forge was hot and close, but she wouldn’t have budged for anything.
      

      
      “Well … let’s say he was different. Adam wasn’t known for being touchy-feely. Your father was the opposite in many ways.” Elijah hesitated. “If I took Adam at the time he
         died and set him up against your dad at the time he died, it’d be a real hard call. But you see, your mother made Jacob more powerful than Adam could ever be alone. However,
         she also … well …” Elijah stopped with a wince, realizing he had forgotten whom he was talking to.
      

      
      Leah wasn’t left behind.

      
      “You mean to say Mama was Daddy’s worst weakness as well, don’t you? It’s okay, Elijah. I was there. I know my father wouldn’t
         be dead if he hadn’t turned his back on his enemies.”
      

      
      “Actually, no one knows that,” he corrected her sharply. “Do you blame your mother for what happened? Or your father?”

      
      “I blame everybody!” Leah bit out sharply. “I blame everyone who ever let Ruth slip through their fingers! I blame the Vampires!
         I blame you and Noah and even Adam for not being there when my parents needed them the most!” Leah’s small hands balled into
         fists as she railed. She tried to hold back, to rein in her temper, especially when she saw the guilt and pain in Elijah’s
         eyes. “I just … I wish it had been different. I bet if my father and my uncle Adam had been there together that day, Ruth
         would be dead and that Vampire bastard would be burned to ashes instead of my father and mother!”
      

      
      Elijah looked at her carefully for a minute or two, letting her catch her breath and calm her emotions. Then he said gently,
         “I think it’s a waste of time to think of such things, Leah. If you get caught up in fantasies about ‘would have beens,’ you
         forget to appreciate what you actually have in the here and now. Tragedies happen, Leah, but quite often unexpected good comes from them.”
      

      
      “Tell me what good has come from my parents’ murders!” she lashed out, standing up and bearing the fierce heat of the forge
         in order to go toe-to-toe with her Siddah. “You tell me, Elijah! Teach me how to see their deaths in a proper light! Wax poetic on all the happiness among us that
         was born because Jacob and Isabella are dead!”
      

      
      Elijah stood in stony silence as Leah reached to dash tears from her eyes. He deserved her anger, he thought sadly. They all
         did, because they all had failed her. It broke his heart to see her in the firelight of the forge, her mother’s violet eyes
         and her father’s brown-black hair leaping out at him from a face made half of Isabella’s fey features and half of Jacob’s
         sterner aristocracy. She even grew tall and lean like her sire, yet was developing the curvaceous femininity of her dam. There
         was no doubt, the instant you laid eyes on her, whose daughter she was.
      

      
      “I’m sorry, Leah,” he said after a moment of weeding his own pain out of his voice. “It was a poor platitude to use. I only
         meant—”
      

      
      Leah waved off his explanation with a hasty sniffle. “No,” she said softly, “I understand your point. I truly do.” She slowly
         turned her back on him and stepped back toward the stool she had been sitting on. Unable to trust herself, Leah kept turned
         away and hid her features behind the fall of her hair. “Please. Tell me more about Adam.”
      

      
      Elijah was quiet and still for a beat, but then with a nod to himself he continued to do so.

      
      * * *

      
      When Leah had finished her lessons, Elijah sent her on her way and turned the forge over to the Minotaur that had been assisting
         him. He then made his way up from the deep caverns to the underground castle that was the seat of his wife’s government. There
         she was, sitting in state, hearing grievances and attending to the minutiae of her political life. Siena looked utterly bored,
         her chin resting in her palm, her hair absently curling itself into twists. Each strand was alive with its own blood supply
         and nerves and would reflexively curl around her in protection or if she was cold. When she was changing form, it would spread
         over her entire body and become the fur of the cougar she could eventually become. But lately the springy, lush golden coils
         had taken to clinging to her like a constantly protective cloak.
      

      
      She looked up and directly at him the instant he moved into the room. Imprinted as they were, she was always aware of him,
         always a part of his thoughts just as he was a part of hers. Their mating was the first one of its kind. In this millennium,
         in any event. In the past decade, scholars had uncovered certain strange truths and histories about the Nightwalker species
         that showed history had ways of repeating itself.
      

      
      Hopefully they would do things better this time around.

      
      Although it wasn’t looking very promising. The rogue Vampires and human necromancers were growing in power, and Ruth and Nico
         continued to wreak havoc.
      

      
      Elijah had to have hope that the goodness and love of Imprintings like his and Siena’s would be enough to counterbalance all
         of that. But without powerful Demons like Jacob and remarkable Druids like Bella to help defend the Nightwalkers, it was looking very bleak. Once cohesive in thought and action, the central body of government
         in the Demon courts had fallen apart, agreements a thing of the past, bickering and whining taking up so much of the Great
         Council’s time that Noah had refused to call them to table for nearly three years now. And although he was no longer Noah’s
         Warrior Captain, Elijah was still a Great Council member and still wanted to fulfill his role as such. He wanted to help guide
         Noah in this volatile time. He wanted to help the man who had formerly called him friend.
      

      
      But Noah did not feel the same. For some reason, he couldn’t seem to move forward without his Enforcers. And Elijah had to
         admit it was hard. Sometimes too hard. But it must be done. If for no other reason than to show a young girl that it could be done.
      

      
      Siena immediately began to shoo her people away from her, standing up from her throne and displaying her lush, beautiful body
         in its light, nearly sheer gown. The empire waist brought the material up snugly to her breasts, accentuating their fullness.
         The silky fabric fell away from the rest of her for the most part. But it liked her hips well, clinging to them and her backside
         almost lasciviously. It wasn’t until she began to move forward that it gave hints of her rounded belly in front.
      

      
      Siena ought to have been thrilled about her pregnancy, but she wasn’t. Not entirely, anyway. What should have been full of
         joy was marred. And now that she was more obviously beginning to show, it was past time for them to announce the impending
         birth of the Lycanthrope heir. Most probably those closest to her had managed to figure it out already. Her attendants and aides had very probably deduced as much.
      

      
      But Siena was trying to protect her child and, more likely, the feelings of her sister. Whatever was left of them. Elijah’s
         belief was that it probably wouldn’t matter. If the news was going to make any impact, it would be worse if Siena did not confront Syreena herself, instead allowing rumor to reach her
         sister first. It was quite possible the barren sister would be devastated by the news of the fertile sister’s triumph, but
         Elijah really didn’t think it would hurt Syreena quite the way his wife feared.
      

      
      If Anya had still been alive, perhaps she could have helped advise Siena better than he had been doing. After all, the half-breed
         General had known both of the sisters best. But Nicodemous had ambushed Anya in the woods last spring, ripping her to shreds
         for the fun of it, leaving her for Siena to find. Ruth still blamed Elijah for her daughter’s death and still took pleasure
         in tormenting him in whatever way she could, and Ruth knew the deepest way to hurt him was to somehow attack the woman he
         loved. Anya had been Siena’s very best friend, and losing her had been a devastating blow to his wife’s confidence and sense
         of security.
      

      
      The attack only added to her fear about announcing her coming child. She felt that it would open her up as a target to Ruth’s
         vindictiveness. Siena could remain protected in the bowels of their world; her people and her husband would never let harm
         come to her there. However, she was part wild animal. To keep her cooped up and under constant observation for all of her
         pregnancy would no doubt drive her crazy. Elijah had to admit that he was no longer capable of protecting her if Nico and Ruth came at them while they were somewhere in the open alone together. Both had grown so tremendously in power
         that no one was safe from them. And since Nico had fed from Bella, acquiring the little Druid’s remarkable power … and Ruth
         had boldly attacked Syreena …
      

      
      Nicodemous laid waste everywhere he went, and his demented Demon mistress could destroy any mind she touched. It was a recipe
         for utter devastation and it was eating away at Elijah’s world from every direction.
      

      
      And so his first child, the product of the incredible love he shared with his Lycanthrope bride, was a point of fear and contention
         in his marriage when it ought to have been just the opposite.
      

      
      “Hello, Kitten,” he said softly as she moved eagerly into his embrace. She reached for his face, the fingertips of both hands
         smoothing over the blond brows that so perfectly matched her hair, rubbing away the creases that had formed between them. It was a common action of late, becoming a habit, really.
      

      
      “Worrying again?” she asked, although her free access into his thoughts easily told her that he was.

      
      “It’s time, love. You know that it is. Your people need to feel secure in the royal line, and ever since Syreena …”

      
      “I know,” she sighed. “And I am not so able to hide this anymore.”

      
      Elijah drew her out of the main receiving room, turning the nearest corner with her. After a quick look around, he reached
         out for her belly and engulfed it in his big hands. She was just past her first flush of showing, warm with her high body
         temperature and full enough to fill his hands as he rubbed them over her. She smiled, unable to resist, letting herself enjoy the moment for a change. She had never thought she would be the sort
         to take to motherhood. To be honest, it still frightened her a bit. But being a substitute mother to Leah all these years
         had changed her feelings on the matter greatly. It had taken a great deal of clever work to avoid pregnancy during her heat
         cycles in the interim, her behavior very much the opposite of her sister’s. Syreena had barely been wed before she had begun
         to strive for a child.
      

      
      The thought of her sister ended all the warmth of her feelings, bringing them crashing down. Elijah felt the change, looked
         up into her sad eyes, and then reached to bring her close. He hugged her tightly, hushing her softly against her ear when
         tears pricked at her eyes.
      

      
      “If only …” she said brokenly.

      
      “I know. But we can’t focus on our regrets. We can’t wish for something that wasn’t. And where do we change the past, even
         if we could? If only Syreena had been protected? If only Nico had never drunk from Bella, giving him and Ruth the power to
         get to Syreena? If only we had killed Ruth long before she had met Nico? If only Ruth had never been born? I hate to say it,
         but Ruth was integral to the birth of the Mind Demon ability. She was the first female born with that power. She was the first
         female to become Elder. All those who came after her learned from her experiences. Even Ruth’s madness was necessary. If she
         had never kidnapped Syreena, Damien would never have fallen in love with her.
      

      
      “Kitten, we can’t play with the past in our heads. We can’t do that to ourselves. All we have is the here and now. We must
         deal with the present and try to shape the future as best we can.” He smoothed his hand over her hair, a thumb drifting over her cheek. “We can try our best
         to be happy.”
      

      
      She sighed.

      
      “I’m afraid that it might not be possible.”

      
      A short distance away Leah was eavesdropping on their conversation, her thin arms wrapped tightly around her body.

      
      If only … she thought.
      

      
      Later that night, Leah was sitting in a private alcove located outside one of the busier caverns of the Lycanthrope court.
         The hub of the court and castle consisted of a well-populated village aboveground that protected the entrance to the more
         heavily populated underground castle and its outbuildings, which had been carved directly out of the stone of the earth. Most
         Lycanthropes lived in the large network of underground caverns beneath the wild mountains and forests of Russia. It was probably
         one of those caverns that had seen the grisly death of her parents. She had been too young to remember the place, but she
         had heard hints over the years that had led her to make the assumption.
      

      
      This little alcove was prettily decorated with a hand-carved stone bench and gorgeous pictures on the walls that the talented
         Lycanthrope stonecutters had created. She liked the privacy of it for reading or for thinking. She sometimes liked to just
         let her mind wander into the pictures depicted around her, touching the shapes of the carvings, thinking about nothing really at all.
      

      
      But the problem with picking out favorite places was that after a while they weren’t all that secret. People learned of them.
         And to prove it, she heard the shuffle of a step around the corner.
      

      
      “Seth, I can hear you,” she sighed.

      
      Seth poked his head around the curve in the wall that had so poorly hidden him. He looked sheepish under his too-long café au lait curls and the light dusting of freckles over his nose. He was as darkly tanned as his father, so the little dots were hardly
         visible, but Leah had spent too much time with him not to notice the characteristic.
      

      
      Leah scooted over and patted the bench next to her. Seth, all long limbs and angular lines, immediately took a seat, leaning
         back with his hands folded behind his head and his feet crossed at the ankles.
      

      
      “I don’t mean to bug you,” he said as an afterthought. “If you want me to go, I will.”

      
      “Nah.” She gave him a blasé shrug. “It doesn’t matter.”

      
      The truth was she had been close to Seth since they were kids. Seth was the son of Gideon the Ancient and Legna, the Demon
         ambassador to the Lycanthrope court. He was also, supposedly, the second half of a prophecy about two miracle children, Leah
         being the first. The problem was, while Leah had been showing signs of power over the element of Time ever since she had been
         two, Seth hadn’t shown so much as an inkling of the nature of his supposed power over the element of Space. In Seth’s mind,
         this made him somehow … less.
      

      
      “Whatchya been doing?” Seth asked her. “Staring at the walls again?”
      

      
      “Shut up.” She made a fist and punched him in the arm. He was lanky and kind of scrawny in her opinion, so he made a face
         and rubbed at the spot. But he didn’t complain. He felt bad enough about coming up short in other areas; he wasn’t about to
         let a girl know she’d hurt him. Even if it was just Leah.
      

      
      “Did you know I had an uncle?” she asked him.

      
      “Duh. He’s the Enforcer.”

      
      “Not Kane! I know you know about Kane. Why would I ask you that? You’re so stupid sometimes.”

      
      “I am not stupid!”

      
      Seth’s face flushed at the insult and he surged to his feet, his hands balling into fists. Leah saw him shaking as a tide
         of nasty words and insults rushed through his brain and she waited for him to choose the right one, the most cutting insult
         he could come up with. He was really good at them. Almost as though he had a stockpile of them that he held in careful reserve
         just for moments like this. He probably did. The Lycanthrope kids their age knew full well what Seth was supposed to be, and
         they never missed a chance to taunt him for not living up to the Demon prophecy’s expectations. He was the son of the oldest
         and most powerful Demon in the entire world and had nothing to show for it.
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