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      Hellbent on seeking justice and answers for her mate’s mysterious disappearance, Serin takes no prisoners as she explores the truth. As a high-ranking elemental in ass-kicking stilettos, she embarks upon a perilous quest for vengeance.   

      In her manhunt, Serin encounters DEA agent Daniel Romero, who’s strangely connected to her bonded mate's vanishing. Teaming up with the officer forces Serin to accept the truth. Daniel just may be her destiny. And with time running out, Serin knows that she must protect her sisters and ignore the pull she has for Daniel. Come Hell or high water, Serin will put her life on the line to protect everyone--and everything she loves.  
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      Daniel Romero fingered his gun as the other agents rounded up the bikini-clad girls from the estate’s pool. Technically, the danger was over. The raid had been aborted on arrival when their target—a ruthless drug lord nicknamed the Reaper—was found floating face-down in his jacuzzi.

      The operation had shifted into recovery-and-interrogation mode. The coroner was on his way to pick up the body, which had been covered with a sheet while they questioned the witnesses. The Reaper had been having a pool party, so there were a lot of those.

      And yet, no one saw a damn thing.

      Daniel’s eyes ran over the crowd. All it had taken was the wrong combination of booze and drugs to end the Reaper’s brief reign of terror. How many of his ‘friends’ would have jumped into the pool to save him?

      Daniel turned, catching his partner’s eye. “Do you believe this? There are almost fifty people here, and not one noticed the piece of shit drowning five feet away.”

      Ray Doyle scratched his nose. “They’re all probably too high—including our guy. He must have passed out and went under just in time to fuck us over. Over a year of prep down the drain. What a letdown.”

      A girl in a skimpy leopard-print bikini passed in front of them, escorted to a shaded poolside table by one of their team.

      “Okay, I take that back.” Ray murmured, his eyes tracking leopard girl.

      Daniel spared a moment to thank the manufacturers of mirrored sunglasses. The shades masked Ray’s blatant interest in the teenager.

      “C’mon, man. That’s jailbait right there.”

      He didn’t bother to mention his partner already had an age-appropriate girlfriend. Ray was just looking.

      His partner scowled. “You think? Nah. She’s got to be at least twenty.”

      Daniel scoffed. “Wishful thinking won’t make it so.”

      Ray flipped open his notebook. “Well, standing here with our dicks in our hands won’t prove it, either. I’m going to get her statement.”

      “Go ahead,” Daniel sniped. “I’m sure she’ll have lots of valuable intel.”

      “Oh, fuck off, man.” Ray walked away.

      Daniel watched him go with a sigh. His partner was used to his moods, but he’d have to buy him a beer later.

      The crowd shifted. It was mainly women in bikinis, but there were a few men, presumably some of the Reaper’s many lieutenants. He made a mental note to track them all in case one stepped up to take over what was left of the operation.

      He tried to make himself move and pitch in, but couldn’t summon the motivation. This raid had been their baby. It had taken months to plan. Daniel had personally overseen every detail of this joint DEA and ATF operation. He’d worked day and night for the last few weeks to make sure everything went off without a hitch and their people weren’t faced with unnecessary danger. Now their scumbag was dead, any intel he knew about the larger drug network he was connected to went with him.

      As if he would’ve talked. These guys were all the same. They kept their mouths shut, then continued to run their criminal empires from a jail cell.

      Felix Desjardin, aka the Reaper, had risen through the ranks of the southeast US cartels like a rocket. He had no loyalty. Felix had jumped ship whenever a bigger opportunity had presented itself, leaving his old partners dead or in disarray. He’d started his own outfit, carving up a niche—and a few competitors—here on the gulf coast of Texas.

      Desjardin was the main suspect in a string of high-profile murders. Most of the victims had been linked to the drug trade, but a few hadn’t appeared to have had ties to the underworld at all. There had been an insurance adjuster from Nogales, as well as a social worker from Houston. Both had been community-oriented volunteer types. No one would have guessed a dark past if it hadn’t been for Desjardin’s M-O.

      Felix didn’t kill people. He sacrificed them. Each death scene had been elaborately decorated with weird satanic symbols, sprinkles of a specific mixture of herbs and esoteric flowers bits showered all over the place.

      Daniel had been looking forward to bringing the asshole in and asking him what the fuck he thought he was doing.

      The coroner better get here soon. The more time the body spent cooking in this sun, the more difficult it would be to determine the time of death. He was about to call over some agents to help him move one of the many oversized parasols over the corpse, when movement in the water caught his eye. Squinting, he frowned as a flash of white on dark skin shot by under the water at Olympic-level speed.

      “Is there someone in the fucking pool?” he asked.

      Wilkes, a junior agent, glanced up from his interview. “It’s only the queen,” he said, gesturing to the pool with his pen.

      The what?

      Wilkes shrugged.

      Daniel sniffed. “Is it Desjardin’s girlfriend?”

      All their intel had said their man was unattached. A girlfriend would have meant the Reaper had to give up his harem of beach bunnies.

      The uniformed servant Wilkes was interviewing piped up. “No, Serin’s not his girlfriend. It’s just what we call her. You’ll understand when you meet her.”

      Unfucking-believable. “Get that woman out of the pool now,” Daniel said.

      Taking a deep breath, he snapped his shade clip back on his aviators. He waited at the end of the pool, his arms crossed, while Wilkes gestured frantically to the woman in the pool.

      She took her sweet time, finishing her lap with languid grace. When she was done, she began to walk up the steps facing him.

      Time slowed as a dark curly head rose from the crystalline blue-green water. Daniel blinked as she shook out her hair, a natural afro bouncing back in a way that defied the laws of physics.

      The rest of her movement was equally hypnotic, and slightly alien like a CGI creation—the amateur ones before they got human movement right. People rarely moved with such grace, except maybe ballerinas and strippers. He was betting on the latter.

      What was that about wishful thinking?

      Water cascaded down the woman’s body in sparkling rivulets that gleamed like mercury against lush dark curves. The striking contrast of the pristine white bikini against the cocoa-colored skin was almost indecent.

      Daniel could feel his breath shortening, each inhalation punctuated by his distant heartbeat. One of the faceless uninformed staff rushed to the woman, holding out a diaphanous red robe that did nothing to conceal the over-the-top hourglass figure.

      Wilkes led the woman toward the ornate French doors. Agents were conducting more interviews inside. She passed in front of Daniel, her blue eyes flickering over him with a little smile he found difficult to interpret. Their eyes met for a beat. The moment was enough to send a shooting thrill down to his gut.

      Confidence and power trailed from her like an invisible cloak. He suddenly understood why they called her the queen.

      “Damn.” He started and turned, surprised to see Ray standing next to him. Daniel gave himself a little shake, snapping out of his stupefied trance. What was wrong with him? He was on the job for fuck’s sake.

      Daniel cleared his throat. “What?”

      Smirking, Ray mimed a little rolling motion with his hands before holding out his fingers as if he were presenting Daniel with something.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I’m rolling your tongue back in your head for you,” Ray said with a shit-eating grin.

      “Shut up, man.” Daniel signaled to a subordinate that they were going inside. “Let’s go. We’ll conduct the queen’s interview ourselves.”

      But when they went inside, they found their witness had excused herself to clean up in the restroom. A few minutes later, they found it empty. They searched the house, which was crawling with agents and other law enforcement officers.

      Her Highness had left the building.
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      Serin lifted her heel off the man’s throat long enough to let him speak. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t quite catch that.”

      “You bitch!”

      She pressed her heel back down, cutting off the rest. “I thought you private mercenaries were supposed to be tough. I have to say—geriatric sharks have more fight in them.”

      Scanning the room, she took stock. The rest of the team was scattered around them. All were dressed in black, their many weapons useless and broken on the ground.

      She removed her foot and knelt, taking care not to snag her crystal-encrusted skirt. “I think you might be overpaid,” she whispered in his ear before smiling and hauling him up by the shirt collar. She shook him like a rag doll, pointing his head in the general direction of his employer.

      “As I was explaining to your boss, Mr. Sayer over there—” Serin broke off to wave to the overweight oil executive.

      The gag in the man’s mouth prevented him from answering back.

      “The oil company is in violation of an existing treaty we signed with the Agunte for water rights in this mountain.”

      “There are no fucking Indians in—”

      She held up a hand. “The Agunte aren’t an indigenous tribe. They’re the squid-like creatures living in the aquifers surrounding the oil deposits your company illegally seized.”

      The merc blinked. “You’re doing this for squid?”

      “Squid-like creatures,” she corrected. “They’re sentient, highly intelligent creatures from an extremely far away land. They came here after centuries of war wiped out most of their kind. In exchange for a safe place to live, they kindly offered us what they could—a few seeds of a useful little plant from their home world. Humans extracted aspirin from it. That was centuries later, of course.”

      The merc grumbled something under his breath, but she heard him clearly.

      Serin rolled her eyes, then slapped him like the little bitch he was. “I’m not crazy, nor am I delusional,” she replied, turning to his boss. “It’s so like a man to dismiss a woman as hysterical. But you know all about the treaty. The Agunte told you, over and over again.”

      She dropped the merc at Sayer’s feet. “All the signs you ignored, the messages you received—their cries for help. You knew. Your staff knew. But the oil reserve was big enough for you to ignore them…even after the cries turned to screams.”

      Her face hardened. After moving to Sayer, she ripped off his gag.

      “Please,” he begged, his round face dripping sweat. “I have a family.”

      Serin put her hands on either side of his face. “So did the Agunte you killed.”

      The man whimpered, his mouth gaping and the scent of urine hitting her sensitive nose. He’d peed himself. She almost felt pity, but it wasn’t just alien squid this man had killed. Plenty of humans had died as he bribed and killed his way to the top. For a cowardly little turd, he was ruthless.

      Was being the operative word. She untied his hands, hauling him up by the neck, the feat of strength terrifying to the merc at her feet. The other man scrambled up and out of the way as she dragged her mark to the exit.

      “What are you going to do to him?” the mercenary asked.

      “Normally, I would snap his neck. However, in this case, the Agunte have claimed the right of retribution.”

      She shifted her hold to minimize her contact with the Sayer’s clothing. “Which, honestly, I’m happy to give them. He’s so…sweaty.”

      She may have been an all-powerful Water Elemental, but her love of her medium didn’t extend to disgusting acrid sweat.

      The opening of the bore tunnel was just a few hundred yards away from the warehouse that stored the drilling equipment. The executive gibbered and pleaded, offering her bribe after bribe along the way.

      “A million dollars,” he shouted as Serin reached the edge of the aquifer. Gleaming turquoise water lapped the edges of the tunnel, a galaxy of bioluminescent patterns appearing on the surface.

      There were stars, constellation patterns she didn’t recognize, as well as occult symbols unique to T’Kaieri. The latter was formed in deference to her. The Agunte were speaking her language.

      “What the hell is that?” a mystified voice asked. It was the merc. He’d followed them out.

      Her nose wrinkled. “Have you seriously never looked in this hole?”

      He shook his head. “Sayer told us to stay away. We were to secure the site from an unspecified threat… You, I guess.”

      She gave the merc the side-eye, still holding Sayer by the scruff. “So are we going to fight some more or what?”

      The merc stilled, appearing to think about it. Then he shrugged. “I don’t think they paid us enough to kill an entire species and fight off Superwoman. I’m going to pull my team back.”

      “Good,” she said, although calling them back was redundant. She’d already taken care of the team.

      With no hesitation, Serin let go of Sayer, dropping him straight into the hole where the Agunte were waiting.

      He didn’t even have time to scream. The star patterns disappeared, and the blue-green water turned black with blood.

      The merc paled, then turned green. “Fuck,” he said, gagging and clutching his throat.

      Serin took a deep breath. “He’s already gone. His suffering was brief. It was better than he deserved, trust me.”

      “All right then,” the man muttered, backing up a step. Clearing his throat, he held out his hand. “I’m Reynolds.”

      She glanced at the hand before returning her attention to the pool. Reynolds pulled his hand back, holding it against his chest before giving her outfit a once-over. In his world, apparently, not too many women fought in silk and high heels. “I guess buying you dinner is out of the question.”

      Serin blinked. That hadn’t happened in a while. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time a man of any species had asked her out. But then again, she didn’t normally let anyone see her do her work and live.

      Speaking of which…

      The flat spelled stone heated the moment her fingers grasped it from the bottom of her bag. It was one of many, all with different purposes. This one altered memories—specifically those of small-to-medium-sized groups.

      The spell on this memory charm was originally crafted by one of her ancestors, then perfected by Serin’s mother, Dalasini. Her mother was skilled in spellcraft, but memory charms were her obsession.

      By the time she withdrew the stone, it was hot as coal. But Serin didn’t mind the burn. It was a nice contrast to the cold she’d felt in the ocean’s depths.

      Reynolds was still speaking. Unbelievable. He was describing the tacos at a local restaurant, still trying to convince her to go out with him.

      She held up a hand. “I hate to interrupt, but there’s a little something I have to take care of first.”

      “What is it?”

      He almost seemed as if he wanted to be helpful. His expression soured when he caught sight of her fist swinging toward him, leveling him with the first punch.

      Reynolds dropped like a stone at her feet.

      “The bigger they come…” With a sigh, she knelt and heaved him up. Though she could bear his weight with no problem, the massive man sprawled awkwardly over her shoulder. She dumped him in the center of the warehouse, rounding up the other members of his team and piling them around him—a groaning mountain of muscles and steroids.

      She kissed the hot stone before tossing it on top of the pile. There was an icy blue flash. As a group, the team of mercenaries fell asleep, a slumber too deep for snoring.

      When they woke up, they wouldn’t remember her or what had happened to their employer.

      Serin was careful to wash all traces of herself away before walking back to the pit for a formal parting with the Agunte.

      The water in the pit was clear now, luminescing in a kaleidoscope more psychedelic than any rave or high-end laser light show. The Agunte wanted to celebrate their victory with her. They beckoned her with their lights, inviting her to the warmth of their home deep under the ground.

      “I’m sorry,” she said with true regret. “Perhaps another time. Are you ready to close this entrance?”

      A dance of squiggles lit up the water as they tried to convince her to join them one more time, but Serin stood firm. She had to leave. Jordan was waiting for her.

      Yes, close it, they signaled. And thank you.

      Putting her hand over her heart, she bowed formally. “Till we meet again. Now, for your own safety, you should depart to the deeper recesses of your home.”

      She knelt, then dipped her hand into the water. “It’s time,” she called, just in case there were any stragglers close to the surface.

      Her voice reverberated through the aether. She sat at the water’s edge, waiting for the telltale ripple that heralded the arrival of her sister.

      Gia arrived in moments, the rustle of shifting earth the only sound.

      “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

      “Damn, you’ve gotten better,” Gia said, coming up beside her and offering her hand. “There was a time when you wouldn’t have heard that.”

      Serin took it and stood. Gia embraced her, then bowed in turn to the Agunte.

      Sharp senses were part of Serin’s gift, but her sister was older—the senior Elemental. Gia could mask her arrival and departures with the greatest skill, far better than any witch, shifter, or other Elemental for that matter.

      For the better part of a century, Gia could sneak up on Serin, scaring the crap out of her. And then Gia would giggle like a two-year-old.

      Serin smiled at her sister, wishing for more time to dawdle.

      “Remember when we used to paint the town red?” Gia asked, reading her mind and the nostalgic turn she’d taken.

      “You mean when we used to rumble with an out-of-control black coven at dusk, then knock over a shifter bar in the evening?” she replied with a smile.

      Gia grinned. “Then we’d have a nightcap with the wood fae, drinking all their best mead—the centuries-old stuff.”

      Serin sighed, the longing for those carefree days suddenly intense. Though they still saw each other and collaborated on cases regularly, there was less and less time for fun. “I wish we could relive old times, but…”

      “I know, I know,” Gia said with understanding. “Jordan is waiting.”

      “Yes.” Neither spoke. They simply stood side by side, their arms touching.

      Then Gia raised her hands, using her powers of Earth to shift the ground beneath them. Deep in the borehole, the soil responded to her call, moving and rolling like a wave until the opening was sealed.

      Serin could have dynamited the hole shut, but she wanted to make sure the ground appeared undisturbed—as if the mining work had never even begun.

      That had been her plan all along. Serin had spent most of yesterday afternoon laying the groundwork. She was framing Sayer for embezzlement—a crime he was guilty of, albeit on a much smaller scale.

      According to the new and carefully hidden records, the reports on this area had been faked. There was no oil reserve for hundreds of miles. The employment records, progress updates, and payroll were a sham. Sayer pocketed the funds allocated by the company. At least, that was what they were going to think.

      Gia knew her plan. It resembled many of the others she and Serin used in the past when their marks were human. Greed was one of the classics. When the relentless drive for profit ruled a company or organization, legal or illegal, their job was half-done for them.

      “Where will you go next?” Serin asked, savoring the night’s warmth before she had to make her way down to the sea.

      “Home, for a time.” Gia was the oldest Elemental, but her ties on this earth were as binding as Serin’s. Though her immediate family was long gone, her blood lived on all over the world, but most was still concentrated deep in the heart of Mexico in the village she called home.

      Like their sister Logan, Gia was blessed. Their homes were places of rest, where time with their families provided a respite from their work. For Serin, home was…different. She was a Water Elemental.

      “I should go,” she said.

      Her sister stopped her with a hand to the shoulder. She pulled Serin into another warm embrace.

      “It’s date night, isn’t it? What does Jordan have planned for you tonight?”

      “Candlelight dinner, and a romantic drive up the coast to a new nightspot to dance under the stars.”

      “He always goes the extra mile, doesn’t he?” Gia mused as they walked a few miles south, downhill away from the dig site.

      Between the trees, crickets sang their nightly serenade.

      “Like always,” Serin replied, tasting the night air.

      They reached the ravine at the base of the hill. Gia dug her hands into the earth, swirling it around the way a child splashed into the ocean. She felt for the ripple of water buried deep, tapping it and drawing it to the surface. The formerly dry stream bed became a torrent, one that would eventually reach the sea.

      With one last embrace, Serin parted from her sister and went to meet her mate, wondering what dress she should wear. The red was Jordan’s favorite, but she preferred the green.

      Less than an hour later, she reached the Caislean Hotel in Cabos San Lucas, the beachfront five-star hotel Jordan had chosen for their stay in Baja California.

      The room was a mess. The rosewood and teak coffee table and chairs were smashed to pieces. Cotton filler from the plush couch cushions littered the room, and there was broken glass everywhere.

      An ominous splash of blood was in the center of the shards. A quick search revealed nothing was missing—nothing except her bonded mate, Jordan.
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      The roar of the ocean filled Serin’s ears. She blinked against the bright sunlight, wondering why it was so much louder out here on the bluffs of T’Kaieri than it was on the beach itself.

      Not a big hand-holder, Diana, her Fire Elemental sister, pressed against her side. The pressure was comforting, although Serin couldn’t feel her heat. Not today.

      “I’m so sorry about this,” Diana murmured as the pallbearers brought the coffin down the winding path from the temple.

      They were carrying Jordan’s body.

      After Serin discovered her bonded was missing, she had crisscrossed the globe in a frantic search. Failing to find even a trace of him, she came home to the island to discover their archives had been raided. Many dangerous artifacts had gone missing. The exact number was unknown. The archivists were still compiling a list under the direction of Diana’s mate, world-renowned archeologist and scholar Alec Broussard.

      Alec’s presence made the islanders almost as anxious as the Fire Elemental did. It was the first time a vampire had ever set foot on T’Kaieri.

      The line of mourners broke as Uncle John approached. He’d found Jordan’s body at his parents’ house. There had been poison on the kitchen table, along with a note containing a single word—sorry.

      The body had been prepared by John, Jordan’s only living relative, according to his family’s traditions. Jordan’s body was going to interred in the ground instead of being buried at sea. It was a break of a millennia-old island tradition.

      “Thank you,” Serin replied in a low voice as the men marched past them.

      Uncle John paused to touch her arm before skittering away. Diana raised a brow and jerked her head, silently asking if she should step back so the mourners could access Serin more easily.

      Serin reached down, surreptitiously taking hold of the hem of Diana’s shirt in an unmistakable don’t-go-anywhere sign. The Fire Elemental’s presence was an effective deterrent against the flood of funeral goers spilling into the valley. Her sister-in-arms made people nervous, something useful at times like this.

      Even Serin’s parents were giving them a wide berth. It wasn’t that they disliked Diana, but the Fire Elemental didn’t go out of her way to make people comfortable. She liked it better that way‚ with a few exceptions.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to wait for Gia to come back?” Diana asked as the elders continued their snail-paced shuffle to the open grave.

      Serin shook her head, her eyes fixed on the plain ash coffin. “No, she and Logan have to keep on following leads and clearing cases.”

      Their mission hadn’t ended just because Serin’s bonded was dead. She was going to have to return to work herself sometime soon.

      Her father stepped forward, beginning what promised to be a long prayer.

      The service lasted an hour. Offerings of fruit and fresh flowers were laid at the bottom of the grave before the box was haltingly lowered by some of the younger islanders with the help of a few ropes.

      Serin winced when one end of the coffin jerked and dropped a few inches. The men struggled to right the box.

      Diana leaned closer. “Do they need help?” she whispered.

      “They’re fine,” Serin lied as the box resumed its shaky descent.

      As the deceased’s bonded, her job was to stoically look on. Plus, there was every chance Diana stepping forward would cause the frail pallbearers to panic and drop the coffin altogether.

      “Are you sure?” her sister whispered as the coffin careened again.

      “They’ll muddle through,” Serin said bracingly. “Although, I think we’ll go back to burial at sea after this.”

      “Might be wise.”

      Forcing her eyes to stay open, Serin couldn’t stop from sighing in relief when the coffin finally touched down.

      John nodded at her. She stepped forward, picking up a handful of soil from the edge of the grave as he’d instructed earlier.

      With every eye on her, she opened her fist, letting the soil rain onto the lid of the box. Diana came forward, then repeated the gesture. Then both stepped back to allow John and the others to do the same as the island’s few children began a solemn requiem.

      The lengthy line of mourners filed past. One of the elders came forward, circling to Serin’s far side to keep a small buffer between herself and her sister.

      “You must be devastated,” Elianne said, her withered hands covering Serin’s own. “But you must be strong. She has a plan. Even Her chosen cannot always know what it is.”

      “Thank you,” Serin said stiffly, squeezing Elianne’s hand in return. The woman’s thin lips parted as if she were about to launch into more platitudes, but Diana shifted her weight. A flicker of red lashes and Elianne excused herself, hobbling away with a little more speed than was typical.

      The setting sun dipped below the horizon. People began to leave, returning to their homes for the evening meal.

      Uncle John broke away from the crowd.

      “Would you excuse me, my dear?” he said to Diana. “I would like to have a word with my niece-in-law.”

      Diana stayed where she was, glancing at Serin for confirmation.

      She gave Diana the tiniest of nods. John waited for the Fire Elemental to walk away before offering his arm, one of the charming, old-world gestures that had endeared him to everyone on the island.

      “Your sisters are very protective of you my dear. That’s good. You need to lean on them now. I know how hard this must be. I can only imagine how it was, feeling him go like that.”

      Serin pressed her lips tighter, nodding as they stopped before the end of the bluff. Below them, the sea lapped at the rocks. It was far quieter now that the coffin was in the ground.

      “He was a very devoted mate.”

      John patted her hand. “Yes, he was. I’m so sorry you had to experience that. I know how terrible it must have been for you.” He trailed off, wiping his eyes.

      “Yes,” Serin whispered, refusing to say anything more.

      An Elemental knew when their mate was in trouble. When Gia’s mate Marco died, Gia said she’d felt the devastating blow halfway around the world. The same had happened to Logan when her werewolf had been hurt, though Connell had been lucky enough to survive his wounds.

      “Yes, he was so in love with you. My heart will always be heavy when I think of all that might have been…” John’s voice roughened. He blinked rapidly, turning to the sea. “I hope you don’t mind my insisting on a burial. I understand your connection to the ocean, but I just wasn’t comfortable with him out there, all alone. I’m afraid I’m one of those people who love the beach, but find these depths too vast and cold. I don’t want him to feel lost wherever he is.”

      Wrapping her arms around her middle, she said nothing.

      He twisted his head, checking over his shoulder to make sure they were alone. His cloudy yellow eyes were wide and red. “I know what people are saying about Jordan, trying to tie him to the thefts. They stop talking about it whenever I get too close, but I’m old, not deaf.”

      He broke off, swiping at his eyes. “Things look unbelievably bad, but I swear he would never take part in anything that would hurt you. Not willingly.”

      Serin took a shaky breath. “I will discover the truth. You have my word.”

      “I know you will,” John said, hesitating. “You and your sisters are the most dogged and determined creatures I’ve ever met. It’s simply that… Well, it seems much more likely now that Jordan was involved.”

      He turned away again. “I don’t know what he got up to those last few months of his life. Someone must have threatened or blackmailed him. Whatever it was, I want you to know I don’t blame you for not seeing it. I certainly didn’t, and the boy lived with me for years after his parents passed on to their reward. I should have known he was in trouble.”

      He was being far too generous. She had been the one who’d lived with Jordan. For much of their union, he’d followed her all over the world on her missions, although that tapered off at the end.

      “It’s not your fault,” she managed in a tight voice.

      Everyone knew where the blame lay. It was just that everyone was too polite to say anything to her face.

      John sighed, mopping his brow with a handkerchief. “Darling, I want to be here for you, but I’m afraid I can’t be. This has been too painful. Jordan was the only family I had left. I’d hoped for grand-nephews and nieces in a few years, once you were finished with your service, but I suppose some things just aren’t meant to be.”

      She kept her eyes on the surf. “No, I suppose not.”

      John smiled wistfully. “You two would have made beautiful children. You’re so lovely, and Jordan was such a handsome young man.”

      “That he was.” With his dark hair and sea-green eyes, Jordan Kincaid could have graced magazine covers or starred in Hollywood movies.

      She had looked forward to seeing those eyes in the faces of her children, too…

      John sniffed loudly. When he spoke next, his voice cracked. “I’m going to go away for a while, to clear my head. I’ll leave in a few days, once the dust settles here.”

      She turned to him with parted lips. Uncle John had been a fixture here for so long she couldn’t imagine this place without him.

      “Where will you go?”

      “I’m not sure. I think I’m simply going to take a walkabout as the Australians say.” He shrugged through his tears. “I’ve been gathering moss here long enough.”

      Reaching out impulsively, Serin threw her arms around him, hugging him tight. “Don’t stay away too long. You know we can’t get along without you.”

      She let go and leaned back, jaw stiff. “When you return, I will have answers for you. Whoever drove Jordan to do what he did will pay.”

      A tear slipped down the older man’s cheek. “I know you will, my dear. I know you will.”
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      Serin tried to let the bickering of the elders wash over her like an ocean wave, but it was easier said than done.

      Now that the funeral was over, the entire island of T’Kaieri was in an uproar over the missing artifacts. Some of the elders had only just discovered that the Elemental’s ancient archive repository had been raided. Recriminations had been flying back and forth for hours, but at this moment, Noomi, the head archivist, was facing their collective wrath.

      Since the artifacts had disappeared on her watch, they felt she should shoulder most of the blame—and she was. Willingly.

      Mother save us from the inconveniently selfless.

      Serin and her sisters didn’t hold Noomi responsible. How could they? If anyone was to blame, it was them. Serin most of all…

      It was difficult to believe they’d been burgled. T’Kaieri was an impregnable stronghold…to outsiders. But who could have foreseen deception from within? What did human detectives call it?

      An inside job.

      Breathing deeply, Serin stifled the rush of adrenaline and anger that came with the thought of being duped, but she betrayed her emotions by scowling at the elders. That was against her training as a Water of T’Kaieri. She’d been taught not to flinch in the face of tsunamis, but she couldn’t stop from glaring daggers at the elder Wanat as he called for Noomi’s removal.

      The council was out for blood, and they didn’t much care who got the ax as long as someone paid for the theft. But her sisters had already cleared Noomi.

      Despite her exhaustion, Serin parted her lips, ready to defend the innocent archivist, but her sister Diana beat her to it.

      “That’s not fair,” Diana cut in, her anger flaring as red hot as her hair. “Noomi has been nothing but honest throughout this entire affair.”

      The Fire Elemental’s gift was sensitive enough to detect even the minutest fluctuations in body temperature. Combined with her background and years of training, she was like a human lie detector—a nearly infallible one, provided the right questions were being asked.

      Diana was just getting going. “The junior archivists haven’t lied either—and I would know. I’ve questioned them all about the missing artifacts. They are innocent of the theft. Place your blame elsewhere. Let Noomi and the others continue their inventory. We need to know how many things are missing.”

      “I thought your mate the vampire was doing that.” Wanat sneered, his hook nose wrinkled as if he could smell Alec now. He turned to the others, muttering, “A vampire in the archives. What will this world come to next?”

      “Alec is helping,” Diana said. “And he’s compiled quite a list already. But that archive is thousands of years old. It has more scrolls and antiquities than the fucking Smithsonian, so he needs all hands on deck if we’re going to figure out what’s missing.”

      “I agree that a detailed inventory is necessary, and I thank your mate for his help,” Caimen, her father, interjected. “But the archive is thousands of years old, and it has never been violated before now. Someone needs to be held accountable, and Noomi was the one in charge.”

      “She was in charge of the archive’s day-to-day running, not its security because you didn’t fucking have any,” Diana snapped. “It wasn’t deemed necessary because who in their right mind would steal from us?”

      Who indeed? Serin raised her head to find everyone but Diana staring at her. The mixture of pity and suspicion in those eyes was too much to bear. She murmured something unintelligible, then left the council chamber.

      Outside, the warm night air of T’Kaieri burned her lungs. She walked a few meters to the left, to the tiny spring that ran from deep within Siba, the mountain peak that formed the heart of the island. Splashing inside, she let go of her corporeal form, letting the water carry her all the way down to the beach.

      Her heart didn’t calm until she was on the shore sitting on the lava rocks, her feet in the water at the island’s only cove.

      That was where Diana found her later. She sat down next to her, her presence silently comforting. “No one blames you.”

      Serin stared off at the horizon. “Everyone blames me—my father, my mother. All the elders. They say if I’d given up my position by now, Jordan wouldn’t have done what he did.”

      Di put her arm around her, something Serin usually did to her, but only when she thought her sister needed it. The Fire Elemental wasn’t a big toucher.

      “You don’t really believe he did it, do you?” Diana asked.

      “Gia thinks he did. So does Logan.”

      The Earth and Air Elementals were still following leads, trying to trace their missing artifacts, but both had been blunt about their suspicions before they’d found the body. Once they had, his note only confirmed their suspicions.

      “You don’t buy it, though.” Diana seemed certain.

      “I don’t know what to think.”

      Diana shifted, rocking them both slightly. “Yes, you do. You think he’s innocent and his death was a frame-up.”

      Serin sighed. “I’m not sure. Jordan might have facilitated the theft. He had the access and knowledge. He’s been accompanying me on missions for years. Many of the missing artifacts are those I recovered recently. But if he did…then what John suspects may be true. Someone made him.”

      “If that’s true, who would it be? Who could get to an Elemental’s mate?”

      It was an excellent question.

      Serin picked up a stone, then sent it sailing over the water. It skipped over a dozen times before sinking. “I don’t know. All I keep hearing is what John is repeating—that Jordan wouldn’t leave me. That he loved me.”

      “He did love you.”

      Blinking, Serin turned to her sister. A corner of Diana’s lips pulled down knowingly.

      “I didn’t talk to the man much, but the few times I was around him, he, well, he was being Jordan. Needy and a bit whiny, but demonstratively affectionate in a way that was weird to me before I met Alec.” She put her hand on Serin’s shoulder. “Jordan was always telling you he loved you. I would have known if he were lying.”

      That was true. But it didn’t make her feel any better. There were so many things she could have said, but Serin chose the most expedient, the truth. “I wish I could say I was certain he’d been coerced, but I can’t. I’m in the dark. I have been about this whole affair. I keep thinking I should have seen it coming, known he was in trouble and needed help.”

      “Well, there’s a lot we haven’t seen lately,” Diana said with a tightening of her lips.

      She was right. A black coven had risen in their midst, and they’d been none the wiser. The reason was disquieting.

      Elementals were intricately tied to the world and what happened in it. The Mother had designed it that way. They were charged with keeping the balance, the ever-shifting dance between good and evil. Too much bad and the wheels that turned the world as they knew it began to slow and stop. It was their job to make sure that didn’t happen. Through their actions, they kept Atabey, the Mother of them all, happy and healthy. She, in turn, gave life to the world.

      Theoretically, an unbalance in the other direction was possible. Too much good and the balance would be threatened—in theory. Funnily enough, that hadn’t ever been a problem for them. No, the ever-shifting tide was always in one direction.

      “With the Mother falling asleep, it’s going to get worse before it gets better,” Serin said.

      They had all noticed Her inattention. In years past—long before Serin’s time—Atabey had fallen asleep. It was cyclical. These long, terrible periods were characterized by an uptick in natural disasters and violence.

      Diana frowned. “That’s not the Serin I know. Don’t get me wrong, I’m as cynical as the next bitch, but now that we know there’s a problem, we’re going to fix it. Between the four of us, there’s nothing we can’t handle.”

      She leaned back with an involuntary yawn. “Listen to me being upbeat. I think we pulled a Freaky Friday personality swap. I don’t know when I became such a fucking Pollyanna.”

      Serin couldn’t resist a little smirk. “I think it was shortly after you met Alec.”

      Shrugging, her sister snorted. “You may be right,” she admitted with a surprising lack of argument.

      Diana tilted her head up, checking the angle of the moon in the way they were trained to tell time. “Speaking of Mister Fanged and Fabulous, I better go check on him to make sure he’s eaten one of the blood bags we brought along. The last thing I need is for him to lose track of time… then realize he’s hungry around the archivists.”

      “He won’t eat one of them.” Alec was old enough to resist the urge to snack.

      “I know that, but they don’t. And as much as I like Noomi, she’s the only one of the lot with balls. If you even glance at one of the others cross-eyed, they run for cover.”

      “They only run from you, and only because you set that junior archivist’s robes on fire.”

      Diana tsked. “It was his notepad. And he was the one who decided to try to put it out with his robe instead of stamping it out with his boot like a normal person.”

      Rising, Diana eyed Serin with a frown. “You’re going to leave again the first chance you get, aren’t you?”

      It was more of a suggestion than a question.

      “As soon as we have another viable lead, I am.” It was that or stay in the bosom of her family. Serin didn’t think she could take more of her parents’ rigid and restrained comforting.

      Her sister shook her head. “If I had to bite my tongue around those old council farts the way you do, I’d be out of here like a shot, too. But the elders made it clear—Alec can’t stay unless I’m here with him, and we need him down in the archives now.”

      “Yes, they’re not too trusting at the moment.”

      “They were like that before the theft. Renown scholar or not, there’s no way they would have let a vampire have access under any circumstances if he wasn’t my mate.”

      She had a point. “Thank Alec for his help again.”

      Serin had done so briefly, right after she arrived, but with the demands of the council and her extended family, there hadn’t been time for a deep conference.

      “Don’t worry about him. He’d have given his right nut for access to the archive, and now he has it without begging or jumping through the Elder’s endless hoops. He’s as happy as a pig in muck.”

      That picture clashed with the mental image Serin had of the debonair and handsome vamp. “Thank him anyway. And if he finds something that needs to be checked out immediately…”

      Something that would give her an enemy to take down and hopefully maim. She owed Jordan that much.

      Diana held up a hand. “I know, I know. You have dibs.”
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      The paintings that graced the walls of Serin’s childhood home were snippets of an ever-shifting ocean. The white-washed walls of the central living room were the perfect backdrop for the stormy seascapes. Most her mother painted, but here and there one by her father was slipped in, almost indistinguishable in terms of style or execution. Nevertheless, Serin always knew which ones they were. She was the only one who could tell them apart.

      The paintings were different each time she visited, despite being relentlessly the same. She used to love the stormy seascapes best, but they had lost something now. They were a pale imitation of the very real memories she had of being one with the raging sea, formless and far from any boat or landmass.

      The newest picture dominated the living room wall. Serin traced a textured whitecap on the oil painting’s surface. For a moment, the roar of churning sea filled her ears, but the antique grandfather clock chimed the hour and the noise ceased. She crossed the room, stepping over the stream that ran through the floor without looking, long years of muscle memory taking over. The reflected light bouncing off the water danced in greeting.

      She loved this house, with its softly rounded walls and organic flow. The architecture was typical of the island. In appearance, the buildings were more reminiscent of Greek island architecture than the wooden cottages typical of this part of the world, but T’Kaieri was unique. The island developed its own distinctive culture and customs over the centuries, preserved by its self-imposed isolation.

      Serin moved to the formal dining room, noting the four elaborate table settings complete with finger bowls. Her stomach tightened. Leaving a space for the dead was a part of island heritage, but only to honor those long dead. The spirits of the recently departed were too mercurial and confused to be acceptable company at her family’s table. That meant her parents were expecting John.

      Had he not told them he was leaving? Or had he delayed his departure? With or without him, this promised to be an uncomfortable meal.

      So many questions floating in this room, unspoken. Why hadn’t she known Jordan was in trouble?

      Anger and suspicion warred with guilt, but she wasn’t given time to dwell. Her parents walked in, still wearing their formal council robes.

      “Serin, my child.” Her mother floated in a cloud of orange-pink silk, a sunset in dress form.

      Dalasini held out her arms, and Serin dutifully leaned down so her mother could embrace her. She bussed her mother’s cheek before doing the same to her father. They sat as Joon, their long-time servant, brought in the dishes.

      Dalasini helped Joon serve before dismissing her to join her own family. Her father delivered a brief prayer to the Mother before bowing his head. When he raised it, he picked up his fork.

      “John will not be joining us,” Caimen said when Serin hesitated, glancing at the empty setting. “This…situation…has been very hard on him. He wasn’t feeling up to sharing our meal.”

      “Did he tell you he was leaving?”

      “Yes. It’s understandable under the circumstances.”

      They proceeded to eat. The silence stretched so long Serin was beginning to think she would escape unscathed, but she was wrong.

      When the meal was over, Dalasini began by catching Serin’s father’s eye. He cleared his throat and began the long litany of prayers, an homage to their ancestors who carried the blessing of the Mother—the other Water Elementals of her line. There were four in Serin’s lineage, which made her Elemental royalty to some. When she’d been chosen to serve, it had been a surprise to no one, except perhaps her own parents.

      Caimen ended his speech with a prayer for Jordan’s soul.

      Taking a deep breath, Serin closed her eyes.

      “Serin,” her mother began.

      “I’m not retiring.”

      “Why do you assume I was going to bring up retiring?” Dalasini asked.

      She bit back a sigh. “Because it’s what you always want to talk about whenever I come home.”

      “There are less than ten years left in your term,” Caimen began.

      “And you think I should give up my position. Let another take over so I can focus on building a family.” She set down her napkin with care, resisting the urge to throw it on the table. “Because developing the next generation is as important as serving the Mother. I’ve heard all this before, back when starting a family was an option. But my bonded is gone and his killer is out there, so forgive me for not wishing to discuss retirement just now.”

      Her extensive training masked her true emotions. “Every Water Elemental chosen from this island serves for a hundred years, no more, no less. Abdicating my position even one day early would be an insult to the Mother and bring disgrace to our family.”

      Dalasini and Caimen shifted in their seats, exchanging another wordless glance.

      “Under the circumstances, no one would judge you from stepping down before the term ends,” her mother suggested softly. “You need time to mourn.”

      Serin’s chin firmed. “What I need is to find out what happened to Jordan, and to find the missing artifacts.”

      Another pointed glance from her mother prodded her father to speak. “Of course,” he said. “And I’m confident you will do all that quickly. You’re a very talented girl. But if the rumors are true, then the Mother is falling asleep. If you step down now, there is time for a new Elemental to be chosen before the Mother is too deep in her slumber. You have to consider what is best for everyone.”

      So they were finally getting to it. They had urged her to step down before, but for more personal reasons, like settling down and starting a family. The suggestions had increased in regularity after being bonded to Jordan.

      “Is that the council’s official position?”

      The skin around Caimen’s eyes tightened. “I’m not speaking as the head of the council. I’m speaking as your father.”

      “Really? You could have fooled me.”

      Dalasini folded her hands tightly. “I don’t know why you have to get so hostile whenever we speak to you about this. We only want what’s best for you.”
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