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      A madman is trying to kill off mother earth.

      

      Earth Elemental Gia has been poisoned, and the only man who can heal her is the scion of the most evil witch family in history, Salvador. If she fails to trust him—or if putting her trust in him fails her—Mother Earth will die.

      After a madman ingratiated himself to the Water Elementals, only to later betray them, Gia’s trust is shaken. But the same misogynist man who infected her with poison threatens to infect Mother Earth as well—an act that could change life on earth irrevocably…or end it forever.

      A dangerous journey to the Mother is only half the battle. The real challenge comes in the form of what Gia must agree to once she arrives: wipe out the human race she’s spent her whole life protecting…or wipe out the supernatural race she belongs to herself.
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      The music stoked his blood like a drug. Mammon sat in the VIP booth of the club like the king surveying his kingdom. The packed dance floor seethed and swelled with human bodies—so much young ripe flesh.

      Mammon leaned back in his private VIP booth, savoring the burn of the fine whiskey as it went down. He had to hand it to the humans. This was better than anything they had in Sheol, the hell dimension he called home. And the humans themselves. They were spectacular. In just a few hundred years—a blink of an eye for him—they’d gone from sackcloth and preaching Puritans to this. Debauchery and vice as a culture. There were entire cities devoted to it.

      Las Vegas was his favorite. The young people congregated in the clubs, their only purpose to drink, dance, and fornicate. People gambled away their entire fortunes in the casinos or dropped a wad of sweaty cash for the privilege of seeing naked females or even nude muscular males.

      Speaking of which…what was he in the mood for tonight? That tasty buck over in the corner had been eyeing him for several minutes. So many bulging muscles. It would be criminal to let that one go. However, the cluster of girls wearing matching outfits near the stage had multiple choice specimens as well… The one wearing the flimsy veil was the most attractive, but the entire group was downright delectable. So juicy.

      Many leaned back and watched as the bride-to-be was helped to the stage by her friends. The beauty put her arms up, swaying to the beat. Her curvaceous body was a temptation, but the buck was so bronzed and toned. A prize that fit had been difficult to find the last time Mammon visited. Now all he had to do to find one was to walk into any gymnasium.

      How could he decide? This place was a veritable smorgasbord, and he’d been hungry for so long…

      Mammon had been patting himself on the back all week. He’d been on this plane of existence for a few weeks now, and he had only killed and consumed two—no, three—people. Normally, a demon came out of his hell dimension and wreaked bloody havoc. Inevitably, the carnage attracted the attention of some do-gooding witch. Nine times out of ten, the demon’s ass would get booted back to the pit.

      Of course, those had mostly been minor demons. Mammon was royalty, one of the seven princes of hell. His strength of will rivaled Lucifer himself, but that remarkable restraint was paying dividends now. Mammon had made it all the way to Sin City, then had set himself up in a very sweet situation at one of the strip’s monstrous hotels—the one with the fountains. The servants there had treated him very well, particularly after he’d hinted he was a very successful Hollywood producer. Mammon didn’t know precisely what a producer did, but he knew humans bent over backward trying to impress them.

      He even had staff. Jessica, his lovely birdlike assistant, made calls, scheduling endless ‘interviews’ for him. Gina, the female guard the agency had sent over, stood behind his left shoulder, her presence signaling his stature.

      Oh, that’s right—his body count was technically four, but he didn’t think Sam, his first bodyguard, should count toward his tally. That one had been killed for his insolence. True, Mammon had eaten his heart afterward, but, in his mind, a successful producer was like a king. A ruler needed to put down dissent in the ranks as soon as it appeared. Anything else was irresponsible.

      Mammon’s remarkable restraint and foresight was going to pay dividends now. He was in a huge metropolis with a transient population that shifted and turned over nightly. If a person went missing here or there, no one would blink an eye. A group of a half-a-dozen women? Sure, the human authorities would take note, but as long as he didn’t indulge like this too often…

      He straightened the jacket of his bespoke suit before signaling Gina.

      “Invite the ladies to my suite at the Bellagio. Make sure they know I’m interested in casting a couple for a movie.” He handed over his card for her to present. For some reason, humans loved those little squares of cardboard. They accepted anything they read on them as gospel.

      With flawless obedience, Gina nodded, sliding through the crowd to approach the group. A minute later, the giggling gaggle hurried toward him.

      Excellent. They had taken the bait. Satisfied, he waved over a waiter and ordered a few bottles of champagne for the table.

      It wouldn’t do to show his eagerness. He’d have them all to himself soon enough. And, tonight, he would feast.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Mammon aimed carefully. He popped the cork on the champagne, making it hit the roof of his limousine at such an angle that it rebounded, landing in the cleavage of the bustiest bridesmaid.

      “I get a hundred points,” he yelled. Cheers and hoots of laughter followed.

      Anastasia, the bride to be, grabbed the bottle of champagne—their sixth—out of his hand, then began to chug it.

      The situation couldn’t have gone better if he’d planned it. The ladies had responded to his overtures predictably. A few bottles of the best bubbly later, they’d been piling into his limousine with Gina behind the wheel.

      Mammon was so taken with his delicious dinner he didn’t look out the window until they were well away from the gridlock of the Strip. By the time he noticed they weren’t near the hotel, the lights of the city were a distant memory.

      “Where the hell is that woman taking us?” he muttered.

      There was a beat of silence before one of the girls tittered a bit nervously. “We told Gina to take us to the desert. There’s a big bonfire later—some girls we know are organizing it.”

      Mammon frowned. “Are they there now?”

      He didn’t like to eat in public. And depending on the size, a crowd would hamper his plans for the evening.

      “No,” Anastasia said, clutching the bottle’s neck. “But we have enough booze to last us until they arrive. Hope that’s all right…”

      Mammon sniffed. He didn’t like to eat and run, but if he got to work quickly, then he didn’t have to alter his dinner plans. The girls resumed chattering, playing a pop tune from one of their little portable telephones. They handed the bottle back and forth, taking sips with lush pink lips. The two across from him began to kiss each other.

      Mollified, Mammon took the bottle, relaxing in his seat. “I suppose it’s fine,” he murmured, his eyes fixed on the show. You used to have to force humans to get them to do this. Damn, he loved this century.

      In fact, he didn’t mind the bonfire excursion. It was a fortuitous turn of events. By doing his business in the desert, he wouldn’t have to expend any energy on soundproofing or illusion spells for the suite. They were simple rituals, but he didn’t like wasting time. And then he wouldn’t have to barter with that annoying group of gremlins to come in and clean up the mess.

      As a prince of hell, Mammon would eventually have staff on hand for that sort of thing. But for the moment, he was still keeping a low profile. The gremlins still thought he was a regular demon. For now, he was willing to let them think that. He didn’t want to expose his new identity in the city just yet. Otherwise, he would have just left the mess in his room and moved on to another set somewhere else. They just kept building new luxury hotels out here anyway. The humans were practically asking for it.

      Yes, a trip to the desert was a much better idea. After he killed and ate these sweet young things all up, he could just throw them in the limo and drive them deeper into the desert where they would be harder to find. He might not even have to bury them. Mammon could leave their bones to bleach in the sun, a little decorative touch to remind him of home. No muss, no fuss.

      Reaching for one of the champagne bottles, he let one of the glittering beauties rub up against him. Hmm…Well, there was no rule saying he couldn’t have a little bit of fun before his meal. He didn’t normally play with his food. Mammon wasn’t a carnal being. He normally got his thrills the old-fashioned way—through decapitation and dismemberment. But he was going to have to make an exception for these girls. They were all so succulent and sparkly.

      He pressed his lips to the woman’s neck, only to have her slide to the floor of the limousine in a sinuous movement. A flare of annoyance had him reaching down to strangle her, but then she reached for his zipper.

      Her timing was abysmal. Just then, the vehicle stopped, and his driver came around to open the door. Like a gentleman, Mammon waited until every lady had stepped, or, in some cases, stumbled out of the vehicle before following.

      Once outside, the girls ran from the limousine to where Gina stood waiting.

      “Where’s the fire, ladies?” he asked, reaching inside for a bottle.

      Anastasia shivered, wrapping her bare arms around her middle. “A demon, Gia, really? He’s so—ugh. I’m going to stink of brimstone for a week.”

      Confused, he dropped a touch of his glamour. He still looked human, but far less harmless than before.

      “What the fuck is this?” he asked. How did they know what he was? This pack of airheads couldn’t find their way out of a paper bag.

      Mammon froze in his tracks as his driver and bodyguard removed her glasses. A wave of power rolled over him. It was compelling enough to make him stagger back in surprise. A witch—stronger than any he’d ever encountered before. Fuck, how had he missed it? He should have been able to detect that kind of talent, regardless of whatever spell she’d used to mask it.

      “Sorry, Tasha, but it had to be done,” the woman masquerading as his bodyguard said.

      Like nervous chicks, the gaggle of women huddled behind her. She flicked her fingers, sending a ripple along the ground.

      Roaring with rage, Mammon dropped the bottle, hurling toward the group.
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      Gia had shifted the desert floor, drawing the circular demon-trap runes with her talent before she even stopped the car. When Mammon flew across the ground toward the group of nymphs, she tightened the circumference to leave the limo outside of the circle.

      The demon hit an unseen barrier, rebounding violently. He landed on his ass, hitting the back of his head against the ground with a loud thunk. She knew he didn’t feel pain, but it was still a satisfying sound.

      “Do you want to take the car back to town?” she asked the nymphs, keeping a watchful eye on the demon.

      “Ugh, no thanks,” Tasha said, shuddering as the other girls huddled around her. “His scent is all over that thing. It’s probably soaked into the upholstery.”

      Another girl—Gia thought her name was Saffron—peeked around the others. “Can’t you just do your mojo thingy to send us back?” she asked, wiggling her fingers.

      “Back to the strip, or somewhere else?” Gia asked. She could send them anywhere on the continent. The only question was timing. She didn’t want too many eyes on the spot where they rose from. Luckily, in the desert, she could send a little borrowed wind to go with them, just enough to kick up the sand. It would ensure no one was looking right at the spot they emerged.

      “Let’s go to Malibu,” Saffron enthused.

      “I want to go back to the strip,” another chimed in.

      The demon roared, getting their attention.

      “Um, I think I’m going to vote for the strip, too,” Tasha said, clutching the sleeve of Gia’s bodyguard disguise. “That would be the fastest, right?”

      “Yes,” she confirmed, patting Tasha’s hand. “Thanks for helping tonight.”

      There wasn’t a male alive who could resist a group of nymphs in all their glory. Sure, there had been a lot of ways to trap this particular demon, but Gia was on something of a time constraint.

      “Happy to help,” Tasha lied, her head pulling back as the demon continued to roar, banging on the invisible barrier of the circle. “We owed you,” she added, a bit more honestly.

      Gia waved her hands, adding more symbols to her pentagram. The howls of the demon died abruptly.

      Tasha cleared her throat. “By the way, are we square now?”

      She and the other nymphs were paying off a longstanding family debt. Humans were mowing down forests at unprecedented rates. Gia and the other Elementals did their best to stop the incursions, but it had grown damn near impossible in recent years.

      But Gia wasn’t the Earth Elemental for nothing. She’d found a solution…of sorts. When she’d been unable to find a way to stop a particularly aggressive group of deforesters, Gia found a more expedient solution—calling on the Mother for a reward. When the gold and gemstones had materialized from the ground, she’d taken them and bought the land, signing it over to Tasha’s grandparents so it would be protected for future generations.

      It wasn’t a perfect solution, but until humans relearned to respect nature and the benefits of clean air and water, it would have to do.

      “Of course,” she said, touching Tasha’s back lightly and gesturing for the girls to gather in a tighter circle. “I’ll send you back now.”

      She was about to call on her magic when Tasha grabbed her hand.

      “I shouldn’t have asked that—I know the debt we owe is much greater than this. Whenever you need help again, please let us know. Just…you know…if it’s maybe not a demon next time, that would be great.”

      “We love helping! And if it’s at a club again, count us in,” another girl said, shimmying to music Gia couldn’t hear. “But yeah, those demons reek—I thought I was going to hurl in the car.”

      A third nymph nodded sagely. “It’s as if a thousand yak butts were collected, doused with gasoline, and thrown into a barrel… and we found the barrel a hundred years later.”

      The others agreed. “I can’t understand why the humans don’t run screaming. The stench alone is reason enough.”

      “Nymph noses are much more sensitive than humans. I apologize and understand—no more demons, I promise,” Gia said. Although, truthfully, there was little reason to worry. Most of the time, she didn’t need beautiful bait. The events that had led to Mammon’s release from hell weren’t likely to be repeated again anytime soon.

      The demon continued to inaudibly wail and punch the barrier, but when Gia opened the earth and the girls disappeared, he quieted down, prowling inside the tight circle like a lion trapped in a cage.

      Once they were alone, Gia removed the silencing spell.

      “You know, I’ve seen the man you’re wearing in real life before,” she informed him, crossing her arms. The glamour was a good one, but not perfect. “I don’t think you got the hair right, but then your true form doesn’t have hair…more like feathers? Or is the word I’m looking for spikes?”

      Technically, they were something in between.

      Mammon had taken the form of a young and wealthy man, a hotel owner who lived in Boston, one of the three or four people inadvertently responsible for the demon’s release from hell.

      “You have no idea who you’re dealing with, you stupid witch,” the demon spat.

      “Mammon, High Prince of Greed and Avarice, purveyor of false dreams and breaker of oaths and promises.” Gia shrugged. “And I’m not a witch.”

      The demon sneered, but Gia could see the uncertainty in his borrowed eyes. “Oh, I keep my promises, witch, so believe me when I say I’m going to enjoy ripping your throat out. Then I’m going to pull that pretty head right off and fuck your dead mouth.”

      “As appealing as that sounds, we’re going to have to table that because you have to go back to hell now.”

      The demon smirked. “You think you can do that, little witch?”

      Refusing to let him goad her, Gia kept working. “The spell is rather involved… I won’t lie—there are many other things I’d rather be doing on a Saturday night.”

      True, she didn’t love clubs like her younger sister Logan, or diving for lost undersea treasures like her sister, Serin, but Gia still knew how to find plenty of amusements. Chasing down trespassing demons wasn’t one, but, hey, who loved their job a hundred percent of the time?

      Technically, Gia had never rid the world of a demon prince, but she’d seen it done. Her mentor—Tarni—had done it twice in her career. The second time, Gia had been there as backup in case things went wrong.

      Most lower demons were easy enough to banish. Their bodies didn’t have the strength to leave their plane, so they left them behind, becoming shades. To get around on Earth, they possessed human bodies—or sometimes even animals.

      Dealing with lesser demons was straightforward. They had to be bound—both silver and gold restraints worked well. Then one threw a little holy water on them, chanted, and bam—the demon was getting a one-way trip back to their nether region of origin.

      A prince of hell, however, was going to take a bit more effort. Unlike lesser demons, they were strong enough to drag their bodies across the barrier between dimensions. A physical door was necessary to get that body back because they were damn hard to kill on this plane.

      Calling for her supplies, Gia stood back as a table appeared, one fully laid out with the items she needed. Planning was the key to efficiency. She got to work, mixing ingredients and crushing them in the mortars with her marble pestle. All the while, the demon alternated between hissing and screaming obscenities.

      After one particularly colorful epithet, she laughed aloud.

      “What is so funny, you fucking witch? The way I’m going to suck the marrow from your bones, or how I’ll use your skull as a toilet?”

      “It was the toilet actually,” she said. “Although I can’t say I haven’t heard that one before.”

      The demon appeared confused. “What?”

      Gia looked up from her nearly finished mixture. “You’d be surprised at how often someone threatens to rip my head off and defecate in it.”

      “So, you make this sort of thing a habit?” The demon was still confused.

      Gia added the last drop of mercury to her mix. “Clearly, princes of hell need to get out more. Otherwise, you would have heard of my sisters and me. There isn’t a Supernatural on Earth who doesn’t know what I am, but then you’re a tourist…and it’s about time for you to go home.”

      She tossed her spell mix onto the ground, then murmured the words to open a portal to hell.

      “It won’t work,” Mammon yelled. “You can’t just open a doorway to my world. No one in their right mind would.”

      He had a point. Not only was opening a portal to any dimension incredibly difficult, but doing so to one of the hell dimensions also had an added risk. She had to craft a complicated multilevel spell capable of punching a hole in the universe and close it, making sure there wasn’t a chink or a crack left when she was done. Even a scar would be a disaster. The barrier had to be seamless, as if it had never been opened in the first place, else it was a weak spot, one that could be exploited by others of Mammon’s kind.

      And then there’s the time when it’s open. It was like throwing the barn door open to find a pack of starving wolves on the other side, and, for some reason, she was wearing a suit made of dinner bells.

      But this wasn’t Gia’s first time at the demonic rodeo. There was one way to make a door damn difficult to enter from the other side.

      Raising her hands, she pulled the soil around the opening into a funnel with a ring of dirt that revolved from top to bottom, a fast-moving current that would be impossible to scale without wings.

      Well, some of the denizens of hell do, so you better get your butt in gear.

      “What the—” the demon sputtered as Gia held up one hand, then pulled the earth out from under his feet. With the other, she reached around the door. Taking care to maintain the perfect circularity of the door, she slowly pushed them together.

      “Stop,” the demon screamed. “I can give you anything you want! Wealth beyond your wildest dreams. Or power. With my help, you can rule this country.”

      This time, she let a smirk escape. “Only the completely selfless or the very corrupt want that job. I am neither.”

      He was almost there. The circles had overlapped. Half the diameter of the pentagram had disintegrated, falling through the pit to hell.

      “Wait! I can do get you anything you want. You don’t know what it’s like in Sheol.”

      Gia edged closer to the pit. She stopped short at the edge, safely on the other side of the barrier. Nevertheless, she felt it, a wave of despair and bitter hatred—the collective turmoil of hundreds of thousands of beings, perhaps millions.

      Blinking, she swayed and stepped back. She hadn’t felt that the first time. But then, she hadn’t been the one to banish the last demon prince. Her mentor had closed the circle. It hadn’t been necessary to get this close to the door.

      Catching herself, she stepped away just as Mammon fell through the pit, cursing her at the top of his lungs as he went.

      Hands up, she focused on closing the circle, taking every precaution to reknit the fabric of reality back together. When she was done, the barrier was flawless, as if nothing had happened. And she was exhausted.

      Despite her weariness, she knelt on the ground. She began to pray to the Mother, thanking Her for the abilities She’d given her and for safeguarding their world.

      Gia didn’t have to imagine a world without Her. She’d just witnessed one firsthand.
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      Salvador Delavordo knelt in front of the dirt altar that had magically appeared in the antechamber of his clinic.

      The woman lying on top hadn’t moved during his startled cursory inspection. Edging closer, he searched for signs she was breathing, but he couldn’t see if her chest moved under the brown leather jacket she wore.

      Salvador went to pull it off her, but he thought better of it. He couldn’t risk damaging his patient. Every inch of the woman’s exposed skin was covered in thick black strands, signs of some terrible contaminant in her system. He’d already foolishly touched one without gloves, but his magically honed diagnostic senses hadn’t picked up any signs of illness. It was probably a toxin and not a contagion, but he needed to confirm that.

      Salvador dug through his supplies, fishing out a hand mirror. He held it to the woman’s lips, relaxing when he saw the surface fog up.

      He heaved a sigh of relief. At least she wasn’t dead. And whatever had happened to her didn’t appear to be progressing further, at least to the naked eye.

      I need samples. Hurrying to his exam room, he gathered supplies in a woven basket. The petri dishes, vials, scalpel, and syringes rattled as he knelt to grab his largest pair of scissors.

      Setting the basket next to the woman’s hip, he lifted the scissors, preparing to cut away the leather jacket.

      A hand shot out, grabbing his wrist with an unyielding grip. Rearing back, he yelped, dropping the scissors when the hand suddenly heated, burning him.

      “What the—” He gasped, turning wide frightened eyes on the woman who held him. She had red hair, her eyes filled with flame.

      Another much-colder hand pried the first from his wrist. “Diana, calm down.”

      “I’ll calm down when this brujo tells me what the hell he’s planning to do with those scissors.”

      Witch? Guess they knew who he was.

      “I, uh…” Salvador’s mind blanked as he glanced around. The room was full now. In the space between blinks, six other people had appeared.

      The two men opposite him were tall and built, their muscles straining their shirts. Both were menacing, but one more so than the other. He was a Were with a scowl dark enough to make Salvador want to back away—and he was used to defending himself. The other read as human. For some reason, it didn’t make the man seem any less dangerous.

      As intimidating as the men were, it was nothing compared to the women at their sides.

      Salvador flinched as his senses were overwhelmed. The sheer power radiating from the females was awesome—in the most terrifying sense of the word. Twisting, he studied the woman holding him again. Her touch had cooled, but she hadn’t let go. Those flames in her eyes hadn’t been his imagination.

      Aw, shit. He was surrounded by Elementals.

      “Salvador, we need your help.”

      It took him a moment before he could manage to tear his gaze away from the woman to focus on the man who spoke. When he did, Salvador recognized the man instantly.

      “Alec,” he unsteadily said. Alec Broussard was one of the few vampires Salvador did business with. A wealthy scholar, Alec was a useful friend to have. However, Salvador used that term loosely…

      The vampire nodded reassuringly. After prying the woman’s hand off Salvador, Alec urged her back a step.

      “As I said, we need some help. I’d like you to meet Diana, my mate. The ones over there are Serin and Logan. Daniel and Connell are their partners,” Alec said, pointing at each woman in turn.

      So, the rumors were true. Alec had landed an Elemental as a mate. Salvador was going to have to ask him how the hell that had happened—but some night far in the future, once Salvador had recovered from the shock.

      Good manners eventually overrode his fear. Nodding with a small bow, he tried to mask his feelings, but his upper lip had broken out with telltale beads of sweat.

      He cleared his throat, turning to the one called Diana. “I was going to cut her jacket off to examine the black veining more closely.”

      Diana’s head pulled back. She looked him up and down, her scrutiny more unnerving than the nuns at his childhood parochial school. She—the Fire Elemental presumably—took a slow and audible breath. “Our sister has been poisoned. Can you help her?”

      “I…do you know who I am?” There was no way an Elemental would ask him for help. Not if they knew who he was, who his parents were.

      “Alec told us that he worked with you before. You’re a Delavordo. He also said you’ve been disowned.”

      That came from another Elementals, the dark-skinned one with the afro. Her voice was lyrical, almost Caribbean in its cadence. It was nearly as beautiful as she was, but all these women possessed more than their fair share of attractiveness.

      The better to capture their prey with…

      He had to remind himself that they could crush him with one hand tied behind their back. “And you’re willing to let me touch her despite my family history?”

      That part was still difficult to believe.

      “If you don’t help, we’ll kill you,” the Were spat.

      Crossing his arms, Salvador glared at the shifter. He’d listen to threats from an Elemental, but he wasn’t about to take any lip from a werewolf.

      The small Asian girl put her hand on the Were’s arm. “Don’t, babe. He’s our best shot.”

      “Logan, you can’t trust him,” the Were began, but the Caribbean Elemental forestalled him.

      “Connell and Daniel, can you wait outside?” she interrupted.

      “But—”

      “She’s our sister. Wait outside.”

      Salvador suppressed a shiver. The steel in that voice was ice cold.

      The Were and the human man shuffled outside without another word, but not before the former gave Salvador a killing glance. Alec stayed, but Salvador knew better than to expect much help from that quarter. Not against three Elementals.

      He put his arms at his sides, determined to appear as nonthreatening as possible. “I can’t help you.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” Diana asked.

      “Can’t. I don’t know what’s going on here.” He waved his hands over the woman on the altar. “I’ve never seen whatever that is.”

      “Neither have we, which is why we need you. Alec says you study black magic and curses. You’re also reputed to be well versed in poisons.”

      He inhaled. “They are something of a family hobby,” he said, then wondered why he’d bothered. These women knew all about that.

      The Delavordos were a powerful witch clan. But with all that power came temptation. And, at least for his family, abuse of their abilities. Salvador had seen his relatives do terrible things. He had been taught to believe if they had the ability, then they had the right.

      It was difficult to pinpoint exactly when he had realized most everything he had been taught was wrong. All he knew was he’d never felt right. Not until he’d broken ties with his family once and for all.

      He stared down at the Earth Elemental. “Is she the one who killed my uncle Thiago?” he asked.

      “No, that was me,” Serin said. Her stunning face was unreadable. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      Nightmare images rose in his mind. He pushed away the memories, but it took some effort. Blinking, he met her fathomless blue eyes. “No…and thank you,” he whispered before turning away.

      Salvador wanted to rub his face, but he was wearing gloves. Choked up, he reached behind himself, taking the basket so he could at least pretend to sort his supplies.

      This is more emotion than I wanted to feel today. In fact, it was more than he’d wanted to feel ever again.

      He cleared his throat. When he spoke, though, it still sounded as if he’d swallowed gravel. “I don’t know if I can help her. What happens if I fail?”

      Diana moved until she stood in front of him with her hands behind her back. “Don’t fail.”

      It sounded like a threat, but the words were weighted with so much emotion it didn’t feel like one. No, it was a plea.

      She’s scared, too. It was there in her eyes, which were red and shining with unshed tears. A quick glance confirmed all the women wore similar expressions. But they were too disciplined to cry.

      “I will do my best. But this malady is completely unfamiliar. Nor have I come across a similar reaction in my studies. Do you know what happened?”

      Logan, the smaller Asian woman, approached the altar, taking the unconscious woman’s hand. “We found her like this.”

      Nodding, he picked the scissors back up, cutting what had been a spectacular leather jacket. “Was there food or drink nearby? Did she ingest the poison?”

      “No, she was covered in the stuff,” Logan said.

      Salvador’s eyes flared, locking onto their joined hands. “Let her go,” he urged.

      “It’s okay. Serin washed it away.”

      “All of it?” He glanced up, brow creased. “Because a sample would be extremely helpful.”

      The girls glanced at each other, dismay clear on their faces.

      “The sea took it. It’s too diluted for me to get it back,” Serin said, her tone betraying her regret.

      Salvador winced, then returned to his task, using a scalpel to gently scrape the surface of a black thread. His first impression stood. This vein thing was hard as a rock.

      “Did the threading stop growing or thickening when you washed it away?” he asked, continuing to probe the different strands. Even the smaller ones had that same rigid quality, but they were slightly more pliable.

      Serin shook her head. “I believe they stopped thickening, but it’s difficult to say. I was…upset, and I didn’t pay attention.”

      “That… and the goo made them hard to see until you washed it off,” Logan added.

      Interesting. So, did the threading stop because the poison was washed off or because the patient’s blood had already hit the saturation point?

      “Should we dig up the basement where she was attacked?” Logan asked.

      Diana frowned. “Is that even possible without Gia?”

      “If it’s not, maybe I can slip in through a crack or something,” Logan said. “I could try to blow some of the poison to the surface.”

      “I guess it’s worth a shot,” Serin began when one of the men poked his head through the window next to the front door.

      “What about the gloves?” he asked.

      Salvador blinked at the strange sight of the large head sticking through the small window. Daniel, the human, had been eavesdropping.

      “What?” Serin asked.

      “My rubber gloves,” he continued, disappearing only to walk through the door a second later. Like Salvador, Daniel had to duck to avoid hitting the frame, but the Were following him was in too much of a hurry. Connell’s head smacked the frame with a satisfying thump.

      Serves him right. Salvador knew a lot of shifters. They shared similar aggressive attitudes, but they usually knew better than to act that way with him. He may have made his name as a healer, but that didn’t mean he was a pacifist.

      “I touched the toxin with rubber gloves,” the human continued.

      “But the earth reclaimed those,” Logan said. “The Mother was probably trying to protect us from the poison.”

      Serin nodded sadly. “I think they’re gone, Daniel.”

      The human shrugged. “Can’t you ask for them back?”

      “I don’t understand,” Diana said.

      Neither did Salvador.

      “The ground did that melting thing, and it did it without Gia’s intervention. It reacted to all of you.” He paused, letting that sink in. “If it did it then, it’s possible it will do it again now. Why don’t you try asking for the gloves back?”

      Serin frowned. Seeming a bit exasperated, Daniel shrugged and knelt on the ground himself. He banged on the ground as if he were knocking on a door. “Hey there, dirt. Can you give me those gloves back?” he called.

      The Were snickered aloud. Salvador bit his lip to keep from joining him.

      “Um, Daniel dear, I think…” Serin trailed off as the ground rippled. A blink later, a mound formed. On top was a pair of purple latex gloves, the tips stained with a greenish-yellow tint.

      “Huh,” Serin murmured. “That’s…new.”

      Salvador raised his brows, but then shrugged. That was hardly the weirdest thing to happen today. No, that he was standing in his clinic with Elementals and he was still breathing definitely took top prize on weirdest.

      “These should do,” he said, reaching for the gloves.

      He would have to cut them up, soak the pieces in different solvents, and run some tests. “I should be able to identify the major components from the residue. If we can identify what was in the poison, I’ll have a much better chance of crafting an antidote.”

      That last was a stretch, but Salvador had been in the healing business for a long time. He knew what his patient’s families needed to hear.

      “Connell, our friend here, has identified some of the components. He can write them down for you,” Alec said with a nod to the Were.

      Paper materialized in the Were’s hand, and he grudgingly began to write.

      “Your setup here is a little rudimentary,” Alec said. He was intimately familiar with the clinic from his previous visits. “Is there anything I can get you that might help? Maybe an HPLC machine or a mass spec?”

      Salvador glanced up, noting confusion on more than one face. “Those are machines humans use to identify chemical compounds,” he explained to the assemblage of superwomen. To Alec, he said, “And no thanks. I can do something similar with a few spells.”

      It was a technique he was still perfecting, but a lot of his work was reversing hexes and spells. The majority of the time, they were delivered via potion, usually slipped into the victim’s food or drink. Breaking down the components was difficult, but not impossible. It would be faster than the human way.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing I can get you?” Alec asked, examining the woman on the earthen bed with genuine concern. The Fire Elemental may have been his mate, but the vampire was clearly fond of them all.

      An added layer of responsibility came to rest on Salvador’s shoulders. “I’m waiting on some local herbs, but until I identify the components of this mix, I won’t have an accurate idea of what I’ll need. If I hit a wall, I’ll let you know.”

      “All right.” Alec shifted toward Diana, rubbing her lower back comfortingly. She rested her head against his broad shoulder.

      The intimacy of the gesture was startling under the circumstances. How in the world had a vampire ended up with a Fire Elemental?

      “Are you all going to stay?” Salvador asked, holding his breath.

      Please say no.

      “I’m staying,” Alec said. “But the ladies have some hunting to do. I assume they’ll be taking the other two along with them.”

      “Logan’s not going anywhere without me,” Connell stated.

      Logan nudged Serin. “He won’t slow me down. But what about…”

      The petite woman nodded in the direction of the human man.

      “Daniel will be fine as long as he’s with me,” Serin said.

      At the same time, the man interjected, muttering he could take care of himself.

      “Well, if John could take out the strongest of us, does it matter if he’s human?” Diana asked.

      “Who knows? It might even be an advantage,” Daniel pointed out. “That poison is made for Supernaturals, but we don’t know what effect it has on humans—maybe none. If I were this John character, I’d try to make something that didn’t kill humans in case of accidental exposure.”

      “Do you think that’s even possible? To target Supes but not humans?” Logan asked.

      Daniel shrugged. “It doesn’t matter one way or another. That asshole is not getting anywhere close enough to Serin to douse her with his poison.”

      To illustrate his meaning, he patted a sidearm on his side Salvador hadn’t even noticed.

      Logan appeared skeptical, but Serin nodded. “At this point, we should be ready and willing to try everything to stop him.”

      Coming from anyone else, those words might sound desperate, but Salvador almost shivered. Whoever this John was, the fucker was in for a world of hurt.
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      John spread the map in front of him, tracking the line of his proposed route. It would take some time to drive to Yellowstone. Flying would have been more expedient, but there was no way he could have transported his lab in a few suitcases, which was why he had gone mobile.

      His luxurious RV had been earmarked for a rock star, but he’d manipulated the salesman into handing over the keys to him instead. All it had taken was some sleight of hand and a touch of mesmerism.

      Technically, he could have paid for it. John had more than enough funds to cover the expense. A being didn’t get to be as old as he was without having an excellent financial portfolio. But what fun was there in paying for things like a good citizen?

      John had spent the better part of a century acting the part of the benevolent and wise uncle. It had been the longest undercover con in history. Although there had been some days when he’d genuinely enjoyed himself learning all he could in T’Kaieri, the cradle of magic, he was grateful his time there was at an end. Now he could shed that cloak of benign goodness and please himself in ways he’d been unable to indulge in for far too long.

      Stealing the RV was just the start. It had been completely outfitted to suit his needs. The vehicle was spacious enough for most of his gear. True, he’d had to forsake his bulkier pieces of laboratory equipment, but that was fine. He no longer needed them. The RV even had a mobile garage with an expedient getaway car underneath the main cabin.

      Ah, technology… It had grown so wondrously decadent in the last few decades. As far as he was concerned, the little doohickeys and giant monster trucks were proof of human superiority. He was going to make sure every creature on Earth knew it, too.

      It had taken decades, but John had finally perfected his formula. He’d crafted a poison that could kill any Supernatural being on Earth. It would work on shifters, vampires—even those damn tricky Fae. He’d been testing his formula long enough to prove that. The evidence of his successes floated in dissection jars in the cabinet over his head.

      The most staggering part was how common the ingredients were. True, a few had been hard to get, but that was to be expected. Certain botanicals were thin on the ground these days, but John wasn’t a self-described genius for nothing.

      It hadn’t been an easy road. Time and time again, John had met with failure. He’d almost given up his venture when he’d discovered a couple of the plants he needed were extinct, or rare enough to seem so. But then, he’d had an epiphany. As long as he knew the chemical structure of the compound he needed, he could have the ingredients synthesized.

      John had managed to find a gifted and severely underpaid chemist to do the synthesis. It had taken the man some time, but he’d come through. Now John could simply add what he needed with a dropper.

      The advancements in the field of chemistry and physics in the last century were staggering. He could only imagine what the next hundred years would bring.

      What did this world need with Supernatural creatures in the face of human innovation? Witches and their ilk were evolutionary throwbacks, beings who belonged to the primitive ages of the past.

      John was going to show the world it didn’t need magic—at least not the kind one had to be born with. He’d come into the world without it, but he had learned to work around that small liability. Other humans would learn as well. Once the Supernaturals were gone, he planned to teach his secrets to a select few students. Only those worthy. He already had candidates in mind. A few good men and a couple of likeminded females.

      He sniffed at a sudden memory. Gia had been dead wrong. He didn’t dislike women or resent they had been given so much power. Yes, he believed the Mother creature had been misguided to entrust her greatest gifts solely to females, but that was plain common sense. Putting all of Her eggs in one basket was foolish.

      Soon, it wouldn’t matter. His last test had proved it. There was no witch on Earth who could stand against his poison. Not even the most powerful subspecies—the Elementals. The trial run on the Earth Elemental had gone better than his most optimistic projections.

      The mightiest had fallen. Well, almost the mightiest. But so, too, would She succumb. All he had to do was physically get to Her, but he wasn’t worried. His agile mind had just figured out how…
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      Salvador twisted the stopper on the distiller, letting a few drops fall into the collection vial.

      The liquid was clear with a purple tint. He frowned, making a note in his experimental log. Salvador couldn’t say for certain, but his instinct told him it needed to be colorless—clearer than spring water. His previous two attempts had failed, getting no reaction, but three times was supposed to be the charm, right?

      “I think adding a few more evaporation cycles will achieve the effect you’re searching for.”

      Blinking, he glanced up, startled to see someone else in the room. Alec Broussard stood a few feet away, leaning against the wall. A corner of his mouth tilted up. “You forgot I was here, didn’t you?”

      “I did. Sorry.” Salvador rose, stretching his stiff limbs. His neck ached from staying in one position for so long.

      “Don’t apologize,” Alec replied. “I’m exactly the same way. The last time I was so engrossed in a Sumerian text, I nearly got fried.”

      Salvador raised a brow, and Alec shrugged. “When Diana put her hand on my shoulder, I leapt on her, fangs out, ready to defend myself…”

      Salvador didn’t bother to ask if the Fire Elemental had been hurt. “Did she set you on fire?”

      Alec laughed. “No. Fortunately for me, Diana has excellent reflexes and good impulse control. She just brushed me off, kind of like you would a gnat. Of course, if she had lit me up, I wouldn’t have burned.”

      Salvador waved his arm in a silent “go on” gesture.

      The vampire’s expression was simultaneously smug and abashed. “Mating has its privileges.”

      Salvador snorted. “I guess so. How the hell did you two happen to be anyway?”

      Alec glanced behind him at the complicated distillation apparatus. “I’ll tell you the story after I get you some food. You’re going to need fuel to keep going.”

      Salvador put down his logbook, then went to wash his hands. “Is this why they left you behind? To crack the whip?” he asked.

      “And to make sure you don’t intentionally kill Gia.”

      Salvador frowned at the vampire. Alec shrugged. “I know you’re not going to do that, but the ladies aren’t prepared to risk leaving their sister without some form of protection. They know your family too well.”

      Salvador didn’t need to be told that. He’d been hearing about Elementals from the cradle—mostly warnings not to attract their attention.

      Of course, if his father or mother ever learned he’d had one under his care, completely at his mercy, and he hadn’t tried to kill her…he’d probably be disowned all over again.

      He glanced at the door leading to the antechamber. “What do you know about my patient?”

      Alec cocked his head. “She’s Earth. Gia is the oldest of Diana’s sisters. Which means—out of all—she’s probably tangled up with the Delavordos the most. And from what I heard, she’s not a big fan.”

      “She’s hardly alone in that.” In fact, Salvador strongly shared her opinion. Not that it would matter to this Gia woman—provided she recovered enough to learn his identity. He stared at the wall, lost in thought.

      “Have you heard from them lately?” Alec asked softly.

      “Just my mother, but you know about her hit and runs,” he said, bending over his logbook.

      Alec knew he wasn’t referring to Lucia Delavordo’s skill behind the wheel of a car. Salvador doubted his mother had ever been in a vehicle without a chauffeur in her life. No, his mother specialized in another type of collision—her out-of-the-blue messages—vitriolic blasts about duty and family loyalty.

      It didn’t matter how many times he changed his number or how many filters he added to his email—his mother’s magic always managed to find a way through. One time while hiking in the Andes, he’d even received a missive via giant raven.

      It was his mother’s considered opinion that Salvador needed to get over his foolish desire to help others. Selflessness was for the weak. Only the strong survived. His crusade to atone for the past sins of his family was stupid and self-serving.

      “You owe it to your family to let go of this foolish charade,” she had said on more than one occasion. “You are a Delavordo. Act like one.”

      Sometimes, he thought his mother was right. Not about being more like his family, but about his calling. Salvador had taken on an impossible task. He had foolishly thought to atone for the evil his family had done. But the Delavordos were the wickedest witching family in all of history. It was like trying to empty the water from Lake Michigan with a child’s sand bucket.

      “Fulgencio hasn’t contacted you?”

      Salvador almost laughed. “My father hasn’t spoken to me since he threw me out of the house for healing that Were cub.”

      “That’s right. One of your cousins was responsible…”

      He nodded. “Analia. She got away with it, too. She claimed she had no idea her little hex on the mother would concentrate in her fetus. Once I reversed the damage, the wolves dropped the matter.”

      “But you did undo the curse—it was a remarkable feat. One that put you on the map as a healer.”

      And it got Salvador kicked out of his family, despite the fact the hexing had been against the treaties his family had signed with the shifter pack. His father had claimed he hadn’t sanctioned the act, but Salvador had known Fulgencio been impressed by his cousin’s accomplishment—targeting the unborn, but leaving the mother untouched… It was a hellish innovation in the world of magic, and yet another weapon in his family’s arsenal—if they ever used it again.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      “That’ll be the food.”

      Salvador blinked. Alec hadn’t left the room. “Does mating with an Elemental give you access to their way of communicating?” he asked, slightly awed.

      Some witches could transmit messages along the aether, but it was a rare talent. All the Elementals could do it, of course. They were even able to move along it, accessing it with their dominant power, the element they controlled.

      “Not exactly,” Alec hedged. “I mean, Diana would know if I were in trouble, so I have some tie to it, but I can’t use it the way she does.”

      Alec held up a sleek cell phone. “I ordered the food with an app. Do you still like posole?”

      “How in the world did you convince a delivery person to come all the way out here?”

      Alec rocked on his heels. “I tip very well.”

      Snorting, Salvador nodded. Alec went outside to get the food, closing the door behind himself, presumably so the delivery person didn’t get a look at Salvador’s patient. Meanwhile, he set up the first steps of the new distillation again, the ones that took the longest and didn’t need to be monitored first-hand, before following Alec outside.

      They sat at the rough picnic table he’d been given as payment by a wood nymph he’d helped once. The light evening breeze did much to refresh Salvador’s senses. Some of the chemicals he used in the distillation process were disproportionally pungent. He’d set up a decent-enough ventilation system and boosted it with air-clearing spells, but certain odors still managed to seep into his clothing.

      Alec told him about meeting Diana over the meal. Halfway through, Salvador paused, the spoon he held next to his mouth forgotten—the story was that compelling.

      “Damn. So that’s where the whole thing started? With an illegitimate Burgess witch?”

      Alec passed him a beer. “Your family hasn’t cornered the market on black witches. Not completely.”

      “And the villain the ladies are chasing down helped this woman?”

      “Yes, along with a few others. John must have been tinkering with dark magic for a long time—and right under their noses. He excelled at setting others up to do his dirty work.”

      “But he must have continued doing his own, right? Otherwise, he’d never have succeeded in creating that poison.”

      Contemplatively, the vampire narrowed his eyes. “Personally, I don’t believe that’s as much an achievement as we’re making it out to be. Destruction is always easier than creation, than healing. You, of all people, should know that.”

      “Very true,” Salvador conceded. “Still, it’s hard to believe we’re dealing with an old-school alchemist in this day and age.”

      Self-styled alchemists—humans who dabbled in magical experimentation and the occult—used to be common, at least until the last century. But they had died out with the Industrial Revolution, or so he thought.

      No wonder the Elementals were pissed. According to Alec, the alchemist had infiltrated the cloistered T’Kaierian community years ago. The Water Elemental had considered him a part of her family. They’d all trusted him. Salvador knew something about betrayal…

      Alec sniffed one of the containers, taking a cautious bite. He didn’t eat a lot, but Salvador knew Alec still enjoyed the mechanics. “I sent word to the Elemental archives, asking for whatever texts they have on poisons capable of affecting Supernaturals. The archivist told me that they would arrive later today.”

      Salvador stilled. “They’re sending that stuff here?”

      “Yes. Noomi, the head archivists, said she’s pulling anything and everything she thinks might help. Although, it’s probably pointless now you’ve identified the components of the poison.”

      “Don’t discount your precious books yet. We don’t know if my antidote will work. It may take several attempts. Or they may not work at all…”

      Alec nodded. “I know. Nevertheless, a little optimism never hurt anyone.”

      Salvador grabbed a tortilla from one of the heat-conserving foam containers. “I can’t believe they gave you access to their archives.”

      The T’Kaierian community hoarded knowledge the way dragons did gold. The fact they would let an outsider have access was unbelievable, even if he was mated to an Elemental.

      “Grudgingly, but yes…eventually.” Alec hesitated as if he wanted to say something else, but he stopped, simply adding, “Sometimes, I have a hard time believing it myself.”

      “What’s it like?”

      The Elemental archives were the stuff of legend, but no one Salvador knew had ever been inside.

      Alec’s eyes went glassy and distant, but his expression was one of pure bliss.

      “If I believed that my kind had a heaven, I believe it would look like the Elemental archives.” He laughed. “Well, scratch that. It’s probably only heaven to me.”

      Salvador had known Alec long enough to assume that meant a ton of books and crumbling scrolls, but it was the Elemental archive, so there were probably all sorts of weapons and magical artifacts, too. Salvador’s grandfather had often groused about the various antiques the Elementals had confiscated from his great-grandmother. The fact they were cursed objects responsible for hundreds, possibly thousands, of deaths was never really acknowledged.

      Wrapping up dinner, Salvador got back to work. Alec had been right. Extra distillation rounds did the trick. When the resulting potion was crystal clear, he took it into the antechamber and set it next to the altar.

      Normally, Salvador would be concerned with dosing, but since the poison had been introduced topically, he was going to apply the antidote the same way. He would have to trust the Elemental’s body would only take up as much as it needed.

      “Do you need either of these?” Alec held a syringe in one hand and a dropper in the other.

      Salvador shook his head, then unstopped the vial. Tipping his hand, he dropped it all onto the Elemental’s chest.

      Nothing happened. He waited, but didn’t see a reaction.

      “How long do you think it will take?”

      “I don’t kn—”

      Without warning, the liquid disappeared. The woman’s body had absorbed it all.

      Salvador held up a ruler to one of the thick black veins on her chest. It was difficult to see, but he eventually confirmed a change. A small retraction in the length of one of the strands.

      “It shrank, right?” Alec asked. “That wasn’t just a trick of the light.”

      Exhaling in relief, Salvador nodded. “We’re going to have to make more. A lot more. Judging from these results, I don’t have anything close to enough raw ingredients.”

      Alec was already on his phone. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you whatever you need.”

    



OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/elementalsmark.jpg





OEBPS/images/bettyearthfinalcover.jpg





